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Add to footnote 2: For a vivid and concise account of the history of Rome from the birth of the republic to the dissolution of the Holy Roman Empire in 1806, see Watts, Edward, The eternal decline and fall of Rome: the history of a dangerous idea.  Oxford University Press (2021).
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WEIGHTS, MEASURES, MONEY AND TAXATION

Weights and measures


A Roman pound (libra) was the equivalent of 323 grams or 11.4 ounces, i.e. about .7 of an English pound.  This has been established by examining (a) surviving coin-weights and (b) ten-pound weights found in Pompeii.

An amphora was a large jar which would hold about 26 litres or 45.5 pints of wine.  A modius was one third of an amphora, i.e. about 8.6 litres or 15 pints.  Grain quantities were often measured in modii.

A Roman mile (mille passuum) was 1,478 metres.  That is just over nine tenths (.92) of an English mile or just under one and a half kilometres.

A iugerum was an area of 2,518 square metres.  That is .62 of an acre.

Coinage


The units of Roman currency were:


· a gold coin, aureus nummus, usually abbreviated to aureus
· a silver coin, denarius
· a brass coin, sestertius
· a brass coin, dupondius
· a copper coin, as.


1 aureus = 25 denarii
1 denarius = 4 sesterces
1 sestertius = 2 dupondii or 4 asses.

In the first century BC campaigning generals in the provinces, including Julius Caesar, started to operate mints for paying their troops in the field.  These coins bore the generals’ names.  When Caesar returned to Rome, he continued the practice.  Thus, coins minted at Rome during Caesar’s dictatorship bore his portrait and titles.  Subsequent emperors adopted the same the practice.  This was extremely gratifying for emperors at the time and is now extremely useful for historians.

The mints worked on the basis that a pound of silver or gold was divided into a specified number of coins.  Under Augustus a pound of gold was divided into 42 aureii and a pound of silver was divided into 84 denarii.  Under Nero a pound of gold was divided into 45 aureii and a pound of silver was divided into 96 denarii.  Subsequent emperors debased the coinage further.

In the late third century Diocletian introduced major coinage reforms.  New aureii were struck at the rate of 60 to the pound of gold.  New silver and copper coins were also struck, but their names are uncertain.

Constantine introduced the solidus on a wide scale.  A pound of gold was divided into 72 solidi.  1 solidus was the equivalent of 24 siliquae.  No single siliqua coins were issued.  There were, however, silver semissis (12 siliquae) and tremissis (8 siliquae).  The solidus was one of Constantine’s many lasting achievements.  It retained its weight and its purity for over seven centuries.

The value of money

Converting ancient coinage into modern equivalents is an impossible task, but no less enjoyable on that account.  Many scholars have risen to the challenge.  One problem is that the relationship between salaries, commodity prices and food prices in the ancient world was very different from that in the modern world of mass production.  Another problem is that in both the ancient and modern world inflation tends to reduce the value of money, sometimes progressively and sometimes dramatically.  There was huge inflation in the third century AD and also, it must be said, in the twentieth century AD.  Subject to those qualifications, here are some illustrations:

The annual salary of a legionary soldier
 between the first century and early third century was:

· 900 sesterces from the reign of Augustus to the reign of Domitian

· 1,200 sesterces from the reign of Domitian to the reign of Severus

· 1,800 or 2,000 sesterces after the pay rise awarded by Severus.


This might be compared with annual salary of a private in the British Army, which is about £20,400 in January 2021.

In the first century AD a modius of grain (the basic foodstuff of the ancient and modern world) cost 2 to 4 sesterces.  According to Columella, who wrote a treatise on agriculture
 in the middle of the century, the minimum wholesale price for an amphora of wine was 15 sesterces.  This may have been an exaggeration as records from Pompeii and Herculaneum suggest a retail price of 12 sesterces.  Fine wines enjoyed by the élites and wine buffs were, of course, vastly more expensive.
 

Readers can make their own comparison with the prices of wine and cereals at Waitrose or Asda as they see fit.

Land values varied widely across the Empire and over time.  According to Columella, the price of a iugerum of uncultivated land was 1,000 sesterces.
  We must, however, treat Columella’s figures with caution.  There was no central collection of statistics.  Columella would know what he and his friends paid for things.  He did not know how to calculate averages or allow for price fluctuations.


The cost of slaves depended upon their capabilities.  According to Columella a skilled vinitor would cost 6,000 to 8,000 sesterces.  The prices of slaves as revealed by inscriptions or odd snippets in the literature range from 600 sesterces for a young girl up to 700,000 sesterces for a grammaticus (skilled teacher).  The latter price is recorded by Pliny the Elder.

The gold content of an aureus was about 8 grams under Julius Caesar, reduced to 7 grams under Nero.   Taking the present value of gold as approximately £45 per gram (January 2021), we can think of an aureus as a gold coin worth about £315.
Taxation


The methods used for collecting taxes varied widely across the Empire.
  In some provinces such as Egypt there was a pre-existing tax regime and a body of experienced tax collectors, all of which Rome simply took over.  In other provinces Rome used a variety of methods.  Sometimes private contractors (known as publicani) purchased the right to collect taxes.  They paid a fixed sum to the public treasury and then kept for themselves whatever tax they could extract.  The publicani were hated throughout the Roman Empire: hence the condemnation of ‘publicans and sinners’ in the New Testament.


Augustus rationalised the tax system.  After the Augustan reforms there were five main taxes:

· tributum soli: property tax, levied on the assessed value of a person’s land and other assets, such as buildings, ships and slaves;
· tributum capitis: poll tax, levied at a uniform rate on all adults between 12 or 14 and 65;
· Centesima rerum venalium: sales tax at the general rate of 1%, but 4% on the sale of slaves;
· Inheritance tax: this was charged at 5% on all estates over 100,000 sesterces, except for those which passed to very near relatives;
· Portoria: these customs duties were charged on both exports and imports, generally at the rate of 2 or 2.5%.
Augustus reduced the role of publicani as far as possible.  City authorities in each province and area collected the two main taxes, namely property tax and poll tax.  Officials who failed to collect taxes were personally liable for any shortfall.  Regular censuses were required in all provinces, both to register property and to count the population.  It will be recalled from the New Testament that one such census was held in Judaea, requiring Mary and Joseph to attend a census station in Bethlehem at an inconvenient time.
  After Augustus’ reforms publicani continued to collect other taxes, but they were controlled by the provincial procurators.  In the late second century publicani were phased out altogether and officials took over their functions.

People paid their taxes in cash or in kind according to the circumstances of each province and each area.  In Britain it is reasonable to suppose that many subjects paid their taxes in the form of agricultural produce, to help feed the army.

Augustus’ system of taxation collapsed during the chaos of the third century.  This was a period of high inflation.  Inheritance tax, which had been hugely unpopular ever since Augustus first introduced it, was abolished.  A series of short-term emperors failed to get a grip on the public finances.

When Diocletian came on the scene in the late third century he was determined to restore order, both in government and in public finance.   Diocletian introduced a new tax regime.  He began by instituting a detailed census.  This not only identified everyone living within the Empire (all of whom were Roman citizens by virtue of Caracalla’s edict), but also assessed the quantity and quality of the lands which they held.  Diocletian then levied poll tax (capitatio) at a flat rate and property tax (iugatio) related to the value of a person’s property.  Each province was expected to meet the costs of the army which garrisoned it.  The various armies estimated their needs and requisitioned the food required at harvest time.  Tax rates varied from year to year.  The rates were published annually on 1st September.  In effect, Diocletian introduced budgets through which tax was raised by reference to estimated expenditure.

Constantine introduced a new tax, chrysargyron, which was payable by merchants and manufacturers.  This tax was assessed by reference to the size of each business (extent of its assets, number of employees etc).  Businessmen caught by this regime paid the tax in silver and gold.

The concept of income tax was unknown in the ancient world.  Those who earned their living through wages and salaries incurred no tax liability.  Most wage earners were poor, so that was little loss to the treasury.  The real winners were lawyers, doctors, officials, teachers and other professionals.  While earning a comfortable living, they paid no tax.  Sadly, this is not the case in the modern world.
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Insert after second paragraph:
Portable X-ray fluorescence (pXRF) and portable Raman spectrometry can be used to detect traces of pigments on statues and sculptures.  From this analysis it is often possible to identify any colours which originally adorned the objects.
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STANWICK

Sir Mortimer Wheeler directed excavations at Stanwick in 1951-1952.  The area subsequently became an English Heritage site.  Parts of the Iron Age earthworks are still clearly visible.  The former Brigantian settlement is now a huge tract of peaceful farmland with a church at one end. You can walk along a reconstructed section of the rampart.  You are likely to be alone there, as no-one takes much interest in the place.  It needs little imagination to visualise slaves digging out the defensive ditch and Iron Age aristocrats, in all their finery, riding past on ornate chariots.

Between 1981 and 2011 the ‘Stanwick Research Project’, co-ordinated by the Archaeology Department of Durham University, involved both excavations and scientific research.  The team included experts in radiocarbon dating, archaeobotany and bioarchaeology.  Colin Haselgrove, who played a major part in the project, has published the results in a detailed, but highly readable, work.


The findings from the recent investigation may be summarised as follows:

(i) Occupation of the site began in 80/70 BC and continued for 150 years.  There were five distinct phases.  Periods 1, 2 and 3 spanned the first 50 years, when the settlement was undefended. Period 4 (c. 25 BC to AD 35) and period 5 (c. AD 35 to 75) were the most eventful.  The turbulent events of period 5 and the nature of ‘client kingdoms’ are discussed in Chapters 4 to 7 of the main text.  The present summary is restricted to the recent archaeological findings.

(ii) The occupants of Stanwick grew spelt wheat and six-row hulled barley.  They produced a range of different charcoals.  They reared cattle, sheep and pigs.  Analysis of the bones reveals the ages at which the animals were slaughtered.

(iii)  During period 4 an earth rampart was built around the central complex, now known as ‘the Tofts’.  By then Stanwick had become the most important urban centre in northern Britain.  It was comparable to the oppida in the south, such as Silchester and Colchester.  There was metal working on site in copper-alloy, as well as a thriving pottery industry.  Some of the vessels which the Iron Age potters produced would have had a ritual function.  It is likely that Stanwick was also a religious or ceremonial site, drawing in celebrants from a wide area.  The presence of two Roman coins of the Augustan period and one Iron Age coin minted by the Corieltauvi suggests trading links with the wider world.

(iv)  Period 5 saw the construction of massive defences around the perimeter.  These took the form of an earth rampart 6.8 kilometres long, with a ditch in front.  The outer face was revetted in stone.  The most formidable section of the rampart was along the north-west side. Here the rampart was 12 metres wide and 3.1 metres high with a ditch in front, some 4 metres deep: quite an obstacle for any unwelcome visitors.  Other major structures appeared at the same time, including two large circular stone buildings inside the Tofts.  Period 5 was the heyday of Stanwick.  Brigantia enjoyed the favoured status of being a ‘client kingdom’ of Rome.  It traded both with the Continent and with southern Britain (by then under Roman occupation).  Luxury items arrived, including personal ornamentation and high-quality glass tableware.  Probably many of these items were diplomatic gifts.
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Add to footnote 14: For a full review of archaeological sites in Kent associated with Caesar’s campaigns see Sparey-Green, Christopher, ‘Bigbury Camp and its associated earthworks: recent archaeological research’, Archaeologia Cantiana 142 (2021) 31-58.
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WHERE DID THE TASK FORCE LAND IN AD 43?

There can be no doubt that at least one division landed at Richborough.  Barry Cunliffe
 suggests that another division may have landed at Chichester Harbour.  He points out that military remains from the mid-first century have been found there.  For example, a Roman sword has been recovered from Chapel Street, Chichester; a first century bronze legionary helmet has been dredged up from Bosham Harbour.  It is pleasant to think that this helmet may have fallen from the head of a slothful soldier during the Roman landings, but that must be pure speculation.

Gerald Grainge, who is an accomplished sailor, has undertaken a meticulous analysis of the Roman crossing, taking into account tides, currents and (so far they are known) the features of the ancient coastline.
  He notes that there is no evidence of any significant Roman presence at Dover before AD 75.  There are only two realistic candidates for the Roman landings, namely Chichester and Richborough.  It is inevitable that the Roman strategists would have preferred Richborough, essentially for two reasons:
(i) The distance from Boulogne to Richborough is 40 nautical miles and the only significant hazard is Goodwin Sands, which may not have existed then.  Favourable winds between Boulogne and Richborough are frequent.  This was important, because the Roman ships had a single forward-located mast. They could not sail close to the wind; instead they relied upon a combination of oars and sail.  It would have been possible for the Romans to work the tides to considerable effect and to achieve a crossing in less than 24 hours.
(ii) The distance from Boulogne to Chichester was 95 nautical miles.  There were many hazards for sailors passing along the Sussex coast.  It would not have been possible to make effective use of the tides.  The voyage would have taken at least three days and probably much longer.

It must be conceded that Chichester Harbour would have provided excellent shelter for the Roman invaders against winds from all directions.  Indeed, it still provides excellent shelter for the yachting fraternity.  But two thousand years ago, those advantages were more than offset by the difficulties of getting there in the first place.  There are other explanations for the early military remains found in the area.  Vespasian and the Second Legion Augusta may have made Chichester a base for their campaign along the south coast.  Alternatively, the Romans might have provided a small peace-keeping force to support Togidubnus, a ‘client king’.

The conclusion must be that the entire invasion force landed at Richborough.  Probably the first wave comprised a single legion, which secured the beachhead and fortified it as a supply base.  Second and third waves then crossed the Channel.  They probably advanced inland to establish a forward base.  The fleet must have remained available to secure swift communications between Boulogne and Richborough.  Forty years later the Romans erected a huge triumphal arch at Richborough, to mark the spot of their landing.
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Addition to top paragraph:
The craft of bangle-making was introduced into South West Britain from the Continent.
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Add to footnote 20: In relation to the villa at Eccles, see Stoodley, N. and Cosh, S., The Romano-British villa and Anglo-Saxon cemetery at Eccles, Kent. Archaeopress Archaeology (2021).
Page reference in the main text 61

Insert after the first sentence of top paragraph:
During these operations, the Second Legion Augusta was probably based at a modest sized fortress at (what is now) Lake Farm, near Wimborne Minster in Dorset.
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There was a mock trial of Boudica held in the Supreme Court and organised by Classics for All on 14 October 2021.
  Lord Stephens JSC presided.  Boudica was charged with terrorist offences.  The jury, by a majority, acquitted her essentially because she was a freedom fighter.  In the jury’s view, the Roman ‘authorities’ in AD 60-61 were still an invasion force. They were not yet the legitimate government of Britain.  A recording of the mock trial is available for viewing on the Classics for All website.
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Add at the end of footnote 52: For an updated map of all forts and fortresses serving Wales, see Burnham, B. and Davies, J., ‘Forts, vici and related extramural activity in Wales and the marches: recent discoveries at the Roman fort of pen y Gaer (Powys) and their wider implications’, Britannia 52 (2021), 67-95 at 73.
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Add at the end of the penultimate paragraph:
An alternative view is that only one detachment of the Ninth Legion was sent to serve in Germany.  The remainder of the legion was defeated in the struggles of the 120s and subsequently disbanded: see Hodgson, Nick, ‘The end of the Ninth Legion, War in Britain and the building of Hadrian’s Wall’, Britannia 52 (2021), 97-118.
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HADRIAN

Hadrian was a Spaniard, born in January 76.  At the age of nine he lost his father and went to the household of Trajan, his father’s cousin.  At the age of eighteen Hadrian was appointed judge in a court dealing with inheritance disputes and similar matters.  The notion that a short spell as chancery judge could launch a young man’s political career may seem odd to the modern reader.  But that was how the Romans did things.


At the age of nineteen, Hadrian started his military career.  He served as tribunus laticlavius in the Second Legion Adiutrix.  The centurions under his command were all older men and battle-hardened.  They would inevitably have told him about Britain, where their legion had recently been serving.


Trajan became Emperor in AD 98.  Soon afterwards Hadrian married Sabina, the Emperor’s great-niece.  This was a good career move, but not a happy marriage.  By now Hadrian was a rising star.  He accompanied Trajan on campaign in the Dacian wars and served with distinction.  By the age of 41 he had risen to become governor of Syria.  But his sights were set on higher things.


Trajan died in Cilicia in August 117.  Power was now within Hadrian’s reach.  The circumstances in which he succeeded to the imperial throne were controversial.
  Dio (who seldom stated his sources) claimed to know the inside story, because he heard it from his father who had been governor of Cilicia.
  We can therefore be reasonably confident that this account is accurate.  Apparently after Trajan died, his inner circle kept the death a secret for several days.  During this period, they signed letters to the Senate on behalf of Trajan, nominating Hadrian as his successor.  The army supported Hadrian’s appointment as Emperor.  The Senate was hostile, since four of their members had recently been executed for treason.  Even so, they approved the appointment.  In AD 118 Hadrian returned from Syria to Rome as the new Emperor.  He appreciated the need to handle the Senate with considerable diplomacy.


One of Hadrian’s first acts as Emperor was to make a handsome cash hand-out to the people of Rome.  He also cancelled all debts owing to the imperial treasury and the public treasury of Rome.  To emphasise this generous gesture, Hadrian ordered that the promissory notes be burned publicly in the forum.  This must have boosted the new Emperor’s popularity immensely, except amongst those palace officials who were trying to balance the budget.


The new Emperor was a man of mixed qualities.
  He had some personal charm, but was not easy to work with.  He held grudges and had a jealous streak.  This could be unfortunate for those who crossed him, as they were liable to be executed.  Apollodorus, an architect who had carried out major public works, presumed to contradict Hadrian on matters architectural.  This was treated as a capital offence: Apollodorus was duly put to death.

By all accounts Hadrian’s approach to foreign affairs was, with one exception, rational and businesslike.  At the time of his accession several wars were raging around the fringes of the Empire, which Hadrian successfully brought to an end.  This involved abandoning some of the territories in the East, which he had helped Trajan to conquer just a few years earlier.  He avoided starting any new wars, except in Judaea.  The war in Judaea was Hadrian’s biggest blunder.  He established a new city at Jerusalem, the previous one having been destroyed by Titus.  Somewhat tactlessly Hadrian named the new city after himself.  Even more tactlessly, he ordered the construction of a temple to Jupiter on the ruins of the old Jewish Temple.  This and other insensitive policies led to a massive Jewish uprising.  After much loss of life on both sides, Rome suppressed the rebellion in AD 135.

Hadrian took a keen interest in the provinces.  His aim was to fix the current frontiers of the Empire securely and to promote the prosperity of all peoples who lived within those frontiers.  Like many autocrats, he wanted to do some good while he was in power and to leave a substantial legacy.  The only effective way for a Roman Emperor to micro-manage the provinces was to visit them all and to give precise instructions.  Hadrian resolved to do just that. He therefore undertook a series of ‘grand tours’ around the Empire.  In AD 121 Hadrian set off on the first such tour.  He visited Gaul, Germany and Britain. 


Although we have few details of Hadrian’s time in Britain, Dio provides a valuable account of his usual practice.
  Hadrian closely inspected cities, forts, garrisons and all places of interest or importance.  He personally drilled the occupying forces.  Wherever he went, he made executive decisions, sometimes with far-reaching consequences: a new theatre to be built here, a new city there, a fort or two to be abandoned or reconstructed, a wall to be built across northern Britain and so forth.  He took an obsessive interest in detail, even checking up on the private lives of the officers and soldiers whom he met.


Hadrian maintained rigid self-discipline throughout his travels.  He refused to ride in a chariot.   Instead he proceeded everywhere either on horseback or on foot.  Under no circumstances would he wear a hat, whether trudging through the snows of northern Europe or crossing the Egyptian desert under a scorching sun.  Hadrian demanded similar self-discipline from those around him.  He was no fun to travel with.


The grand tours must have been exhausting for those who accompanied the Emperor, as they recorded his findings, promulgated his decisions and ensured implementation.  Those accompanying the Emperor included the author Suetonius, whose writings are cited in earlier chapters of this book.  Suetonius served as Hadrian’s private secretary.  Or at least he did so until his abrupt dismissal while they were both in Britain.

On his second grand tour Hadrian visited Asia and the Mediterranean provinces, including Greece, the Greek islands and North Africa.   Whilst the imperial group was in Egypt Antinous, a young man to whom Hadrian was romantically attached, died.  Probably Antinous drowned in the Nile, although there were other dark rumours about how he met his death.  Hadrian was devastated by the loss and founded a city in memory of Antinous.
When not touring the provinces, Hadrian was highly active in Rome. He created magnificent buildings for the public benefit, as well as a luxurious villa for his own benefit.
  The most famous of Hadrian’s public works must be the Pantheon.  This was a massive domed temple, dedicated to all the gods.  The Pantheon still stands in Rome, but it now serves as a Christian church.  On the domestic front, Hadrian’s villa at Tivoli was of palatial proportions and it is still well worth visiting.  In his spare time, the Emperor embarked upon a major programme of legislative reform. Hadrian ruled for almost twenty-one years, with never an idle moment.


The arrangements which Hadrian made for his succession were to have a profound effect on Britain, as we shall see in Chapter 11.  In AD 136, after a serious illness, the Emperor faced up to his own mortality.  He had no children and so needed to adopt a successor.  Hadrian chose Aurelius Arrius Antoninus (later known as Antoninus Pius).  As an additional precaution, he required Antoninus to adopt two suitable young men, namely Lucius Verus and Marcus Aurelius, as successors.  By this means Hadrian dictated the imperial succession for the next two generations.  In modern parlance Hadrian could be described as the ultimate ‘control freak’.  By the end of his life he was far from popular, despite his vast achievements.  Hadrian died in July 138, having left a massive imprint on Europe, Asia and North Africa and having selected the men who would rule the Empire for the next half century.
Hadrian’s tomb (Castel Sant’ Angelo) is still a landmark in Rome.  His Wall is still a landmark in Britain.
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Insert new paragraph after the first paragraph:
At Richborough, the road system was rebuilt after the construction of the monumental arch (discussed in chapter 7).  In the early second century shop buildings with stone foundations sprang up.  The town expanded and flourished.
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Add at the end of first paragraph:
Portable X-ray fluorescence (pXRF) and portable Raman spectrometry have revealed traces of pigments on the distance slabs.  On the Bridgeness slab (Figure 11.1) the cloak of the rider was coloured red.  There was yellow colouring on skin areas, such as the faces of the unfortunate warriors who were being trampled underfoot and speared.

Add at the end of the fourth paragraph:
The final arrangement of the forts along the Antonine Wall appears to be the result of a design change during construction.  This may have been in response to a local insurrection.
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Add at the end of the pre-penultimate paragraph:

In addition to Kentish ragstone, material for the London wall came from quarries in the midlands and in Gaul.  See Barker, S., Hayward, K. and Coombe, P., ‘Londinium’s landward wall: material acquisition, supply and construction’, Britannia 52 (2021), 277-326.  Figure 3 at 287 is a map showing the origins of the different stone types used.
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THE THIRD CENTURY SHORE FORTS


The first shore fort was built at Caister-on-Sea between about AD 200 and 225.  Pottery in the fill of the palisade trench can be dated to the late second/early third century.  The fort was laid out as a rectangle and had an area of some 9 acres.  A housing estate now covers most of the site.  There is a small piece of parkland, where you can see the foundations of a long narrow building.  At one end are the vestiges of a room, which was once heated by a hypocaust.  A short section of road is also visible. 


The fort at Reculver (Regulbium) was built between about AD 210 and 230.  This dating is inferred from coins and pottery recovered during excavation of the rampart bank.  The fort was about 7.5 acres in size.  Coastal erosion has destroyed the northern half of the fort and stone robbers have removed most of the rest.  A ruined Saxon church now stands inside the fort – built, it would seem, from Roman materials.  Reculver is still inhabited, with a caravan site nearby and occasional campers pitching their tents within the site.  In summer, the area swarms with bird watchers and holiday makers.  A lively public house abuts the ruins of the west wall.  There is, perhaps, more of a holiday atmosphere at Reculver nowadays than prevailed in the third and fourth centuries.

Parts of the fort wall remain along the east, south and west sides.  There are remnants of the east and south gates.  Unfortunately, much undergrowth has grown up along the walls.  Excavations have identified the location of the headquarters building (principia), barracks and granaries, but little of these can now be seen. 


The fort at Brancaster was built between AD 210 and 250.  Little is known about this structure, as later generations have used the whole thing as a ready supply of building materials.  Aerial photographs reveal the outline of the fort, which spanned 6.3 acres.  It seems to have had a large civilian settlement attached.  If you are walking the Norfolk Coast Path, you will find an area of raised ground just inland from the path, which roughly marks where the fort stood.

The fort at Burgh Castle was built between AD 260 and 300.  It still stands above the estuary of the River Waveney.  The north, east and south walls are remarkably well preserved.  The eastern gateway is intact.  On the east wall some of the original facing flints remain in place.  This wall is 3.2 metres thick at the base and 4.5 metres high.  That would be a formidable barrier for any marauding pirates.  Circular towers abut the walls at regular intervals.  These were clearly an afterthought, since the lower section of each tower is free-standing.  The upper sections of the towers are bonded into the main walls.  We can see that the designers had their change of mind when the walls had reached a height of 2.15 metres.  Design changes in the middle of a building project are never popular.  In modern times they lead to a ‘contractor’s claim’.  In the ancient world a flogging of the architect was more likely.


The fort at Walton Castle also dates from the period AD 260 to 300, which can be inferred from the presence of bastions.  The fort still existed in the eighteenth century and visitors described it as an oblong rectangle.  Unfortunately, because of soil erosion, it has now been washed into the sea.  A few bits of Roman rubble are still visible at low tide.  The Ipswich branch of the British Sub-Aqua Club has reported seeing large pieces of Roman masonry off the coast.


The fort at Bradwell appears to date from the same period, AD 260-300.  It was about 5 acres in size.  All that now remains of the structure are a few isolated masonry stubs sticking out of the ground.  The best preserved part is a 20 metre stretch along the south wall.  Anyone wondering where the stonework has gone should look at the Saxon chapel of St Peter, which stands on the site.  Most of the building materials used were taken from the walls of the fort.  Many other churches in the area made extensive use of the Roman stonework.


Dover was a Roman centre from early times and the archaeology of this site is tangled.
  In the late third century the Romans built a shore fort which cut across the north east section of the old classis Britannica fort.  The walls were mainly built of tufa and chalk, probably re-used from the previous fort.  It has only been possible to excavate small parts of the walls owing to the tiresome fact that there is a modern town on top of them.  Six bastions have been found, some integral with the walls and some obviously added later.  The likely construction period for this fort is between AD 270 and 300.


During approximately the same period (AD 270-290) the Romans built a fort at Lympne, overlooking Romney Marsh.  Over the centuries landslips and stone robbing have destroyed most of the walls, but a few sections remain.  These are six metres high and 3.9 metres thick.  Approximately fourteen semi-circular bastions were built into the walls.  The east gate flanked by bastions still survives.  In its heyday this fort was a formidable structure.


Richborough is another site with complex archaeology.
  By the middle of the third century the monumental arch commemorating the conquest of Britain had fallen into disrepair.  The Roman military converted this into a watch tower, surrounded by a rampart and triple ditch.  The age of triumphalism had passed.  The Empire was now on the defensive.  Between about AD 275 and 285 the Romans built a massive fort on the site.  The walls were 3.3 metres wide at the base and they survive to heights above 8 metres.  You can still see facing stones on the north wall.  These are sandstone, limestone and ironstone, dressed into cubes.  Also holes for scaffold poles (putlogs) are regularly spaced along the entire length of that wall.  The eastern side of the fort overlooked the sea.  On the opposite side Watling Street passed through the western gateway.  Thus, a single road took the weary traveller from the centre of the Richborough fort straight up to central London.


The Porchester fort can be dated by coinage to the AD 280s and the 290s.  It was a regularly planned square with twenty hollow semi-circular bastions around the perimeter walls.  It has had a long history of continuous use during the Saxon and medieval periods, and indeed beyond.  The Normans built a fine castle in the northwest corner, which remains there complete with its moat and keep.  In the southeast corner the church of St Mary still serves the parish.  If you visit during summer, you may see cricket match in the northeast quadrant.  As a result of all this activity, the fort is remarkably well preserved.  Fourteen of the Roman bastions survive.  So do all four walls, to a height of over 6 metres, although there have been some post-Roman additions.  Even the coastline has stayed the same.  The fort actually stands on the line of the shore, as a shore fort should.  The sea laps up against the quayside along the east wall.  In short, the Portchester shore fort is no mouldering ruin.  It is largely intact and is a thriving part of Portchester village.  The engineers who designed and built the fort have created a lasting monument.

The shore fort at Pevensey was built in the AD 290s, making it the last one to be built.  It was also the largest, spanning an area of some 4 hectares.  It originally stood by the shore, but the sea has receded over the centuries, making way for muddy fields and an expensive housing estate.  The walls of the Roman fort still survive on the north, east and west sides, in places to a considerable height.  Wooden piles underpin the foundations of the walls.  Tree ring dating suggests that the wood for these piles was felled in about AD 295.  The north, east and west gateways survive.  The western gate had elaborate stone defences and was probably a major thoroughfare.  Unusually, the Pevensey fort was not built in a rectangle.  Instead the walls curve round, so that the fort was shaped roughly like an egg.  At least thirteen solid semi-circular bastions were built at irregular intervals around the perimeter. 


The Pevensey fort has had a remarkable history.  The Romans built it to repel Saxon invaders.  The Saxons overran the fort after the Romans had left.  William the Conqueror landed at Pevensey in September 1066.  After gaining the kingdom, he built a castle surrounded by a moat in the south west corner of the fort.  The Norman engineers incorporated sections of Roman wall within the structure of their castle.  The Elizabethans mounted canons along the south wall of the fort to ward off the Spanish Armada in 1588.  One of these guns is now on display inside the castle.  Finally, during the Second World War the British army built pill boxes within the walls of the Roman fort: see figure 20.1 in Chapter 20.  The fort at Pevensey has stood for almost two thousand years as a front-line defence against invasion.
Despite all that glorious history, Pevensey is now a small seaside town which boasts an excellent tea-room and pub.
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CONSTANTINE

Eusebius is one of our principal sources for the early fourth century.  He was the bishop of Caesaria and a direct contemporary of Constantine.  He wrote the Life of Constantine as well as many other works, all in Greek.  The Life of Constantine is really a eulogy.  That is understandable.  It was Constantine who put Christianity on the map and made life extremely comfortable for bishops.  There is also a work by Lactantius about the fate of those who had persecuted Christians, De mortibus persecutorum.  This contains a fair amount of material about Constantine.  Lactantius was a rhetorician and tutor to Constantine’s son, Crispus.  He did not make a terribly good job of tutoring, as the young man ended up being executed at his father’s behest.  Nevertheless Lactantius, like Eusebius, was an apologist for Constantine and anxious to gloss over any doubts about the legality of Constantine’s appointment as Emperor.


Journey to Britain in AD 305


Constantine’s journey to Britain in AD 305 has been much embroidered by hagiographers.  According to Lactantius
 and others, when Constantine received his father’s summons he was effectively being held hostage at the court of Galerius.  So the journey was far from straightforward.  Constantine made good his escape and travelled across Europe at breakneck speed.  As a precaution, he killed all the post horses along the way, in order to frustrate any pursuers.
  This stratagem was entirely successful, although not from the point of view of the horses.  Constantine reached the English Channel safely and crossed to join his father’s camp.

Stories of dramatic escapes are a familiar literary device to boost the image of those seeking power.  Bonnie Prince Charlie’s voyage to Skye and King Charles II hiding in an oak tree after losing the battle of Worcester are familiar examples.  The accounts of Constantine’s flight across Europe may be in that league.  The reality is probably more prosaic.  The new arrangements made by the power brokers in May 305 conspicuously omitted Constantine.  The young man must have thought that his best hope of future power lay in joining his father, now the western Emperor, on campaign.  Hence he set off for Britain.
  There were no doubt factions who would have welcomed Constantine’s early elimination.  His journey was perilous for that reason.

Christianity

During the first to third centuries Christianity was one religious cult among many which circulated around the Roman Empire.  The Roman authorities saw Christianity as subversive.  They made periodic attempts to stamp it out, for example in the great purges of 250, 257 and 303-312.

In AD 303 Diocletian issued an edict outlawing Christianity.  This resulted in churches being destroyed, copies of the scriptures being burnt and the harassment of believers in some, mainly eastern, provinces.  Constantius played his part in these events.  He destroyed several churches.  Lactantius justifies this on the basis that he was carrying out Diocletian’s orders.
  Constantine may have collaborated.  Eusebius does not mention these embarrassing details.  He does his best to portray Constantine as someone who was always a Christian at heart.

In AD 312 Constantine adopted Christianity as his religion.  This decision, whether whimsical or divinely inspired, was to be a turning point in world history.  It transformed Christianity from being a minority cult into a major and ‘official’ religion.  Constantine’s adoption of Christianity, like Mohammed’s journey to Mecca, has had a massive influence on the course of events in subsequent centuries.


Eusebius tells the story of Constantine’s conversion to Christianity in some detail.  Apparently, Constantine had a vision shortly before the Battle of the Milvian Bridge.  At about midday he looked up to the sky and saw a cross above the sun.  Conveniently there was a text attached to it in Greek, ‘τούτῳ νίκα’, meaning ‘by this conquer’.  That night Christ came to Constantine in a dream and instructed him to make a copy of the cross and use it as protection against the enemy.
  Constantine duly followed this advice and won the battle.  Lactantius tells a broadly similar story, with one curious difference.  According to Lactantius, Constantine received Christ’s instructions in a dream, but there was no separate vision.


Having espoused the cause of Christianity, Constantine never deviated from that approach.
  In all future conflicts his army carried a large banner emblazoned with the sign of the cross.  Seemingly this strategy was successful, since they emerged victorious from every battle of importance.  Constantine saw his victory over Licinius in AD 324 as part of God’s saving work in the world.  More generally, he thought that God had guided his own career.
  A belief that God has put you in charge of things is an asset for any head of state, provided that other people agree.  (Unfortunately for King Charles I, people did not agree in his case).


Despite his religious convictions, Constantine did not actually get round to being baptised until the very end of his life.
  No doubt as Emperor he was a busy man with much to do every day.  There were quite a few enemies who needed to be massacred, especially in the early years after Constantine’s religious conversion.  Even so, a quick baptism need not have taken long.  It is possible that Constantine was deliberately postponing his baptism, to stage the event when politically advantageous.  An alternative explanation (equally cynical) has been suggested by Gibbon and others,
 namely that baptism is a once-only event which brings expiation for all past sins.   Therefore, the longer Constantine postponed his baptism, the better. 


Having espoused the Christian faith, Constantine was keen that his subjects should follow suit.  Initially his approach was one of religious toleration.  In February 313 he and Licinius met at Milan, where they issued the Edict of Milan.  This allowed freedom of religious belief and practice to all their subjects but gave a favoured status to Christianity.  The edict gave Christians the right to organise churches and it directed the prompt return to Christians of all confiscated property.  In addition, the Emperors gave civil benefits to the clergy and provided finance for the construction of purpose-built churches.
  Constantine convened his first church council at Rome in 313.


During this period Constantine was biding his time, waiting for an opportunity to promote Christianity more vigorously.  It is a curious feature of humanity that those of strong religious or indeed atheistic conviction sometimes develop a fanatical determination that everyone else should hold the same opinions as themselves.  This tendency is as strong now as it was two thousand years ago.

After defeating Licinius in AD 324, Constantine had the opportunity to push forward religious reform more vigorously.  His mother, Helena, was a driving force in this enterprise.  Constantine and Helena embarked upon an extensive church building programme.
  Constantine gave status, judicial privileges and influence to bishops.  By the end of the fourth century, many bishops were powerful figures and controlled significant wealth.
  Rich families around the Empire commissioned silverware and mosaics with Christian motifs.


All this must have pleased Eusebius.  Constantine transferred much of the accumulated wealth of pagan temples to the Christian church.  He sent a decree to every province urging people to abandon idolatry and become Christians.
  The Emperor followed this up with a letter to the residents of the eastern provinces proclaiming the benefits of Christianity, which Eusebius quotes in full.
  From that time onwards, Christianity was established as the principal religion of the Roman Empire.
  In AD 392 the Emperor Theodosius issued an edict banning the worship of all pagan gods.

Within every major religion, including the three Abrahamic religions, there have always been fierce doctrinal disputes.  These can be just as intense and involve just as much bloodshed as the clashes between opposing religions.  Christianity is no exception in this regard.


Until AD 312 Christian worship had developed in a mass of different house churches scattered across the Empire.  Inevitably there were wide differences in belief and liturgy.  Once Christianity became an official religion, it was necessary to define what ‘Christianity’ actually was.
  Constantine devoted much time and effort to this project.  He gave state support for synods of bishops to determine matters of doctrine.  In this way Christianity became an instrument of social control.  Instead of being seen as subversive, it reinforced the Emperor’s position.

The ‘heresies’ which Constantine sought to stamp out were a product of Christianity’s early history.  One of the earliest issues concerned the ‘Arian heresy’.  Arius and his followers maintained that Christ was created by and subordinate to God the Father.  This caused much indignation amongst those who thought otherwise.

Constantine’s greatest contribution in relation to the various doctrinal disputes was to convene and chair the Council of Nicaea in AD 325.  Eusebius attended in his capacity as Bishop of Caesarea and has provided a first-hand account of the proceedings.  Constantine listened patiently to all the conflicting speeches and the differing points of view expressed.  He tactfully tried to find common ground and to encourage agreement, where this was possible.  In modern terminology, Constantine had all the qualities of a good mediator.  Ultimately, he achieved consensus on the main issues.  This included drafting the Nicene Creed (containing the formula, allegedly suggested by Constantine, that Christ is ‘of one substance’ with the Father) and devising a procedure for fixing the date of Easter.  Following the Council of Nicaea, Constantine circulated a report to all churches in the Empire, urging them to accept the decisions of the Council.  Eusebius quotes the whole of this report in his biography of Constantine.


The impact of Christianity was greatest in cities.
  Pagan practices were more likely to continue as before in the countryside.  The principal archaeological evidence for the spread of Christianity across the Empire is found in Gaul and Spain.


Restructuring the Empire


Constantine completely overhauled the administration of the Empire.  Some, but by no means all, of these reforms were a matter of carrying through policies initiated by Diocletian.  Constantine established a substantial central government office to oversee the running of the Empire.
  He separated the civil administration of the provinces from the military organisation.  Governors of provinces no longer commanded legions.


It is fashionable to describe the administrative machinery set up by Constantine as excessively bureaucratic.  But that may be to apply modern rhetoric about bureaucracy to the ancient world.  The imperial government of the fourth century was administering Western Europe, North Africa and Asia Minor without any of the means of communication and record-keeping which we now take for granted.  A great deal of clerical work and a hierarchy of officials was essential.  The better view may be that the Principate had a surprisingly light administrative structure; the systems set up by Constantine were a more realistic way to control the Empire.

The reorganisation of the army was largely brought about by the exigencies of warfare in the third century and early fourth century.
  The Praetorian Guard was abolished.  When the Emperor travelled, the unit in attendance was either palatinus (attached to the imperial palace) or praesentalis (serving in the presence of the Emperor).  Constantine set up a new structure of military command.
  The commander-in-chief of cavalry was the magister equitum.  The commander-in-chief of infantry was the magister peditum.  A variety of new military units were created in addition to the traditional legions and detachments from legions.  Limitanei were units who garrisoned frontier regions of the Empire.  Each of these was commanded by a dux, which is generally translated as ‘duke’.  Comitatenses were field armies stationed in specific parts of the Empire where they were needed. Each of these was commanded by a comes, which is usually translated as ‘count’.  Numerus became the common term for a military unit.  A cuneus was a cavalry formation shaped like a wedge.  Laeti and foederati were formations of barbarian warriors serving in the Roman army under Roman command.


By the end of Constantine’s reign, the civilian and military structure of the Roman Empire was, at least in outline, that which we see in the Notitia Dignitatum.


While he was at it, Constantine also overhauled the monetary system.  He introduced the gold solidus as the principal coin.  The gold solidus had the same value as 24 silver siliquae.  From the fourth century onwards, soldiers received their pay in siliquae.  Bronze coinage continued as small change.


Relocation of the capital

In 324 Constantine founded a new city at Byzantium.  He called it Constantinople (Constantinopolis), which is Greek for City of Constantine.  Top world leaders like to name major cities after themselves.  Peter the Great did just that and so did George Washington.  St Petersburg and Washington still retain their original names.  
Unfortunately for Constantine, his eponymous city is now called Istanbul.


In AD 330 Constantine transferred the capital of the Empire from Rome to Constantinople, referred to as ‘the new Rome.  This was a sensible, if controversial, move.  There were strategic advantages in the location of Constantinople right at the mouth of the Bosphorus: in particular, it was closer to the major theatres of war and it lay on the interface between Europe and the Middle East.  Also, the main centres of commerce and wealth were in the Eastern Empire.
  By making Constantinople the nerve-centre of the Empire, Constantine was separating the wealth creating east from the wealth consuming west.  For the last seven years of his life Constantine ruled over the Empire, based principally at his new capital city. 


The wisdom of Constantine’s choice of location has been graphically illustrated by the course of later history.  Constantinople survived as imperial capital for over a thousand years – long after barbarians had sacked Rome.  After 1453 the city re-emerged as capital of the Ottoman Empire and in that capacity flourished for another five centuries.  It was not until the twentieth century that the city finally came to grief.  That was because the Ottomans backed the wrong side in the First World War.
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Aldborough



During the late 60s AD, the Romans established a fort at Roecliffe to guard a crossing over the river Ure.   The settlement which was to become Isurium Brigantum (Aldborough) developed about 2 km east of Roecliffe and the original fort was abandoned.  The river looped round at this point, so that it lay both to the north and to the east of the settlement.  Stamped tiles record the presence of the Ninth Legion, the Sixth Legion and an auxiliary cohort, Cohors III Breucorum.  The river port there served the needs of the army and contributed to the economic growth of the area.  The earliest buildings, from c AD 70, were along the road from York to Roecliffe.  A grid of streets developed, with the road from York to Roecliffe forming the main east-west street.  The main north-south street led to another river crossing.  The land slopes downwards from north to south.  The forum in the town centre was built on a terrace cut into the hill side.  Three further terraces were created to the south of the forum.  The street grid seems to have been planned as a single phase.  It covers an area of 370 m x 475 m, making it one of the smallest civitas capitals in the province, probably with a population of 2,500 to 3,000 residents.  A new bridge was built over the river to the north of the town.  The main north-south street became part of Dere Street, running from York to the northern frontier.

A more difficult question is how and when all this happened.  The most likely explanation
 is that traders set up business around the Aldborough port, with mining of lead and silver in the hills nearby.  They created a thriving commercial hub.  Once Hadrian’s Wall was established as the northern frontier in AD 122, the provincial governor would have regularised the organisation of the hinterland: the social groupings in the Aldborough area became a civitas and their new town became the civitas capital.  Laying out the street grid, constructing a stone forum and terracing the southern half of the town were carried out in the 120s.  They were major infrastructure projects.  It is likely that the provincial authorities, rather than local communities, undertook these works.  The amphitheatre outside the town, first identified in the 1840s, fits with the creation of the civitas capital in the early second century.

Interestingly, the expenses claim survives of a soldier who travelled up Dere Street in the early second century, on his way back from York to Vindolanda.  He stopped off at Aldborough for a couple of glasses of wine, costing one sestertius.
 That is roughly the equivalent of £20 in today’s money.  Hopefully, he was reimbursed this sum as expenses.

Aldborough was more than just a staging post for important people.  It became a prosperous trading and administrative centre, in modern terminology a ‘Northern Powerhouse’.  The town had the full suite of civic buildings.  It had terraces for housing (unlike any other Romano-British town) and many stone buildings.  Stone would have been transported along the river Ure, which was navigable up to this point.  There were splendid town houses with mosaic floors, some of which survive.  A magnificent mosaic of the muses shows that the inhabitants of Aldborough (or at least some of them) were well versed in Greek mythology.
The town wall, which enclosed both the street grid and some buildings beyond, was probably built in the late second century.  It was of limited benefit for defence, because of restricted views on the south and east sides.  It may have been designed as an expression of civic status rather than for military reasons.
 The wall was some 2.5 metres thick and made of red sandstone blocks, rising to a height of perhaps 5 metres.  The red sandstone came from quarries outside the town. There was an earth rampart just inside the wall.  A series of enhancements was added to the wall during the third, fourth and early fifth centuries.  Aldborough seems to have retained its importance until the end of the Roman occupation and into the medieval period.

Aldborough is now a modest village in North Yorkshire.  The original town layout can be seen from magnetometry and it overlaps neatly with the modern village: several roads in the village follow the lines of Roman streets.
  A fourteenth century church sits above the forum with much re-cycled stone from the forum in its walls.  There is even a little carving of Mercury inside the church, which must have come from a house or temple of the Roman era.  Quite why a pagan motif has been built into a Christian church is unclear, but it shows the pervasive effect of Romanization.
You can still see sections of the town wall and bits of three towers.  Some sections of the rampart survive because they have become part of a landscaping scheme.  Mosaics and other Roman artefacts are on display in the village.  They are its central attraction.  Some residents wear ‘Friends of Roman Aldborough’ tee shirts.  This is a village which is conscious of, and takes pride in, its Roman heritage.

Chichester
Chichester (Noviomagus Reginorum, meaning ‘new market of the Regni’) was originally the seat of a client king, Togidubnus.  After the end of his long reign Chichester became a conventional civitas capital for the Regni.  The medieval city walls, which were built on top of the original Roman walls, neatly define the area of Roman Chichester.  Interestingly the two main roads through Chichester, namely North/South Street and East/West Street, follow the lines of the orginal cardo maximus and decumanus maximus.  The medieval Cross in the middle marks the centre of the former Roman town.  Baths were located just to the north west of the town centre.  These have recently been excavated and are on display inside the Novium Museum.  As stated in Chapter 4, you can see Togidubnus’ famous inscription on display in North Street. 


Silchester
Silchester
 (Calleva Atrebatum) became the civitas capital of the Atrebates in the late first century following the demise of Togidubnus’ client kingdom.  It is now one of the best preserved Roman towns in Britain, having been abandoned soon after the end of Roman rule.  The perimeter stone wall constructed in the late third century is largely intact, as are the principal gateways.  You can walk around the entire site and get a feel for the scale of a Romano-British town.  The principal urban structures now lie beneath fields, but they were fully excavated in the 1860s and 1870s.  The Victorian archaeologists produced a complete ground plan of the town: the forum and basilica were in the centre; the baths were in the south east corner, close to a stream.  Reading University is now carrying out a much more thorough and progressive excavation of individual sections of the site.
A set of tile kilns and pottery kilns was established about two miles south of Silchester in the mid-first century AD.  Some of the tiles produced there bore Nero’s name.  These kilns operated for about thirty years and produced high quality material.
  During that period Silchester, briefly, became the top urban centre in Roman Britain following Boudica’s destruction of London, Colchester and St Albans.
 
A well-preserved amphitheatre stands just outside the walls of Silchester, which confirms that it was once a thriving town.  The Romans built the original amphitheatre in the mid-first century using earth and wood.  In the third century they rebuilt it in stone, and it is the third century version which you see today.  This would have been used for animal fights, public executions and other forms of light entertainment.

Silchester is now a modest village, with a circuit of ancient walls.  Even the local pub commemorates the Roman heritage.  It is called The Calleva Arms.

St Albans

St Albans (Verulamium) was the civitas capital of the Catuvellauni.  It stood at a crossing point over the river Ver.  As noted in Chapter 4, it gained the status of municipium at an early date.  St Albans seems to have been the first civitas capital to be established.  It was certainly the first to be destroyed: Queen Boudica razed it to the ground.  The Romans rebuilt the town on a grand scale after they had suppressed the rebellion.  The grid of streets was laid out parallel to the banks of the river.  No doubt to the chagrin of the military surveyors, the principal road running laterally through the town could not enter or leave neatly through the middle.  Watling Street, the main road from London, entered the town from the south east corner and exited from the north west corner.  The town suffered serious fire damage in the second century but was again rebuilt.  St Albans continued to prosper during the third century, although there were fewer shops and pottery production declined.  It was a market town in an agricultural area, where villas were probably selling off their surplus produce.


Parts of Roman Verulamium are now open to view in an area of parkland, just a short walk from the cathedral.  You can see a well preserved geometric mosaic which once formed the floor of a town house.  The mosaic is still in its original location, but with a new building and viewing platform on top.  Bits of the third century town wall are still standing nearby.  The outlines of a row of shops lie close to Watling Street.  The most spectacular feature of the whole site is what remains of the second century theatre.  The entrance way, the semi-circular auditorium and the base of the stage are all still in place.  Whereas amphitheatres were designed for gladiatorial combat and animal fights, theatres such as this were intended for the performance of plays.  It seems that the good people of St Albans had rather more civilised tastes than their bloodthirsty cousins in Silchester.
The most famous resident of Verulamium was Saint Alban, who was executed in the third century for practising Christianity, as discussed in Chapter 19.  His martyrdom caused a sensation.  In due course Alban was canonised and Verulamium took the saint’s name.  The Benedictines built an abbey on the site of the Romano-British cemetery, where they assumed that the martyr was buried.  A medieval town then developed along the road by the abbey gate.
  This involved a shift from the original Roman topography.  In the eleventh century the Normans rebuilt St Albans Abbey, which became the principal abbey in medieval England.  In 1887 St Albans acquired the enhanced status of city and its abbey became a cathedral.  The abbey has the longest nave of any cathedral in the country.  It commemorates events of the third century in monumental style.

Canterbury


Canterbury (Durovernum Cantiacorum) is the only modern English town to bear the name of an Iron Age community.  Under Roman rule Canterbury became the civitas capital of the Cantiaci or the Cantii.  It lay at a strategic point on Watling Street, the main thoroughfare between Richborough and London.  Canterbury flourished as a trading centre, enjoying much commerce with Gaul and the wider Empire.  The road layout was more piecemeal than in most Roman towns.  The road from Dover, rather than that from Richborough, determined part of the grid.  In view of the late development of Dover (as discussed in Chapter 10), the town plan of Canterbury was probably not established until the second century.  It is possible that Canterbury originally developed as a religious sanctuary.
  It has certainly ended up as one.


A fine set of baths was built in Canterbury around AD 125.  Part of the hot room floor is now on display in the basement of Waterstones bookshop.  The town also boasted a large theatre, originally built with timber, but replaced in stone around AD 210.

The people of Kent have always done well for themselves.  The Roman Museum in Canterbury contains much evidence of their prosperity during the Roman period.  This includes a silverware hoard, buried at the beginning of the fifth century.  One of the silver spoons bears a chi-rho motif, which is evidence of Christian practice amongst wealthy Cantiaci.  Indeed, Christianity became something of an industry for Canterbury.  When St Augustine arrived two centuries later, he found that Queen Bertha was a practising Christian, who used a church built in Roman times.
  Augustine duly built his abbey in Canterbury and became the first archbishop.  All subsequent archbishops of England have been based there.  Over the centuries, tourists and pilgrims (immortalised by Chaucer) have contributed much to the wealth of that fortunate city.

Cirencester

Cirencester (Corinium Dobunnorum) was the civitas capital of the Dobunni.  It was the second largest town in Britain after London.  In the late first century or early second century a magnificent stone forum and basilica were constructed.  The town boasted both a theatre and amphitheatre.  Stone wall defences were added in the third century.  Cirencester continued to prosper in the fourth century, when many other towns started to decline.  Indeed, following the division of Britain into four separate provinces in the early fourth century,
 Cirencester became capital of the newly created province, Britannia Prima.  One governor of Britannia Prima, Lucius Septimus, erected a large column to Jupiter and recorded his munificence in an inscription on the column base.
  Lucius was not given to modesty: he described himself in the inscription as vir perfectissimus, meaning a man of the utmost perfection (the top grade of equestrian).

Despite past glories, Cirencester is now a market town of modest size, perhaps most famous for its agricultural college.  Happily, the amphitheatre still survives in the form of a huge grassy bowl with high banks.  It is a popular area for dog walkers.

Caistor St Edmund

Caistor St Edmund, a small village just south of Norwich, was originally Venta Icenorum, meaning ‘market of the Iceni’.  It became the civitas capital of the Iceni at the end of the first century.  A forum and basilica were duly built in the second century.  Town defences were added later, comprising stone walls with towers.  There were ditches in front of the north, east and south walls, but not on the west side where the river Tass provided a formidable barrier.  The town walls are still largely intact and make a pleasant circular walk.  One section of the north wall survives up to and including the parapet – it is worth stopping to look at this, as no other Roman town wall in Britain is so complete.  The church of St Edmund nestles in the south east corner.  The church walls incorporate many Roman materials, obviously plundered from Venta Icenorum.  Saxon church builders were not keen conservationists.
 

Nothing which stood within the town walls can now be seen.  The streets first became apparent as parch-marks in a barley crop growing on the site during the very dry summer of 1928.
  Excavations followed.  The street plan which has emerged is a rectangular grid of roads, with the addition of a diagonal street leading in from the north west corner.  The diagonal road ran from a temple outside the town to the temple precinct inside the town.  Caistor only enjoyed modest development, as it was something of a regional dead-end.  With due respect to the Iceni, Caistor was not particularly important and it was not on the way to anywhere more important.


Donald Atkinson, the original excavator in the 1920s/1930s argued that this town was built in the 70s AD as a response to Boudicca’s rebellion.  More recent work has shown that this is not the case.
  The Roman town of Caistor was probably laid out c. AD 90 – 120.  It received the full complement of public buildings.  A wall was constructed around the town in the late third century.  The wall may have been a good defence system, but it also bisected the diagonal road.  This defeated the original purpose of the road namely, to link two cult areas. 

Caerwent.
Caerwent (Venta Silurum meaning ‘market of the Silures’) developed as a market town during the first century AD.  It lay in the centre of a fertile agricultural region.  As noted in Chapters 5 and 7, the Silures were staunch opponents of the Roman occupation.  During the first century south Wales remained under military rule.  Eventually the warlike Silures submitted to the Roman system of local government, gaining the status of civitas early in the second century.  Caerwent was established as the civitas capital.  As noted in Chapter 17, even after submitting to Roman rule the Silures were jealous of their autonomy: they proudly described their community as a ‘republic’ as well as a civitas.

The Romans laid out Caerwent
 on standard lines, with a grid of streets and numerous insulae.  They probably built an aqueduct to carry water down from the hills.  The presence of large wooden pipes near the north gate suggests that a plentiful supply of water was arriving.  The town’s total area was 44 acres, making it one of the smallest civitas capitals in Britain.  An earth rampart formed the town’s original defences.  Stone walls were added in the third century.  During the fourth century circular towers were built onto the north and south walls, probably for the use of archers.  Fortunately, after the fall of Rome there was little development on this site.  Modern Caerwent is a small village, still bounded by the original Roman walls and towers.  No other village in Wales enjoys such elaborate and ancient defences.

You can walk round the town and its walls in a couple of hours.  At the south gate (subsequently blocked up) you can still see part of the curved archway which was on top.  You can also wander around the foundations of the forum, the basilica, a temple, some houses and several shops.  It takes little imagination to visualise this peaceful village as a thriving urban centre in the Roman era.  Soldiers on leave from Caerleon would have boosted the town’s economy.  They would also have been dating the young Silurian women.

Carmarthen

The Demetae gained the status of civitas in the early second century with Carmarthen (Moridunum) established as civitas capital.
  It was built on the site of a Roman fort and laid out in the usual format with a grid of streets.  All we can see now is part of the amphitheatre.  This serves as a recreational park with grassy banks for children to play on.  There are also Roman steps and walls for them to clamber up.
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Pages 260-265
Please note that there is now available a fresh history of Roman London, set in a broad context: Perring, Dominic, London in the Roman world.  Oxford University Press (2022).  The following is a brief summary.
The book begins with an account of how the ancient city came to be discovered and investigated between the sixteenth and twentieth centuries.  A series of influential figures drove forward research as and when opportunities arose.  They included Sir Christopher Wren, Charles Roach, General Pitt-Rivers and Francis Haverfield.  The ‘blitz’ during the Second World War and the subsequent reconstruction of London exposed many more sites.  The Museum of London became home for some of the major finds.  The planning reforms of 1990 (ushered in by Planning Policy Guidance Note 16) resulted in much developer-led archaeology.

The author then turns to the origins of London, which he identifies as a particularly contentious topic.  Unlike many other Roman towns of southern Britain, such as Chichester or Silchester, London was not built on the site of an Iron Age oppidum.  The pre-existing settlements along that section of the Thames, in so far as there were any, appear to have been agricultural.  The traditional view was that London started life as a fort built during the Roman invasion.  In the 1970s, however, a new view gained ground – namely, that London began not as a military base but as a trading centre; this thriving new town on the Thames presented a business opportunity for entrepreneurs from Gaul and elsewhere.

Perring challenges the new orthodoxy.  He argues that two parallel V shaped ditches recently found at the junction of Cannon street and Walbrook formed the west side of a large fortified enclosure.  This was probably a fort built by the invading army in AD 43, while they were waiting for Claudius to arrive, although other interpretations are possible.  (While Claudius took full credit for the conquest of Britain, he only joined the invading army at a late stage in the campaign.)   P argues that although London had a military origin, it rapidly developed into a trading centre and supply base. There is firm evidence for this not only from Tacitus, but also from the Bloomberg tablets which have come to light in recent years.  Understandably, Perring places reliance on Lacey Wallace’s meticulous study of pre-Boudican London, although he challenges her interpretation of the two V shaped ditches.

The history of London in the second half of the first century is less controversial.  Boudica, head of the Iceni tribe, led a massive rebellion in AD 60-61.  Her army stormed into London and burnt it to the ground.  Traces of that destruction are clearly visible in the archaeological record.  A period of reconstruction followed.  During the 70s and 80s, under the Flavian emperors, London acquired monumental buildings, including a forum, basilica and amphitheatre.  By then the whole of Britain (excluding the far north) was under Roman control.  The imperial authorities were determined to make their mark on the province.  In the same period, they also commissioned a massive marble-clad arch at Richborough, to commemorate the conquest of Britannia.  London never became a civitas capital, in which indigenous Britons managed local affairs and collected taxes on behalf of the Roman authorities.  Instead, it emerged as the provincial capital, where both the procurator and the governor had their bases.  The embellishment of London continued in the early second century, with the construction of a new, vast forum with monumental walls.

Thereafter more uncertainty attaches to London’s history.  There was a catastrophic fire in the period AD 125-135, but we do not know whether that was accidental or the consequence of a war.  Rebuilding followed.  A new stone-walled fort was built at Cripplegate.  Possibly soldiers were posted there as consequence of unrest; or perhaps they were simply serving the needs of the provincial governor.  For reasons unknown, London contracted in the mid-second century.  A layer of dark earth covers some remains of that period, which is evidence of abandonment.  There was a revival in the late second/early third century.  A massive stone wall was built around the city, parts of which are still visible.  The famous Mithraeum (now displayed in the basement of Bloomberg’s European headquarters) was built in the period AD 225-250.  A curious episode began in AD 286, when Britain broke away from Rome.  Carausius and his successor Allectus set themselves up in London as mini-emperors.  Allectus established monumental temples and public buildings close to the north end of the Millenium Bridge.  Although the usurpation was crushed by the emperor Constantius in AD 296, Allectus’ architectural legacy survived.  In the fourth century London diminished in importance.  By then Britain was divided into four, later five, provinces.  London was only capital of one of them.  Many administrative buildings were abandoned (see pages 356-357).  Britain dropped out of the Roman Empire soon after AD 400.  As the author neatly puts it, ‘at some point London ceased to be a city’.
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OTHER ROMAN VILLAS

Lullingstone villa – an early house church?

The River Darent rises in the Kent Weald and runs northwards to join the Thames, with the Darent Valley cutting through the North Downs.  Lullingstone villa
 sits on a terrace cut into the hillside 55 metres west of the river.  Watling Street crossed the valley 5 miles to the north and would have been linked to Lullingstone by a minor road.  Development of the villa started in the mid first-century during the post-conquest period.  In AD 90-100 a house was constructed in flint and mortar.  About eighty years later the house was expanded, with the addition of baths, kitchens and an external cult room.  A well was dug to the south of the bath block.  There was a painting of three water-nymphs in a niche within the cult room.  The nymphs probably kept an eye on the water supply – a relatively easy task, given the proximity of the river and the well.  There were further home improvements in AD 275, with the addition of a veranda and two east-west cross-walls.  Soon afterwards a massive granary and temple-mausoleum were added.  The granary had a floor area of 276.5 square metres.  This implies that a substantial area of farmland was attached to the villa.  The valley provided fertile soil for growing crops.  The hills behind the villa would have been excellent for grazing cattle and sheep.  There was probably a formal garden attached to the house: we know from botanical evidence that this was a feature of other high end Roman villas.

The fourth century was the golden age of villa culture in Britain.  So it was at Lullingstone, where lavish and expensive mosaics were added.  The mosaic in the central room portrayed Bellerophon riding the winged horse, Pegasus, and killing the chimaera.  At the corners were roundels depicting the four seasons.  Shortly after AD 360 a large central dining room was built together with an apse.  The central mosaic shows Bellerophon riding Pegasus above the Chimaera.  In the apsidal room the mosaic floor depicts a swimming bull with Europa on its back: above Europa’s head is an elegiac couplet with echoes of Virgil and Ovid.  This choice of décor shows that the villa owner and his guests were fully versed in Roman culture.  It is possible that the villa owner himself composed the elegiac couplet.  That would have been a real talking point at dinner parties.

Fragments of wall plaster recovered from the room above the cellar indicate that it may have been a Christian house church.  The fragments have been pieced together and can now be seen in the British Museum.  The painting on the south wall was a large chi-rho symbol.  The letters alpha and omega were written on either side, which echo the description of God in the Book of Revelation as Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the end.
  A further chi-rho symbol appeared on the east wall.  Along the south wall six near life-size figures were painted with their hands raised, apparently in prayer.  More figures appeared on the north wall, together with pictures of buildings.  The ante-chamber leading to the room above the cellar also had painted wall plaster including another chi-rho symbol, together with an alpha and omega.  


At first blush, the surviving fragments of wall plaster point strongly to the conclusion that Lullingstone villa served as a house-church, but doubts remain.  The wall paintings have been subject to heavy later restoration.  Also, the late fourth century mosaic, depicting scenes from classical mythology, may indicate that the villa owner was hedging his bets.  (If there was another Emperor like Julian the Apostate, that could make life very difficult for practising Christians.)  In the fast changing world of the fourth century, it was best to be on the safe side.

Bignor – another villa from the golden age

No account of Roman villas in Britain would be complete without reference to Bignor in West Sussex.  A house was built on this site in the second century, but subject to many later extensions and improvements.  The final massive reconstruction works took place in the early fourth century.  The owners created a luxury villa with all modern conveniences. 


The fourth century villa, comprising some sixty rooms and corridors, formed a large rectangle built around a courtyard.  Bath blocks stood in the south and west ranges.  There were large living rooms along the north range, heated by hypocausts and beautifully decorated.  The mosaics are generally well preserved, having been buried under farmland for many centuries.  The north corridor mosaic stretches for 24 metres, making it the longest on display in England.  The mosaic maker, Terentius, has proudly added his signature in a small triangle next to a wiggling dolphin. 


A large apsidal-ended room which projects to the north was probably a winter dining room.  The centre of the floor has fallen away, revealing the hypocaust beneath.  At the top of the room is a semi-circular mosaic portraying a female head with two long-tailed birds, one on each side.  The lady is probably Venus, but this is not certain as she looks rather glum.  Beneath the goddess is a famous mosaic which portrays gladiators being taught how to fight.

The gladiator training mosaic is a long panel which depicts cupids as trainee gladiators in four different scenes.  One trainee is the retiarius, armed with net, trident and dagger.  The other is the secutor, carrying a large shield and short sword.  There is a stone block between them, to which reluctant apprentices can be tied.  The instructor is standing nearby, holding a stick.  The practical exercise upon which the trainees are engaged seems remarkably realistic.  We see them lunging with their weapons and dodging.  In the fourth and final scene the retiarius lies wounded on the ground, with blood gushing from his thigh.  The secutor charges forwards with ferocious glare, about to deliver the coup de grace.  If that is how gladiator schools were run, not many trainees would survive long enough to graduate.  But no doubt the Romans knew what they were doing.  This was one way of weeding out weaker students.


The summer dining room had no need for under-floor heating: instead there was a water basin in the floor, complete with fountain.  The basin survives, as does part of the lead piping which carried away the water.  The surrounding mosaic depicts six dancing girls with flying veils.  At the top of the room, where the diners would have sat, is an even more exquisite mosaic: this portrays Jupiter carrying Ganymede off to heaven.  In Greek and Roman mythology Ganymede was a young boy of considerable beauty.  Whilst tending his father’s sheep on Mount Ida, he caught the eye of Jupiter, king of the gods.  That was not a wise move.  Jupiter descended in the form of an eagle and lasciviously carried Ganymede off to Olympus, where he became cup-bearer to the gods.  In the Bignor mosaic the eagle is flying upwards.  Ganymede dangles from the bird’s beak, looking horrified at this gross instance of child abuse.


Bignor villa stood on the slopes of the South Downs in what was and still is a delightful location.  After visiting the villa, you can enjoy a walk along part of the South Downs Way.  This section of the Way follows the line of Stane Street.  It runs along the top of the Downs above the villa.  The views are stunning.  In Roman times a side road would have led from Stane Street down to the villa gateway. 

Identifying the size of the farm attached to the villa involves much speculation, but that does not stop people trying.  One estimate is that the villa’s estate ran to some 2,500 acres, with cereals and other crops on about 750 acres.
  On this theory, at least 50 cattle would have pastured on the valley-bottom meadows and some 200 sheep would have grazed on the Downland slopes.  The woods could have been used for keeping pigs as well as timber production.  Given the excellent road links to both London and Chichester, it would have been easy to send off surplus produce to market.  Even though the precise figures are debatable (and anyway would have changed from time to time) the villa owners must have been wealthy folk.  They had both the time and opportunity to enjoy gracious living.
Brading villa, isle of Wight
Brading villa was first excavated in the 1880s.  A more recent and thorough excavation of the site took place under the supervision of Barry Cunliffe in 2008-2010.  Cunliffe has written a definitive account of the excavations and the villa.

The site at Brading was close to a harbour and surrounded by well-drained chalk soils, ideal for agriculture.   An aisled hall was built there in the late first/early second century, with a separate bath house to the east.  A larger aisled hall replaced the earlier version in the late second century.  In the late third/early fourth century a substantial house was built at right angles to the aisled hall.  Walls built on the south and east side created a courtyard.  A new bath suite appeared.  A nymphaeum was recessed into the courtyard wall.  There was probably a formal garden within the courtyard.  By now this had become a magnificent villa, adorned with mosaics.  These depicted familiar scenes from classical mythology, such as the musician Orpheus with animals gazing up at him.

A large number of late Roman coins have been recovered from the site.  These indicate that occupation continued through the fourth century and into the early fifth century.

The villa is now beautifully displayed within its own housing, complete with bookshop and restaurant.  Situated on high ground, it commands views across a wide landscape down to the sea.

Rutland
During 2021 and 2022 excavations at an undisclosed location in Rutland revealed a substantial villa complex including aisled barns, bathhouses and other buildings all within a ditched enclosure.  Pottery fragments and coins indicate that the villa was in use during the third and fourth centuries.  The most remarkable feature, which has attracted wide publicity,
 is a spectacular mosaic.  This depicts the story of the Trojan war in three sequential panels.  The first panel shows the famous duel between Achilles and Hector.  The second panel shows Achilles victorious dragging the corpse of Hector behind his chariot.  The third panel depicts Priam negotiating with Achilles for the release of Hector’s body.  The price seems to be Hector’s weight in gold.   Hector’s body lies on one side of pair of scales.  Priam is piling gold vessels onto the other side.  This was clearly a high-status residence.  The villa-owner who commissioned the mosaic probably had a serious interest in Greek culture.
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Insert a new paragraph after the second paragraph:
The Gloucester hoard
 sheds further light on these issues.  Discovered in August 2017, it comprises a cache of copper-alloy fragments, apparently buried in the late fourth century.  The assemblage includes a statuette of a hound, as well as fragments from two life-size figures and two quarter life-size figures.  It seems quite likely that they all came from a temple which was demolished in that perixzcod.  The temple was probably dedicated to Diana, who was often portrayed with a hound.  Since Gloucester was a colonia, the residents may have felt obliged to pay some heed to Theodosius’ decree banning paganism.  This is a credible explanation for the demolition of the temple.
2. AUTHOR’S STATEMENT AT THE BOOK LAUNCH ON 3 SEPTEMBER 2020

As you have just seen, James Renshaw is an inspirational classics teacher.  Martin Millett is the foremost authority on Roman Britain, holding a prestigious chair at Cambridge.

By contrast, I come to the subject as an enthusiastic amateur.  I first encountered Roman Britain in the 1960s, as one of many volunteers helping to excavate a Roman cemetery in Chichester and a villa in the South Downs.  At the time, I was studying classics at university.  What fascinated me then and has fascinated me ever since is the extent to which Britain – a remote island in the north – was discussed by the ancient authors.  We even get a mention in Herodotus. He described Britain as an island which exported tin!

Well, things have moved on since the 1960s.  I have spent 50 years working in the law.  But I have never lost my enthusiasm for classics.

In recent years Martin Millett has guided my reading on Roman Britain and opened my eyes to many of the issues.  I have much to thank him for.  Long suffering friends and family members have accompanied me on countless expeditions to Roman sites around the country – including of course a walk along Hadrian’s wall.  The product of all that endeavour is this book.

This book does not and cannot compete with the scholarly works on different aspects of Roman Britain, which pour out of universities every year.  It does something different.  Drawing on the ancient texts and modern scholarship, this book tells the whole story within a very tight word limit.

We start with the Iron Age and Caesar’s invasion in the mid-first century BC.  That invasion won Caesar great prestige and helped him on his path to the top position in Rome.  It is striking how often Britain played a major part in the power politics of the Empire.

A century later, a newly appointed emperor, Claudius, needed a quick military victory to boost his reputation.  Conquering Britain was the answer.  So he sent a task force across the Channel and annexed southern Britain as a new province.  Claudius even popped over himself for two weeks to watch some of the fighting and – of course – to claim all the glory.

Over the next 50 years Rome gained control of what are now England and Wales.  But it never gained control of Scotland.  Hence the construction of Hadrian’s Wall, which became the northern frontier.  That is now the largest surviving monument of the Roman Empire.

In the early third century, Britain became centre-stage.  For almost three years the Emperor Severus had his headquarters in York.  Boris Johnson keeps talking about moving the House of Lords to York, but Severus was far more ambitious.  He administered the whole of Western Europe, the Middle East and North Africa from what are now the precincts of York Minster.  Why on earth did he do that?  Because he was trying to conquer Scotland.  That project failed and Severus died in AD 211.

A century later, another emperor died in York and Constantine was proclaimed his successor.  As everyone knows, Constantine completely transformed the Roman Empire.  He also ordered a U-turn in religious policy.  Suddenly persecutions stopped and Christianity became the top religion.

Away from imperial policy, this book describes the lives of ordinary people.  What was life like in the countryside, where 90% of the population lived?  Agricultural production increased and a wide variety of foodstuffs became available.  But, sadly, it was only the élites who benefitted.  A recent multi-disciplinary study shows that for the mass of the rural population, diets actually declined in the Roman period, leading to an increase of disease and tooth decay.  So, if they were asked Monty Python’s famous question ‘What have the Romans ever done for us?’, their answer would be ‘not a lot’.

The towns tell a different story.  They were developed on the Roman model with temples, bath houses, forum and basilica.  The old aristocracy of the Iron Age retained their pre-eminence, but now they were magistrates or local senators with fancy titles.  Ironically, the Roman occupation reinforced traditional power structures.

Let me now say something about writing style.  It can be hard work reading through many pages of narrative history, even if the text is enlivened with a few Latin quotations.  I have therefore introduced some humour, when opportunities arose.  I have also done my best to make the book readable and enjoyable.

One recurrent theme is the brutality of Roman imperialism.  The mindset and the moral compass of the ancient world were completely different from our own.  With one exception, I have steered away from repeated condemnation and made my points by understatement or bathos.

The one exception comes in chapter 7, which describes the savagery of the army after the Battle of Mons Graupius.  We get the details of that episode from the historian Tacitus, whose father-in-law was the victorious general.

Another theme is the contemporary relevance of much that happened in the Roman period.  The foundation of London as our capital city is just one example.  Some of the issues in the ancient world have their counterparts today, in particular how Britain should relate to its Continental neighbours.  Our decision to drop out of the Empire in AD 409 was a form of Brexit.

I hope that those of you who buy this book will gain as much enjoyment from reading it as I have from writing it.

I thank then team at Bloomsbury for producing this book so beautifully and for publishing it without one day’s delay!

The main financial purpose of this first edition is to raise money for a charity called Classics for All.  Of course, some of the royalties will go in tax and expenses.  But, after all that, the beneficiary of the net proceeds will be Classics for All, which promotes and funds the teaching of classics in state schools, especially in areas of social deprivation.  Jules Mann, the chief executive, will now tell you about its work.
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