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ROMAN LEGIONARY 109-58 BC

Relief of a trophy of captured
arms from a triumphal
monument, perhaps set up by
Cornelius Sulla to celebrate his
victories in the East. Centrale
Montemartini, Rome. (© Sarah
E. Bond/Flickr/CC BY-SA 2.0)

INTRODUCTION

The Roman legionary of 109-58 BC was a temperamental character. He was
frequently rebellious and without discipline, sometimes mutinous and even
murderous, and he had to be handled with the utmost care. Charismatic
generals such as Marius, Sulla and Pompey the Great knew instinctively how
to manage the legionary, how to manipulate his emotions, how to inspire
and cajole, how to rouse him to fury and loose him with devastating effect
upon the enemy. But some could not control the unruly legionary. Some
commanders were ignored, insulted, humiliated and abandoned; others were
stoned, clubbed or stabbed to death.

Greedy for plunder and prone to committing the most appalling atrocities,
the legionary was also flighty and superstitious, remorseful and emotional.
He lusted after glory and was so concerned for maintaining his reputation
for virtus (valour) that he might refuse to
retreat and die heroically with all his wounds to
the front of his body. On other occasions, he
would abandon his weapons and flee from the
enemy in a panic.

He was not the disciplined iron legionary of
the modern popular imagination. No
automaton, the legionary of 109-58 BC was
complex and mercurial. This book will explore
what motivated him, how his loyalty was
secured, how he was trained, equipped and
organized for combat, and how he won (or
lost) his battles. This was an era of intensive
warfare, foreign and civil, in which the
legionary might find himself battling German
warriors, African cavalry, Spanish light troops,
Pontic pikemen, Armenian cataphracts and
even fellow Italians and Romans.

CHRONOLOGY
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109-107 Metellus campaigns against Jugurtha.

107-105 Marius consul; he recruits from
capite censi and fights Jugurtha.
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Bowl of a typical bronze
Montefortino-type helmet used
by legionaries in our period.
Musée départemental de |'Arles
antiques. (Claude Valette/Flickr/
CCBY-SA 2.0)

Sulla captures Jugurtha; Cimbri and Teutones defeat

Romans at Arausio.

Marius defeats Ambrones and Teutones at Aquae Sextiae.
Marius and Catulus defeat Cimbri at Vercellae.

Social War in Italy; Italian socii (allies) granted Roman
citizenship but are not distributed in the existing 35 tribes
curtailing their voting rights.

Sulla takes Rome.

Death of Pompeius Strabo; Cinna and Marius capture
Rome; Sulla besieges Athens.

Death of Marius; Fimbria takes over Flaccus’ army; Sulla
captures Athens and defeats Pontic armies at Chaeronea
and Orchomenus.

Cinna distributes new Italian citizens among the existing
tribes, giving them equal voting rights; death of Cinna.
Civil War in Italy. Sulla victorious.

Pompey in Sicily and Africa.

Sulla dictator.

Sertorian War in Spain.

Death of Sulla; rebellion of Lepidus.

Suppression of Lepidus; Pompey sent against Sertorius.
Spartacus’ revolt.

Lucullus in Asia.

Lucullus victorious at Tigranocerta.

Discontent in Lucullus’ army.

Mithridates defeats Triarius at Zela; Pompey clears the
Mediterranean of pirates.

Pompey takes over Lucullus’ command in the East.
Catiline’s rebellion; Petreius defeats Catiline at Pistoria.
Caesar campaigns in Spain.

Caesar defeats the Helvetii and Ariovistus.



Assidui. Census-taking scene on
the so-called Altar of Domitius
Ahenobarbus, late second
century BC. Louvre, Paris.
(Marie-Lan Nguyen/Wikimedia
Commons/Public Domain)
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RECRUITMENT AND TERMS OF SERVICE
Assidui

Service in the legions was determined by wealth. Citizens liable for service
were called assidui, men who possessed property. By the end of the 3rd
century BC, the qualification was in fact so low that possession of the
ancestral cottage and a single iugerum (little more than half an acre of land)
made a man liable for service (Liv. 42.34.2). By 129 Bc, the land requirement
had dropped to about 0.6 of a iugerum, and soon afterwards those owning
a modest house and garden probably qualified (Cic. Rep. 2.40; Rich
1983, 298-99).

There were of course assidui in towns and the city of Rome itself, but
recruits from the Italian countryside remained the majority throughout this
period (Sall. Hist. 3.15.27R). Urban recruits were considered loungers and
prone to indiscipline (Dio F100). Unlike countrymen who tended their crofts
or toiled in fields rented from great landlords (Sall. Hist. 1.22R), they were
not inured to labour. Strength, stamina and skill with tools were essential for
the legionary, who was as much pioneer and engineer as he was a warrior;
he would entrench a camp at the end of the day’s march, and was frequently
called on to construct siege and field works. Consider the battle of
Orchomenus (86 Bc). The legionaries of Lucius Cornelius Sulla first dug
wide trenches to keep the Pontic cavalry from firm ground and to force it
into marshy terrain. Following the main engagement, the legionaries
surrounded the Pontic camp with a circumvallation and then proceeded to
use their tools to break through a corner of the fortification. At this point the
courage of the legionaries faltered, but a tribune named as Bassilus scrambled
over the demolished rampart and charged into the defenders. His heroics
spurred the hesitating legionaries to follow and the camp was captured.
Bassilus survived and was decorated by Sulla on the following day (App.
Mith. 49-51; Plut. Sull. 21). The daring tribune can be identified with Lucius
Minucius Basilus, who captured the Esquiline Gate in 88 BC (below).




It was the relative poverty of many
assidui, coupled with a determination to
retain their ancestral property (Sall. Caz.
33.1, 59.5), which made them keen to serve
in the legions. Their stipendium (military
pay) was merely a subsistence amount, but
rich plunder could be won on campaign,
especially in wars against the Eastern
kingdoms, and this might even enable assidui
to augment their smallholdings.

In 88 BC, the war against Mithridates VI
of Pontus was assigned to the consul Sulla,
but his political enemies succeeded in having
the command transferred to his great enemy,
Gaius Marius. Sulla rushed to Campania
where his army of six legions was mustering
and appealed to the soldiers. The legionaries ‘were eager for the war against
Mithridates because it promised much plunder and feared that Marius would
enlist others instead of themselves’. When Marian tribunes arrived from Rome
to take control of the army, the legionaries stoned them to death and required
little persuasion from the charismatic Sulla to march on Rome and ‘deliver her
from tyrants’ (App. BC 1.57). The vanguard under Basilus and Gaius
Mummius took the Esquiline Gate by surprise and attempted to force its way
deeper into the city, but was driven back by the populace which had taken to
the rooftops and was pelting the legionaries with tiles. With the Colline Gate
and the Sublician Bridge also secured, Sulla himself entered the city by the
Esquiline Gate and set fire to the houses from which Basilus’ force had been
bombarded, and picked off the civilians on the roofs with flaming arrows.
When Sulla threatened a general conflagration, the civilians’ resistance
evaporated, but Marius was waiting in the Esquiline forum. Marius’ scratch
force, which must have included veterans who had rallied to their patron,
resisted so fiercely that Sulla’s legionaries began to fall back. Sulla seized a
standard and forced his way into the front ranks. A keen student of the
psychology of the Roman soldier, Sulla knew that by exposing himself to
danger the legionaries would rally ‘out of regard for their general and from

The Arch of Gallienus stands on
the site of the old Esquiline
Gate. The Esquiline Forum lay
beyond the gate and it was
there, in 88 B¢, that Sulla
defeated Marius and seized
control of Rome. (Sailko/
Wikimedia/CC BY 2.5)

Silver coin of Mithridates VI of
Pontus, Rome’s ambitious, wily
and determined opponent in
the East. His generals were
defeated by Sulla and Lucullus,
and Pompey finally drove him to
commit suicide in 63 Bc. Altes
Museum, Berlin. (Sailko/
Wikimedia Commons/CC BY 3.0)



Marcus Tullius Cicero served his
military apprenticeship with
Pompeius Strabo at the siege of
Asculum, and then with Sulla at
Nola, in 89 Bc. Archaeological
Park and Museum Xanten.
(Polybert49/Flickr/CC BY-SA 2.0)

fear of ignominy, should they abandon their standard’. The
legionaries duly rallied but the battle was at stalemate. Sulla
then sent orders for the reserve legions outside the walls to
enter the city, to advance up the Suburan road and outflank
Marius’ positions. When they were attacked in the rear, the
Marians gave up the fight before they were completely
surrounded. Marius retreated to the Temple of Tellus where
he issued a proclamation promising freedom to any slave who
would fight for him, but none did and he fled from the city
(App. BC 1.57-59; Plut. Sull. 9).

When Sulla returned to Italy in 83 BC he had to fight
another civil war, but so great was the plunder his legionaries
acquired from the rich cities in Asia that had colluded with
Mithridates, that they offered to finance the campaign. The
general was pleased by this demonstration of loyalty but
declined the offer (Plut. Sull. 27.3).

After their discharge from the army, some Sullan veterans
became infamous for their luxurious living. Sulla settled the
men in colonies established on land seized from towns and
cities that had sided with his opponents in 83-82 Bc. The
veterans were given substantial plots estimated in size from
10 to 100 iugera, and a lump sum of cash (App. BC. 1.104; Keaveney 2005a,
151-55). Marcus Tullius Cicero served at the siege of Nola in 89 Bc and was
well acquainted with the kind of men who marched with Sulla. (The 17-year-
old Cicero was a tiro, meaning recruit, but as the scion of a wealthy equestrian
family with aspirations of entering the Roman Senate, he was not serving as
a miles gregarius, or common soldier. He was attached to Sulla’s staff to
complete his year’s tirocinium militiae, or military apprenticeship, which had
begun earlier in 89 BC with a stint on the staff of the consul Gnaeus Pompeius
Strabo at the siege of Asculum: Cic. Phil. 12.27.) Cicero was in no doubt
about the valour of the Sullan veterans: he had witnessed them storm a
strongly fortified Samnite camp at Nola (Cic. Div. 1.72, 2.65) and would
later describe them as men of great courage, but among the colonists were

Legionary eques, 109 Bc

In the 2nd century Bc, the manipular legion had a cavalry component of 300 horsemen (equites).
However, equites are conspicuous by their absence from the cohortal legion. The last appearance
of legionary cavalry on campaign dates to 102 Bc when a detachment under the command of the
son of a senator abandoned a fort in the Adige valley and fled before the advancing Cimbri (Val.
Max. 5.8.4; Vir. lllus. 72.10). The three-year minimum service requirement for equites was still in
effect at the time of the Social War of 91-88 Bc (ILS 6085), but equites had by then disappeared
from the legion and been replaced with units of non-citizen and barbarian auxiliaries. The reason
for this change remains elusive.

The young eques depicted here is equipped following the cavalryman on the Altar of Domitius
Ahenobarbus. His distinctive late Hellenistic helmet (1) combines the features of Boeotian and
pilos types. His mail shirt is typical but the muscle cuirass remained an option (2); a round parma-
type shield would have afforded extra protection (3). His sword is the famous gladius Hispaniensis,
with a hilt modelled after the Altar; the inset shows an alternative gladius with trilobate pommel;
the pugio (dagger) was the secondary sidearm of the legionary (4). The horse armour illustrated
here follows a relief from the Piazza della Consolazione in Rome, perhaps from a triumphal
monument set up by Sulla to commemorate his victories (5). Control of the horse was facilitated
by spurs and while saddles were used, it is uncertain if the Gallic-type horned saddle illustrated
had yet been adopted by the Romans.






Bowls filled with food or drink
used by magisterial candidates
to woo voters. When empty, the
name of the generous
candidate was revealed, here
Cato the Younger and Catiline.
When Catiline failed to secure
election as consul for 62 Bc, he
rebelled. (Panairjdde/Wikimedia
Commons/CC BY 1.0)
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some who ‘used their sudden and unexpected wealth to give a display of
luxury to which they were quite unaccustomed and which was beyond their
means. Putting up buildings as men of wealth and enjoying their choice of
farms, their large establishments, and their sumptuous banquets, they have
run so deeply into debt that they would have to raise Sulla from the dead [d.
78 BC] if they wanted to be in the clear’ (Cic. Cat. 2.20).

Lucius Sergius Catilina, better known as Catiline, was a legate of Sulla in
the civil war. He found willing recruits among these impoverished men when
he embarked on rebellion in 63 Bc. Gaius Manlius, who had served under
Sulla as a centurion and would therefore have received a greater share of the
spoils from Asia and a large plot in the colony at Faesulae, was typical of the
type. Having squandered his bounty, he was eager for a return to the glory
days of battle and plunder (Dio 37.30.5). He became Catiline’s deputy and
commanded the right wing of the rebel army at Pistoria. More Sullan veterans
formed the front rank of Catiline’s outnumbered army (Sall. Cat. 16.3; 59-61).

Capite censi and non-citizens

Of the so-called military reforms of Marius, his recruitment of the capite
censi in 107 Bc, and perhaps again in 104 BC for the Cimbric War, is usually
flagged as the most important. The capite censi were those ‘counted by the
head’ in the census because they possessed no property. They were even rated
below the proletarii, who possessed some goods but were too poor to afford
arms and armour; in times of emergency the proletarii might be levied for
legionary service and equipped at the expense of the state. However, both
classes were liable for service in the fleets (Gell. NA 16.10.1-13).

Newly elected as consul in 107 Bc, Marius recruited a supplementum
(supplement) for the legions already in Africa and engaged in the war against
Jugurtha of Numidia. He famously enlisted men from the capite censi. They
were eager for gloria (glory) and dreamt of returning home rich with plunder
(Sall. Tug. 86.1.2-3). However, Marius did not, as is sometimes claimed,
abolish the property qualification; he merely ignored it in order to reward
the urban poor who had supported his candidacy as consul. He also received
strong support from ‘the rural plebs’ and his supplementum most likely
included assidui from the countryside around Rome and his home town of
Arpinum (ibid. 73.6). It has been suggested that the Senate decreed Marius



a supplementum of 3,000 legionaries, but the unconventional consul enlisted
5,000 (Rich 1983, 324). He certainly sought out veterans to provide his new
force with an experienced cadre (Sall. Tug. 84.2).

The recruitment of capite censi was perhaps not Marius’ innovation. A
frequently quoted passage from Plutarch’s Life of Tiberius Gracchus has
been supposed to demonstrate that assidui could be ruined by extended
military service, especially in Spain, where fruitless campaigning produced
little or no plunder. Soldiers might return to Italy to find that their families
had been forced to sell their ancestral plots, or that the land had been illegally
occupied, or that as smallholders they were unable to compete with the great
estates (latifundia) that exploited slave labour:

The wild beasts that roam over Italy have every one of them a cave or lair to
lurk in; but the men who fight and die for Italy enjoy the common air and
light, indeed, but nothing else; houseless and homeless they wander about
with their wives and children. And it is with lying lips that their generals
exhort the soldiers in their battles to defend sepulchres and shrines from the
enemy; for not a man of them has a hereditary altar, not one of all these many
Romans an ancestral tomb, but they fight and die to support others in wealth
and luxury, and though they are styled masters of the world, they have not a
single clod of earth that is their own. (Plut. Ti. Gracch. 9.4-5)

The landless veterans described in such emotive terms by Gracchus in the
130s BC may in fact have been landless to begin with, if they had been
conscripted from proletarii or capite censi. Assidui were keen to enrol for
campaigns in the urbanized East, where plunder, in the form of luxury goods
and humans (sold as slaves) was plentiful. They were less keen to serve in the
grinding conquest and consolidation of the Iberian Peninsula, the scene of
frequent military reverses and a place where little portable plunder was to
be won (Brunt 1987, 396). In the later 2nd century Bc, those responsible for
the levy were certainly bending the rules by enrolling boys below the age of
17 (Plut. G. Gracch. 5.1), and may also have exploited the
untapped manpower of the proletarii and capite censi to fill out the
ranks in legions or supplements destined for areas not considered
to be lucrative.

Service in Spain was not always unrewarding. When Gaius
Julius Caesar took up his post as governor of Hispania Citerior in
61 BC, he found a garrison of 20 cohorts (i.e. two legions). He
proceeded to enrol another legion (Plut. Caes. 12.1). He did so in
just a few days. It is uncertain how many Roman citizens liable for
legionary service were in the province and it may be that, as he later
did with the famous Alaudae (the Larks) in Transalpine Gaul, he
conscripted Romanized natives and subsequently granted them
citizenship to legitimize their status as legionaries (Suet. Caes. 24.2;
Brunt 1987, 471-72). Whatever their origins, he immediately led
the legions against the Callaici and Lusitani, ‘overpowered them
and marched on as far as the outer sea [the Atlantic coast], subduing
tribes which before were not obedient to Rome.... He enriched the
soldiers from their campaigns and was saluted by them as
imperator’ (Plut. Caes. 12.1, 4). The source of this enrichment was
most likely from the sale of captives as slaves (cf. App. Iber. 99).

Gaius Marius. In 107 B¢, the
consul was apparently the first
to recruit legionaries from the
capite censi. Glyptothek,
Munich. (Thomas Cloer/Flickr/
CCBY-SA 2.0)
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Bronze plaque recording
Pompeius Strabo’s grant of
Roman citizenship to a
squadron of Spanish
cavalrymen on account of their
valour at the siege of Asculum
(89 BC). The document also lists
Strabo'’s contubernales (ILS
8888). (RHC Archive)
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Contubernales

Not all legionary recruits were poor or of modest means. There were richer
assidui and sometimes equestrians and even nobles found themselves in the
ranks of the milites gregarii. One such was Quintus Hortensius Hortalus, the
famous orator. In 90 Bc, at the height of the Social War, he served as an
ordinary legionary; in the following year, perhaps befitting his equestrian
status, or because Roman casualties had been so high and officers were in
short supply, he was promoted to the rank of tribunus militum (military
tribune), probably in the army of Sulla (Cic. Brut. 304; Vell. Pat. 12.16.3).
Nobles, such as the patrician Catiline, often began their military careers on
the staffs of generals (ILLRP 969, 11, with Strabo in 89 Bc), and were
known as contubernales, or ‘tent-mates’. In 105 Bc, the son of the consul
Publius Rutilius Rufus clearly expected to serve with his father as a
contubernalis, but Rufus, who was restoring morale and discipline following
the disaster at Arausio, made the youth ‘a miles in a legion’ (Front.
Strat. 4.1.12).

Contubernales enjoyed better quarters and food (see quote) but did not
necessarily have it easy. This was an era in which generals fought in the front
rank and their contubernales were beside them. Despite their elevated social
status, the contubernales might share the concerns of their fellow-soldiers.
Lucius Terentius, from Firmum in Picenum, was on the staff of Pompeius
Strabo at the siege of Asculum (ILLRP 969, 8) and still in Strabo’s army
when the general was summoned by the Senate to defend Rome from Lucius
Cornelius Cinna and Marius. In this campaign, Terentius shared a tent with
Pompey, the son of Strabo. He was apparently bribed by Cinna to assassinate
his contubernalis while other soldiers dealt with the general (Plut. Pomp. 3.1).

Pompey got information of the plot while he was at supper. He was not at all
disturbed, but after drinking more freely even than usual and treating
Terentius with kindness, as soon as he retired to rest stole out of the tent
unnoticed, set a guard about his father, and quietly awaited the event.
Terentius, when he thought the proper time was come, arose, and approaching
the couch of Pompey with drawn sword, stabbed the bedclothes many times,



supposing him to be lying there. After this there was a great commotion,
owing to the hatred felt towards the general, and a rush to revolt on the part
of the soldiers, who tore down their tents and seized their arms. The general
did not venture forth for fear of the tumult, but Pompey went up and down
among the soldiers beseeching them with tears, and finally threw himself on
his face in front of the gate of the camp and lay there in the way, weeping and
bidding those who were going out to trample on him. As a consequence,
everyone drew back out of shame, and all except 800 changed their minds and
were reconciled to their general. (Plut. Pomp. 3.2-5)

Strabo’s legionaries had proved intensely loyal in 88 BC when the consul
Quintus Pompeius Rufus (a distant relative of Strabo’s) attempted to assume
command of the army; he was attacked as he was about to perform a religious
ceremony and the legionaries ‘slaughtered him like a sacrificial offering’ (Val.
Max. 9.7.2. mil. Rom. 2). But in 87 Bc, when Strabo failed to commit to the
defence of Rome and engaged in negotiations with Cinna because he was
eager for a second consulship, the mood in camp soured. When Strabo finally
deigned to send his legions against Cinna, a brutal battle was fought on the
Janiculum Hill. The Cinnans lost 600 men and the hill could have been
retaken, but Strabo held back, still willing to support whichever side would
guarantee him the consulship in the forthcoming elections. Strabo’s soldiers
were incensed at being cheated of victory. They, and their fellow-soldiers in
the Senatorial forces, also suffered ¢.600 casualties on the Janiculum (Gran.
Lic. 35.18-20; Oros. 5.19.10-11), and a tragic episode only added to their
disgruntlement. One of Strabo’s legionaries killed a Cinnan soldier and set
about stripping the corpse, which he belatedly recognized as his own brother:
‘for in the battle their helmets had prevented them from recognizing each
other’s faces, and they were so enraged that they failed to look closely at each
other’ (Oros. 5.19.12-13). Appalled at what he had done, Strabo’s legionary
killed himself (Tac. Hist. 3.51; Gran. Lic. 35.20). Strabo continued to intrigue
secretly with Cinna and the situation in his camp was exacerbated by a
plague that struck down far more soldiers than the battle of the Janiculum.
The general himself was afflicted and confined to his tent, and the plot was
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The young Pompey. His
spectacular and
unconventional military career
was facilitated by the vast
wealth and clientela he
inherited from his father,
Pompeius Strabo. Louvre.
(Carole Raddato/Flickr/CC
BY-SA 2.0)
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hatched to do away with him and Pompey. As Cinna was negotiating with
Strabo up to the point the plague struck, it seems unlikely that he would have
suborned Lucius Terentius and others to murder the general and his son.
Terentius was simply a member of a faction within the army vehemently
opposed to Strabo’s double-dealing and seized the opportunity offered by the
plague to strike (Hillman 1996). It is notable that 800 legionaries remained
aloof despite the theatrics Pompey used to quell the mutiny. In what must
have seemed like an act of divine retribution, Strabo died soon afterwards
when his tent was struck by lightning during a violent storm (Gran. Lic.
35.21-23).

Perhaps the most famous legionary of the era was Publius Ventidius. He
was from a leading non-citizen family in Picenum that fought against Rome
in the Social War, and as a child he processed through Rome as a captive in
the triumph of Pompeius Strabo (89 Bc). The property of Ventidius’ family
probably ended up in the hands of Strabo. Ventidius did, however, gain his
freedom and with it Roman citizenship, and the impoverished young man
supported himself by serving in the ‘hobnailed ranks’ of the legions. Ventidius
would ultimately become one of Rome’s greatest generals. In 38 BC he
participated in another triumph in Rome: as a conqueror, celebrating his
spectacular victories over the Parthians (Plin. NH 7.135; Val. Max 6.9.9).

Dilectus

How was the dilectus (levy) conducted? In 83 Bc, Gnaeus Pompeius, son of
Strabo and better known as Pompey the Great, took it upon himself to raise
a private army and side with Sulla in the civil war against Gnaeus Papirius
Carbo and Marius the Younger. Despite being carried out by a private citizen
who had no legal authority, the levy was probably conducted in the
usual manner:

Pompey, who was only 23, and who had not been appointed general by
anybody whomsoever, conferred the command upon himself,
and setting up a tribunal in the forum of Auximum, a large
city, issued an edict ordering the chief men there, two brothers
named Ventidius, who were acting against him in Carbo’s
interest, to leave the city. Then he proceeded to levy soldiers,
and after appointing tribunes and centurions for them all, made
a circuit of the other cities, doing the same thing. All the
partisans of Carbo withdrew and gave place to him, and the rest
gladly offered their services to him, so that in a short time he
had mustered three complete legions, and provided them with
food, baggage-waggons, carriages, and other necessary
equipment. Then he led his forces towards Sulla, not in haste,
nor even with a desire to escape observation, but tarrying on the
march as he harried the enemy, and endeavouring to detach
from Carbo’s interest all that part of Italy through which he
passed. (Plut. Pomp. 6.3-4)

How was it possible for Pompey to levy three legions and
equip them? In 87 Bc, he inherited his father’s wealth, estates
and, most importantly, his vast clientela (clients and
dependents) in Picenum (Vell. Pat. 2.29.2-1; Plut. Pomp.



6.1). When Strabo reconquered the region, he consolidated his status as the
patronus (patron) of the elite and landed families who made up the curial
class and sat on the town councils and were responsible for local governance.
In the highly stratified and hierarchical society of Roman Italy, these curiales
had their own clients, whom they would compel to heed Pompey’s edict.
Many of Strabo’s veterans turned out, too, providing the new legions with a
battle-hardened core that proved decisive when Carbo’s forces attempted to
prevent Pompey from linking up with Sulla ([Caes.] BAfr. 22; Val. Max.
5.29; Plut. Pomp. 7.2).

The veterans may have brought their own arms, but other recruits would
certainly require equipping. Roman and Picene losses in the Social War had
been high, and it is unlikely that Pompey’s legions drew exclusively on
assidui. As a major landowner, Pompey could call up his tenants (coloni, cf.
Sall. Cat. 59.3), and may have encouraged them with hopes of being rewarded
with land as well as the usual promise of plunder. The outfitting and supply
of three legions comprising 15,000 to 18,000 men, as well as a substantial
force of cavalry (cf. Plut. Pomp. 7.1), required massive resources, but Pompey
had inherited the necessary wealth. When his father captured Asculum he
‘had the prefects, centurions, and all the leading men beaten with rods and
beheaded. He sold the slaves and all the booty at auction and ordered the
remaining people to depart, free indeed, but stripped and destitute. Though
the Senate expected that the proceeds of the booty would somewhat increase
the public income, Strabo did not contribute anything from it to the needy
treasury’ (Oros. 5.18.26).

When Catiline rebelled, he formed the men recruited by himself and
Manlius into ‘two legions, filling up the cohorts as far as his numbers would
allow; and afterwards, as any volunteers, or recruits from his confederates,
arrived in his camp, he distributed them equally throughout the cohorts, and
thus filled up his legions, in a short time, with their regular number of men,
though at first he had not had more than 2,000’ (Sall. Caz. 56.1-2). Initially,

Asculum (Ascoli Piceno), the
centre of Picene resistance
during the Social War. It was
captured by Pompeius Strabo
in 89 BC. (Giorgio Tomassetti/
Flickr/CC BY-SA 2.0)
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Statue of Gaius Billienus in
military attire, ¢.100 BC, on
Delos. Billienus, who governed
the province of Asia in 105 BC,
was a novus homo or new man
in the Roman senate. The -ienus
suffix of his name indicates
non-Latin heritage. (Kevin
Stroup/Flickr/CC BY 3.0)
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then, each of Catiline’s legions was only 1,000
strong and had century-sized cohorts. Catiline
was a famous soldier (Cic. Cael. 12) and likely
involved in official levies. His method of legion
formation in 63 BC — establishing a cadre and
building upon it until an optimum fighting
strength was reached, probably followed the
usual practice (Brunt 1987, 688).

Avoidance of service
Most Romans desired glory and the chance to
enrich themselves with booty, but there was
always some evasion of the levy. Some citizens
went to extreme lengths to avoid service. A
famous example is Gaius Vettienus. During the
Italian or Social War of 91-88 Bc, he
deliberately mutilated himself by cutting two
fingers from his left hand. He presumably
pretended this was the result of an accident and
expected to be declared unfit for service, but his
self-mutilation resulted instead in the
confiscation of all his property and his being
chained up in perpetuity as warning to other
cowards. ‘By this action he wore out
disgracefully in bonds the life which he had not
been willing to give honourably in the line of battle’ (Val. Max. 6.3.3c).
Vettienus is a gentilicium (clan or family name) with the suffix -ienis and
indicates the unwilling legionary was of non-Latin descent (Syme 1938, 23—
24). His family would have originated somewhere in central Italy, perhaps
in Picenum (note the name of Caesar’s senior lieutenant, the Picene Quintus
Labienus) or maybe in the territory of the Vestini (the likely birthplace of
Salvidienus Rufus, the general of Octavian). The Caesarian centurion Lucius
Vorenus, famous for his rivalry with Titus Pullo, bears another distinctive
central Italian gentilicium. The -enus suffix could point to the origin of his
family in the Sabine country. Consider the heroic Vettulenus (App. BC 4.25
with Syme 1964, 228-29), who exemplified Cicero’s description of the
Sabines as ‘most brave men ... the flower of Italy’ (Cic. Lig. 32). Origins in
Picenum, Umbria or Etruria are also possible for family names with the -enus
ending. Epigraphy suggests that Gaius Volusenus Quadratus, the equestrian
who served Caesar as a legionary tribune and cavalry commander from 57
to 48 Bc, was of Etruscan or Umbrian descent (Rawson 1978, 151). Vorenus
and Volusenus may not have sprung from old Roman or Latin stock, but they
were immortalized by Caesar as exemplars of Roman valour (Caes. BG 5.44;
3.5). Vettienus was a disgrace to both his Roman identity and his
Ttalic ancestry.

Age of recruits

Tuniores, that is men aged between 17 and 46, were liable for service;
seniores, aged 47 to 60, were called up only in emergencies. However, the
minimum age was not strictly adhered to and as tribune of the plebs in
123-122 Bc, Gaius Sempronius Gracchus passed a law that no-one aged



below 17 could be conscripted. A veteran of 12 years’ service
in the army, Gracchus was only too aware of such abuses
(Plut. C. Gracch. 5.1, 2.5).

We have little evidence for the ages of individual recruits.
Hortensius Hortalus was aged 23-24 when he served as a
legionary in 90 Bc, but he was not a typical recruit. The
Fimbrian legionaries, whose extraordinary service began in
86 BC and continued until 62 Bc, must have been recruited
in their late teens and early twenties. Quintus Canuleius of
Caesar’s Seventh Legion, was only 18 when he was killed in
the Gallic War of 58-51 Bc (ILS 2225).

In 89 Bc, the consul Lucius Porcius Cato was compelled
by the on-going crisis of the Social War to levy his legionaries
in Rome. They are described as ‘rather too old for military
service’. It is unlikely that they were seniores. An edict issued
by Rutilius Rufus following Arausio (105 BC) prevented men
aged 35 or less from leaving Italy (Gran. Lic. 33.14). This
suggests the preferred upper age for recruits.

Considering their apparently advanced age, at least
some of them would have previously served, but they were a mutinous
bunch and Cato struggled to assert his authority. The dignity of Cato’s
office, his status as one of the two supreme magistrates of the Roman
Republic, did not impress these mature Romans. They were lazy, tardy in
obeying orders, and when he attempted to enforce discipline, they pelted
him with clods of wet earth. The chief troublemaker was Gaius Titinius, ‘a
lounger about the Forum’, who made his living in the courts. He was
arrested and sent to Rome for judgement but, feigning mental incapacity
and grovelling before Cato, he was pardoned and released (Dio F100;
Sisenna F59C). Cato, or more
likely his legates, tribunes and
centurions, then restored a
degree of discipline and led the
legionaries with some success
against the Marsi, but in a
battle by the Fucine Lake, the
consul was killed. According to
Livy, he was killed at the point
of wvictory, but Orosius
preserves a darker tradition in
which the consul was cut down
by one of his own men (Liv.
Per. 75; Oros. 5.18.24).

The unruly legionaries were
then taken over by Sulla, Cato’s
senior legate. They fought with
him in the capture of Rome and
the triumphant campaign
against Mithridates’ armies in
Greece (Keaveney 2005b, 210-
11). Sulla did not suffer
indiscipline from these men,

Sulla. Courageous, charismatic
and genial, he was also ruthless
and an expert motivator and
manipulator of legionaries.
Glyptothek, Munich. (Carole
Raddato/Flickr/CC BY-SA 2.0)

Detail of the defensive wall of
Pompeii. The marks in the stone
by the Herculaneum Gate were
made by sling bullets and
ballista balls during Sulla’s siege
of the town in 89 Bc. (Justin
Ellis/Flickr/CC BY 2.0)
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The hot springs at Guelma,
Algeria. The town was known
as Calama in Roman times. It
was here that Jugurtha
defeated Aulus Albinus (Oros.
5.15.6) and forced his army
under the yoke. (Dan Sloan/
Flickr/CC BY-SA 2.0)
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but he was cut from a different cloth. He had charisma, exuded warmth,
confidence, competence and authority, and was an expert manager and
manipulator of men (Sall. Tug. 96.3). Pompey was another born leader of men.

In 66 BC, Pompey took over the army of Lucius Licinius Lucullus, an
exceptional general but a man lacking charisma and the ability to engage
with his troops. In fact, Lucullus’ campaign against Mithridates and Tigranes
ground to a halt when the Valerian legions (also known as the Fimbrians)
refused to follow him any longer. The later Roman senator and historian
Cassius Dio (who had struggled with an unruly provincial garrison and was
even forced to flee Rome for fear of being lynched by the Praetorian Guard)
was struck by the contrast between Lucullus and Pompey:

Let no one wonder that Lucullus, who had proved himself most skilful of all
men in generalship, who was the first Roman to cross the Taurus with an army
for warfare, and who had vanquished two powerful kings and would have
captured them if he had chosen to end the war quickly, was unable to control
his men, and that they were always revolting and finally deserted him. For he
required a great deal of them, was difficult of access, strict in his demands for
work, and inexorable in his punishments; he did not understand how to win
over a man by persuasion, or to attach him by mildness, or to make a friend of
him by conferring honours or bestowing wealth — all of which means are
necessary, especially with a large crowd, and most of all with a crowd on a
campaign. Hence the soldiers, as long as they prospered and got booty that was
a fair return for their dangers, obeyed him; but when they encountered trouble
and fear took the place of their hopes, they no longer heeded him at all. The
proof of this is that Pompey took these same men — for he enrolled the Valerians
[Fimbrians] again — and kept them without the slightest show of revolt. So
much does one man differ from another. (Dio 36.16)

Pompey and Sulla knew when to enforce discipline, when to let mutinous
behaviour run its course, and how to exploit subsequent remorse (Keaveney




2007, 77-82). Take, for example, an episode that occurred during Sulla’s
siege of Pompeii in 89 Bc. Aulus Postumius Albinus was serving as Sulla’s
legate. His arrogant manner alienated the troops and, when it was rumoured
that he planned some treachery, they rose against him. He implored and
begged but was beaten to death with clubs and stones. Sulla declined to
punish the soldiers. He declared tha