Luke Plaister


THE BRUTAL NATURE OF THE CLAUDIAN SETTLEMENT IS THE KEY TO UNDERSTANDING WHY THE BRITS REVOLTED IN AD60.  “HOW FAR DO YOU AGREE?”

After the Romans invaded Britain in AD43, things hadn’t been right.  The Britains had been treated like second class citizens in their own nation and against the might of the Roman army had seemingly no way of changing the situation.  That is until AD60, when led by the Iceni Queen Bouddica, the Brits led a revolt against their oppressors.

Now was the harsh nature of this settlement the key factor as to why the Brits revolted?  In many ways yes.  Firstly, the sheer numbers of Roman soldiers sent to Britain (4 Legions, numbering around 45,000 men) was a brutal policy from the outset.  The fact that the Romans didn’t send delegates or diplomats, but just huge numbers of men shows the way the Roman’s wanted to take Britain, by using brute force.  Led By Plautius this army crushed the Caratacus led British resistance and killed his brother leaving Caratacus to flee north.  This let the Brits know from the outset that the Romans were in their country for one reason and one reason only and that was to take control by any means necessary.  This brutal policy upset the tribes from the very beginning and led indirectly to the revolt on AD60.

Once into the country the Romans policies were very brutal towards the Britains.  The first Roman leader of Britain was very hard-line and the policies he enforced really upset the Brits.  Firstly the Brits were ordered to disarm.  This would not have been hugely important in other cultures, but to the Brits weapons were very important.  They were a statement of power and wealth not just a way of defending yourself.  Therefore this wasn’t a clever policy to take in this particular country as although it was nowhere near serious enough to spark off a revolution it would be one of those acts that would upset the natives and made them that little bit more volatile.

This was the first step towards Romanising Britain, which was one of Claudius’ main ideas for the Celts, to tame the savage beast as it were.  To Romanise the Brits the Romans set out a number of policies from the outset.  They wanted to rid the world of all druids, as they basically controlled the British society.  They were the religious leaders, which the tribes trusted and depended upon.  This is why the Romans decided to wipe them out.  However, this didn’t happen until around AD60, as the druids were based near Wales, far from the Roman seat of power in Camulodunum.  Also, they knew that if they attempted to destroy them straight away the Brits would revolt and the Romans could never settle comfortably.  However when they finally did take on the druids the way they went about it was extremely brutal.  The druids were massacred in their thousands, the basic policy taken by the Romans was to destroy every druid in Britain so that there was nobody left to look to and be ruled by except the Romans themselves.  A clever but incredibly brutal tactic which would undoubtedly upset the tribes of Celtic Britain.

They continued their Romanisation by introducing currency into the country with images of Rome’s glorious victory.  This wasn’t completely a bad thing, true, it did mean that the Celts were forced to trade with Roman money, but it gave them a stable currency and a way of trading across the world.

They also introduced many camps where ex-Roman soldiers lived.  These were designed to help Romanise the Britains, the Roman leaders believed that these ex-military men would be model citizens and give the Brits something to aspire to.  They also believed that they could help with the modernizing of Britain as many were skilled builders.  However, in reality these men hated the Brits and saw them as little more than scum, a defeated enemy who deserved no respect.  This led to the ex military men beating and disrespecting the tribesman, and as the people could do nothing to oppose their oppressors, they had a decision, revolt or live as second class citizens in their own country.  As proud and brave people the Brits had to choose the first option and revolted.

However, one of the most interesting and most important points to look at is that to the Romans this was not a harsh settlement, this was normal, it was the way that they colonized all countries.  They did nothing out of the ordinary, nothing particularly over the top; they just went about taking Britain in the same way they had taken Gaul before it.  However, no matter how normal these tactics were to the Roman they were not normal to the Brits and hated by the majority of the people.  If the government is hated then it is always going to be difficult for them to maintain a peaceful control, hence the revolt in AD60.

As time moved on, however, the reasons for the British to revolt increased and increased, especially after the death of Claudius and the beginning of Nero’s rule.  Nero was a much less skilled leader and aged just 17 wasn’t ready for the responsibility of running the biggest known empire in the world.  He spent Rome’s budget on partying and having fun, and quickly bankrupted himself.  This led to one of the key factors of the revolt in AD60.  His advisor, Seneca, had earlier made loans to the Britains, somewhere in the region of 40 million senecas, which according to Dio ‘they didn’t want”, with Rome in disarray these loans were recalled all at once and without any prior notice.  This bankrupts the British tribes and led to a great resentment of the Roman rule.  This was particularly harsh on the Trinovante tribe as they were forced to built a temple using their own money; the money that had just been confiscated by the Romans.

This is another key policy which led to the tribes revolting, the way that the Brits were treated by their conquerors was disgusting.  The Trinovantes in particular were treated almost like slaves and force to build the Claudian temple. They were “driven from their homes and land and called prisoners and slaves”.  The building of this temple was another of Nero’s ideas which upset the natives.  However, not only did the tribes people have to build the temple they were also forced to fund it.  This temple was not just a huge drain on the economy and workforce, but also a huge “symbol of foreign rule”, it would have dominated the skyline and been a very repressive image, letting the Trinovantes know that the Romans were here and not going anywhere.  With no money and no men to work the land the crops failed in AD60.  The Roman’s imported food from other parts of their empire, but only for their own men.  The Brits were left starving.  This was particularly brutal and definitely spurred the Celts into revolution.  It showed the Brits that over the years the Romans hadn’t become any less brutal and that their leaders, the people they should look up to and respect really didn’t care if they lived or died.  Nobody would want to live under a government that didn’t care for their well being and therefore a revolution was almost the only realistic option for the Celts to take. 

The death of Prasutagus, the Iceni king also led to unrest in Britain and was one of the main trigger factors which set off the revolt.  On his deathbed the king had left half his land to the Romans, as it was customary to do, this gave the Romans a lot more power in an important region of Britain.  It would also have annoyed the tribe, as they had worked this land and defended this land for years and suddenly they had to let the Romans come I and take power.  They moved in to enforce their new power, beating Boudicca and raping her daughters in front of the tribe they ruled.  This was a huge factor in the Icenis deciding to revolt.  It was the point at which they realised that the Romans weren’t on their side and didn’t care about their well being.  On the back of this epiphany the head strong leader of the Iceni’s, Boudicca wasn’t going to let her tribe continue living under such tyrants.

There is also the fact that the Trinovantes and Icenis had anti-Roman leaders in the period when the revolt occurred, if they had been pro-Roman, say, if Prasutagus hadn’t died then it is possible that the revolt would not have occurred.  Basically, if the Iceni or Trinovantes had been classed as pro-Roman then they would never have thought of revolting, poor conditions or not.  Therefor this is an extremely key factor which should be looked at.

So was the brutality of the settlement the key factor?  According to Tacitus and Dio it wasn’t, in fact in their accounts of the Bouddican revolt they don’t even mention the revolt.  If it isn’t mentioned by the people of the time, then surely it wasn’t a significant factor?  However, it is important to remember that the writers of the time were writing for an audience and a pro-Roman one at that.  Also, the fact that the Roman people wanted to be hear exciting and fantastical stories of their victories rather than realistic descriptions means historians have to be very careful when looking at writers such as Tacitus.  His writing was designed to make the Romans look good and including facts about how brutal they were would spoil their image and justify the British revolt.  So it is very possible that the brutal nature of the settlement could still be a key factor.

However, this view is still a very valid one, as it seems from looking at the evidence that the Claudian settlement was not out of the ordinary to the Romans at all.  Also, the fact that the Roman’s settled in AD43 and the revolt was not until AD60 makes it seem as if the main factor in Bouddica raising up in revolt was due to something else, one of the trigger factors; such as the rape of her daughters or the failing of the crops or the treatment of the Trinovante tribe.  It seems more likely that it is in fact one of the events in AD60 that set off the rebellion rather than the brutal settlement, although this was always an underlying factor and would have made most of the tribes anti-Roman from the start and therefore very volatile and just needing a trigger factor to set them off.

