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Early Roman Warships

First specific reference to a warship in 394 BC,
when the Romans sent a votive gift to the
temple of Apollo at Delphi (Livy 5.28).

First specific reference to a Roman naval battle
takes place at end of Latin War (340-388 BC); a
Roman fleet under Gaius Maenius defeated the
Latins and Volscians in a sea battle near
Antium (338 BC) - prows decorate rostra.

In 311 BC a naval board is set up to provide
and equip a fleet — under the direction of two
Douviri Navales.



First Punic War (264-241 BC)

In 267 BC four prefects of the fleet were appointed
- one posted at Ostia, another at Campania and the
two other probably elsewhere.

Polybius claims 100 quinquiremes and 20 triremes
on the basis of a Punic warship that had been
washed ashore.

Romans build stronger, heavier ships, allowing
them to increase the number of marines per ship -
the Romans placed a contingent of 120 marines on
each quinquireme (normally 40 marines).



The Corvus - “Raven”
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A gangplank mounted on
a pivot, and slung from a
vertical post set in the
deck - large metal spike at
the end.

Up to 36 ft. long (11m),
and raised by a rope and
pulley.

About 4 ft. (1.22m) wide,
enough for two men to
cross abreast.

Quinquiremes or larger
need for this installation.
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Disasters and Victories

Battle of Ecnomus - 256 BC - naval battle of the south coast
of Sicily - Romans had lost 24 ships to Carthaginian
ramming but had themselves sunk 30 ships and captured
another 64 by boarding.

Large portion of Roman fleet lost to a storm in 255 BC
when sailing between Melita and the southern tip of Sicily
— perhaps over 300 ships lost.

Battle of Drepanum - 249 BC - 123 Roman ships attempt to
trap Carthaginian ships in harbour at Drepanum but fail.
Roman ships strung out in a line parallel to the shore. The
Roman lose 93 ships, but large numbers of the crews able to
get ashore.

Romans successfully attack Carthaginian fleet sailing by
Aegades Islands.



Piracy during the Late Republic

Major wars and Roman weakening and subjugation
of major Hellenic powers.

Attacks on shipping, coastal towns, and kidnaping
for ransoms:

“...on his voyage back, [Caesar| was captured, near the
island Pharmacusa [of west coast of Turkey]|, by pirates,
who already at that time controlled the sea with large
armaments and countless small vessels. To begin with,
then, when the pirates demanded 20 talents for his
ransom, he laughed at them for not knowing who their

captive was, and of his own accord agreed to give them
50...” - Plutarch Life of Julius Caesar 1.5-2.1.



“Pirates always used to harass those who sailed the sea,
even as brigands did those who lived on land. There
was never a time when these practices were unknown,
nor will they ever cease probably so long as human
nature remains the same. But formerly marauding was
limited to certain localities and small bands operating
only during the summer on sea and on land... For while
the Romans were busy with their adversaries, the pirates
had gained great headway, sailing about to many
quarters, and adding to their band all of like condition,
to such an extent that some of them, after the manner of
allies, assisted many others. When those wars had been
ended, the pirates, instead of ceasing, did much serious
injury by themselves both to the Romans and to

their allies. They no longer sailed in small numbers, but
in great fleets; and they had generals, so that they had
gained a great reputation.” - Dio Cassius 36.20-21.



Pompey’s War against the Pirates

In 67 BC Pompey is granted to a special command for
unlimited powers to operate in the Mediterranean and
50 miles inland - Praefectus Classis et Orae Maritimae.

Pompey granted 6,000 talents [144 million sesterces],
120,000 troops and 500 ships, with 24 legates to assist.

Western Mediterranean cleared of pirates in 40 days.

Pompey’s naval forces fight a major naval battle with
the pirates of the coast of Coracaesium.

The major pirate stronghold at Coracaesium in Cilicia
is captured.

Pompey claims to have captured 71 pirate ships with
300 surrendering to him, with 10,000 pirates killed and
another 20,000 captured.



“Not only through the force that he commanded
which was vast both in fleet and infantry, so that
he was irresistible on both sea and land, but his
clemency toward those who made terms with him
was equally great, so that he won over large
numbers by these actions; for those who were
defeated by his troops and experienced his
moderation went over to his side very eagerly.
Besides other ways in which he took care of them
he would give them any lands he saw unoccupied
and cities that needed more inhabitants, in order
that they might never again through poverty fall
under the necessity of criminal deeds.” - Dio
Cassius 36.37.4-5.



Armed sailors on Merchant Ships

“ At the present day voyages are made to India every
year: and companies of archers are carried on board

the vessels, as those seas are greatly infested with
pirates.” - Pliny NH 6.26.101.

Armed men used to protect ships sailing in Red Sea
— Philostratus Life of Apollonius of Tyana 3.35.

“Then in the winter time, when the merchant Jason is
shut out from view, and his armed sailors are blocked
out by the white booths...” - Juvenal Satires 6.153-57.



Battle of Actium - 2™ of
September, 31 BC




“For seeing that the size of Caesar's [Octavian’s]
ships and the number of marines were chiefly
responsible for the defeat of Sextus, Antony had
built his vessels much higher in the water than
those of his opponents, constructing only a few
triremes, but instead some ships of “fours” and
some “tens”, and all the remainder in between
these two; upon these he had built lofty towers,
and he had put aboard a large number of men,
who could thus fight from walls, as it were...
Caesar's followers, having smaller and swifter
ships, would dash forward and ram the enemy,
being armoured on all sides to avoid receiving

damage.” - Dio Cassius 50.23.2-3, 32.2.



Antony’s ships bigger
and sturdier -
Octavian’s speedier.

Octavian attempts to
encircle Antony’s ships.

Octavian’s tactics
ramming.

Antony’s tactics to use
volleys of missiles and
to use grappling hocks.

Cleopatra prematurely
retreats.

Use of flaming missiles
and jars of charcoal and
pitch.

Cleopatra prematurely
retreats — Dio 50.33.1.
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Polyremes

Early Hellenistic period
see a naval arms race.

System of
superimposed banks (as
seen with trireme) more
implausible for ship
sizes above “fours” or
“fives”.

Larger sizes must have
had multiple rowers per
oar.

ROWING SYSTEMS

Mono-reme or ‘conter’ type. A single
line of rowers sat one behind the other
along each side of the ship, up to a maxi-
mum of 25 per side (a penteconter)

Doubling the rowers at each oar increased
power but as the length of the oar stroke is dic-
tated by the inboard man, the outboard man
can only add 3/4 ‘man-power’ as opposed to
the bireme arrangement

Bireme. By semi-superimposing another reme
slightly outboard of the first, the ship’s oar-
power was doubled for little increase in length.

‘Four’ or quadrireme. Logical develop-
ment of the bireme. By doubling the row-
ers at each oar in an enlarged hull.

Trireme, added a third reme above and outboard
of the others, their oars worked across an outrigger
projecting beyond the ship’s side.

The quinquireme or ‘five’. By doubling the
rowers per oar in the upper two remes. The
standard line-of-battle ship of the Punic Wars.

The ‘six’, the largest type known to
have been in service with the Roman
Navy.

Image from Pitassi (2009)



Imperial Naval Forces

After the battle of Actium there are 800
warships in active service.

Major naval stations at Forum Iulii (Frejus,
southern France), Ravenna (northern Adriatic
coast), Misenum (Naples).

Fleets also based in the outer provinces,
including a Rhine fleet, Moesica (patrolling the
Danube, and possibly one in the Red Sea based
at Myos Hormos.



Recruitment and Service

In earlier periods oarsmen (remiges) and sailors
usually recruited among the allies (socii navales),
the lowest class of citizen in the census, and
freedmen (liberti) — rare to employ slaves.

Over time naval service grew in status, though
still tended to be heavily recruited from peregrini.

Military diplomas indicate that usual length of
service was 26 years.

Marines had the same legal rights as land troops.



Clothing and Equipment

Heavy cloaks or tunics depending upon the
environment - especially to be resistant of ware and
sea-water.

Pictorial and literary evidence suggests light troops
with wide variety of weapons.

“And Caesar's [Octavian’s| forces, when they came
into close conflict and crossed over to the hostile ships,
proved superior; but as the enemy leaped overboar
into the sea whenever their vessels sank, and because
of their good swimming and light equipment
succeeded easily in climbing aboard others, the

attackers were at a corresponding disadvantage.” -
Dio Cassius 49.3.5.



A variety of different helmets appear in the
pictorial evidence.

Varying use of metal or leather armour, some
imagery shows corselet of felt or pressed linen.

Hasta navalis, spears, long pikes (kontoi) and
there is reference to the use of pila (Prop. 4.6.22)
in naval engagements.

Swords and axes cf. Dio 50.33.7.

Grapnels for throwing on to enemy vessels.

Slings and bows and arrows.



Praeneste Monument c. 30 BC
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