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Chapter 5 Section 3
Roman Culture and Society

Narrator: Contemporary writings confirmed that cattle were traded for amber, grain for pottery, hunting dogs for ivory, and oil and people were exchanged as slaves for wine. Through this trade Britain’s natural resources and capacity to produce food in surplus were exposed to the greediest and most ruthlessly efficient empire the world had ever known. Once alerted, it was only a matter of time before the legions of Rome arrived. Julius Caesar wrote, of all the islands inhabitants by far the most civilized are those who live in Kent. Their way of life is much the same as that of the Gaul’s. Inland the people for the most part do not plant corn crops, but live on milk and meat and cloth themselves in animal skins. The Roman system, civil, military and agricultural was logical and effective and no where is this more evident, even today than in the network of roads the Romans built. Six thousand miles of main roads and twenty thousand miles of auxiliary roads, put another way, in total their main roads was something around three times the length of our current motorway system. Initially military in purpose they quickly became arteries of trade which opened up British agriculture. The real revolution was to bring all the successful elements of Iron Age farming together under one roof, that of the villa. This was a remarkably efficient system which supported a population of as many as four million people. This was unprecedented and at a level not to be achieved again for many centuries. You just have to look at the opulence of the mosaics here to appreciate the villa’s success. Perhaps it is not too fanciful to compare a villa to a great nineteenth century country house estate. Generations after the Romans had gone; a Saxon poet left a remarkable evocation of the collapsed land of Roman Britain. Wondrous this masonry wasted by fate, giant built battlements shattered and broken. The roofs are in ruin, the towers are wrecked, the frost covered bastions battered and fallen. Brine whitened mortar, the cracking walls have sagged and toppled, weakened by time, the clasp of earth and the clutch of the grave, grip the proud builders long perished and gone while a hundred generations have run.
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