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Romans on the roads

To understand why the Roman roads came to carry such significance, we need to start with the basics: the practicalities of their construction and their imprint on the natural and cultural landscape. The first Roman road known to have been paved was not a long-distance route, but a shorter stretch in town, the Clivo dei Publicii, which can still be walked today. Named for Lucius and Marcus Publicius, the public officials who established it in 238 BCE (during the Republican period, nearly two centuries before Julius Caesar came to power), it leads up onto the Aventine hill from the Circus Maximus, though the original Clivus Publicius continued further down to the Forum Boarium, Rome’s cattle market.1 The commission of a road put the name of these men quite literally on the map. The modern road is not inspiring: the flagstones are gone, or buried, and busy traffic at a nearby intersection clogs the air with exhaust fumes. This is one of the cheaper central places to park and cars are lined up on both sides of the street, miniature Smart two-seaters turned nose-in, against what might be ancient walls. There a line of people has formed waiting to peer through the famous keyhole that frames a view of St Peter’s Basilica. The view, not the street, is the highlight of this part of town. There’s nothing to mark the road’s interest.

The Circus Maximus is ready with staging for an upcoming rock concert. I cut down around the Palatine hill to the Forum, where all that remains of the Golden Milestone is a plinth marked with a plaque. Archaeologists aren’t convinced that these unassuming chunks of stone are even related to the monument: they seem too large for something in the shape of a milestone, unless it was absolutely giant. Nor are they sure what exactly was inscribed on it. The theory that it gave roads and distances is a modern one. One possibility is that it listed those roads leading from Rome and the curatores viarum responsible for their upkeep.2

Whatever the Milestone looked like, ancient Rome depended on an effective transport network to bring in supplies from the surrounding area, from food to building materials. The Via Salaria provided a route in one direction to the coastal salt marshes of Ostia (in Latin sal means salt), and in the other led up into the Apennines, the mountainous spine of Italy.3 Some essential goods could be transported by river, for example, along the Anio (now Aniene) from the hilltop town of Tivoli that lay to Rome’s east. But in 30 BCE the road to Tivoli, the Via Tiburtina, was widened, suggesting that the river was no longer an adequate means of transport for the travertine produced by its quarries for projects like the Colosseum.4

In building the roads, the Romans did not start from nowhere. There were significant networks already on the Italian peninsula, and in some places, such as southern Etruria, road engineers had a level of skill to match the early Romans. The Etruscan town of Marzabotto, for example, near Bologna, has a street design on a grid with drains to either side of its roads. Where the Romans departed from these predecessors was in the development of longer-distance routes linking Rome to its newly conquered territories.5 The Via Latina, which led south to Benevento, connected the city with Latium (now Lazio). While the Via Appia is better known, the Via Latina – established a few years earlier – was the first ‘planned’ Roman road.6 (It formed part of what is now the Via Casilina.) Those who benefited most from the road network in its earliest stages, the sixth to fourth centuries BCE, were the people who travelled to Rome for political reasons. Road building also redistributed resources back to the regions, but the main early links were between the centres of western and central Italy, particularly the wealthy coastal cities. Metalled roads made the largest difference to those who used wheeled transport, that is, the better-off, and moreover guaranteed their safety thanks to the administrative role of the army in road management. Roads helped, in short, to unify the Italian elites.7

Roads were also vital in the conduct of war, which saw many less wealthy people travel extended distances. As the Greek historian Polybius’ account of the Punic Wars between Rome and Carthage makes clear, they were the means of moving masses of soldiers across the lands of the growing empire (numbers during the Second Punic War of 218–201 BCE are estimated at 700,000). During the siege of Eryx in western Sicily (244 BCE), the Carthaginians found themselves ‘between two hostile armies, and their supplies brought to them with difficulty, because they were in communication with the sea at only one point and by one road, yet held out with a determination that passes belief’.8 Leading his troops through Gaul and into northern Italy, the Carthaginian commander Hannibal thwarted the locals’ attempts to block the Alpine passes thanks to intelligence that at night the Gauls left their posts and retreated to the nearest town, allowing him to sneak men through. At one point the Carthaginian army built a new road to help in their descent of the Alps. It took a single day to make a path for horses, but three days’ ‘difficult and painful labour’ to get it fit for Hannibal’s famous elephants.9

During peacetime, soldiers worked on road construction and in fact road-building was largely the responsibility of armies, although enslaved labourers were also sometimes employed, especially in the aftermath of conquest. The Via Appia, built primarily by Roman citizens and freedmen, was in this regard unusual, yet even it has military connections: its route followed that of soldiers returning from the first Samnite War (343–340 BCE) and took in the town of Terracina, originally a Roman army colony, located on a vital pass.10 Moreover, while the Appia linked Rome with its allies, it avoided potentially hostile cities in Lazio.11

I take a walk out from Rome towards the Appia over worn sampietrini – the flat, square cobbles that cover Rome’s roads. A double archway bids me farewell at the city walls; I cross beneath imposing red brick towers, on to what’s now called the Via Appia Antica: the Ancient Appian Way. (The New Appian Way is a dual carriageway.) To my right, a column presses into the wall. This is the first milestone, in fact a replica, marking the distance of one mile from the Golden Milestone in the Forum and the road’s restoration in the late first century CE. It’s a fair walk to find the picturesque section that begins at the church of Santa Maria in Palmis, located at the junction of the Via Appia and Via Ardeatina. This is where you’d turn off to visit the memorial to the victims of the Nazi reprisals at Fosse Ardeatine. Santa Maria is better known by its nickname ‘Domine Quo Vadis?’ – acquired from an apocryphal legend of St Peter that echoes Peter’s denial of Christ in the Crucifixion story. The saint, fleeing persecution in Rome, encounters Christ on the road. He asks the question that gives the church its name, ‘Lord, where are you going?’ Christ replies that he is going to Rome to be crucified again, prompting Peter to turn round and face his own fate. A paving stone said to bear the imprint of Christ’s foot is now in the nearby Basilica of St Sebastian; most likely it’s an earlier votive offering, and not a Christian relic at all.

A little further down a dangerous stretch of road (there’s no pavement and high walls on either side) this intermingling of pagan and Christian is to be found in the catacombs. Long associated with persecution of Christians, they’re now understood quite differently, as burial places for Romans of all religions: pagans, Christians and Jews. They’re an important site of pilgrimage nonetheless: at least fourteen popes are buried at the catacombs of St Callistus and tour buses bring parties to pay homage. That is not to say, however, that the Via Appia lacks a bloody history. In 73 BCE, following the defeat of Spartacus’ army, the remaining 6,000 men were ‘captured and crucified along the whole road from Capua to Rome’.12

Yet the Via Appia was by no means only a site of death and memory. It was a place of pleasure too. Not far from the catacombs are the remnants of the Villa of Maxentius, the pagan emperor defeated by the Christian Constantine at the Battle of Milvian Bridge. Alongside them lies a stadium that accommodated about 10,000 visitors to the chariot races. (Its obelisk is now in Rome’s Piazza Navona.) It’s 310 Roman feet (92 m) wide and more than three times as long, covered in grass, clover, fungi, and twigs that crunch underfoot. A carpet of pink-tinged daisies covers one part of the old track, big ones, flowers an inch across, interrupted by the occasional molehill. A clattering of jackdaws, grey and black, shifts as I make the circuit. Eventually they take off for the trees, where they perch cawing as a thread of aeroplanes descends overhead to Ciampino.

Back on the road, the tomb of Caecilia Metella lies soon beyond, and now the sampietrini give way briefly to old flagstones as I step into the iconic landscape: an old stone road between Roman pines and cypress trees. I take it down to the Parco Appia Antica, a big country park that sprawls beside it. Green parakeets fly out screeching from a tree. This land was taken over in the sixteenth century by the Caffarelli family of Rome, who built themselves an ample farmhouse. I’m not here for the Caffarelli, though, but to find the nymphaeum of Egeria: a ruin that attracted travellers including Goethe and Byron. The latter wrote in Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage of the spring and its nymph:


The mosses of thy fountain still are sprinkled

With thine Elysian water-drops; the face

Of thy cave-guarded spring, with years unwrinkled,

Reflects the meek-eyed genius of the place,

Whose green, wild margin now no more erase

Art’s works, nor must the delicate waters sleep,

Prison’d in marble; bubbling from the base

Of the cleft statue, with a gentle leap

The rill runs o’er, and round, fern, flowers, and ivy, creep.13



The ivy still creeps up the ruins today, and the nymphaeum remains glorious with the sound of running water from its spring and the slight breeze in the canopy of trees that hangs above its diagonal patterns of brick, though its delicate waters may be struggling to sleep under the Ciampino flight path. Past another milestone and I arrive at the Villa of the Quintilii. Once the luxurious home to a senatorial family – two of whom were killed for allegedly conspiring against the Emperor Commodus – it now has only a handful of fully standing walls.

With an area’s incorporation into the Roman Empire, roads attracted broader use,14 serving for governance, facilitating trade and economic development. As public works projects they provided employment. These later roads connecting recently subdued areas with the imperial centre are often referred to as the ‘consular’ roads after the officials responsible. By the first century CE, according to Siculus Flaccus, a surveyor, they were ‘under the charge of administrators [curatores viarum]’, who would commission repairs, and local landowners were required to contribute to the cost of maintenance. These major roads existed alongside minor ones, built for access to villages and likewise maintained by local landowners, and private roads, used to reach private estates and not for public use.15 A milestone now in the Capitoline Museums, from the first century BCE, marks a private road owned by the Camilla tribe.16 Other routes known as the calles publicae were used primarily for the movement of flocks of sheep.17 (Calle remains the name for streets in the city of Venice.) Indeed, even some major roads were associated with the movement of sheep flocks. The Via Tiburtina, which connected Tivoli and Rome, incorporated a tunnel underneath the sanctuary of Hercules outside Tivoli in which sheep would be counted for tax purposes.18

A poem by Statius, also from the first century CE, describes (if perhaps with some artistic licence) the labour needed for roadbuilding:


How numerous the squads working together! Some are cutting down woodland and clearing the higher ground, others are using tools to smooth outcrops of rock and plane great beams. There are those binding stones and consolidating the material with burnt lime and volcanic tufa. Others again are working hard to dry up hollows that keep filling with water or are diverting the smaller streams.19



There are no accurate figures for the number of workers involved in the construction of the road network: one transportation specialist has estimated that a workforce of 25,000 to 36,000 would have been needed to complete the initial 185 km of the Via Appia to the recorded five-year schedule.20 In the absence of mechanised equipment, it was an astonishing achievement, requiring sophisticated skills from surveyors and masons as well as plain heavy labour. Road materials were adapted to local conditions: volcanic tufa on the Via Appia, but elsewhere whatever came to hand. Straight, level roads were famously preferred, as in that stretch of the Via Appia south of Rome, which traversed the steep Alban Hills as well as the Pontine Marshes. For military purposes straight roads made sense: they meant shorter marches. They saved on the cost of materials and were simpler to survey, but also created technical challenges. Natural rock strata sometimes provided a solid foundation but in other cases one had to be artificially constructed. On marshy ground causeways were built with timber; elsewhere, such as on the Via Appia near Terracina, cuttings were required to ease the route; hills were flattened and valleys filled. Even the more routine elements of roadbuilding were taxing. Sometimes gravel could be obtained from the drainage ditches that were dug on either side of the road; sometimes stone had to be transported from some miles away.

The documentation for the early stages of road-building is limited. No one left behind a ‘how-to’ guide for Roman engineers, and the constant rebuilding and maintenance of the roads has complicated their archaeology. In their simplest form, the roads were not paved but consisted simply of a raised section (the agger) with ditches to either side and two layers of metalling on top. The first of these consisted of larger stones, then came the glarea – gravel that traffic would compress to a smooth surface. Culverts under roads were used to avoid fords.21 Exactly how the Roman surveyors planned their roads is a matter of debate. There are numerous theories, involving a range of surveying instruments including one called a dioptra, similar to a modern theodolite, as well as a groma, a simple instrument consisting of a right-angled cross on top of a stake from which plumb-lines were hung, enabling straight lines to be accurately laid. Geometrical skills were reasonably widespread thanks to the tax system that required precise measuring of land parcels. These survey methods may have led to the preference for straight roads, simply because (to quote Hugh Davies, a highway engineer and historian of the roads) it was more ‘mathematically convenient’.22

Subsequent ancient writers often attributed to Appius Claudius the project of paving the Via Appia. A Greek historian, Diodorus Siculus, credited him with having ‘paved with brilliant stone the greater part of the road that from him bears its name of Appia, from Rome to Capua, for a distance of one thousand stadia, levelling heights and filling holes and depressions in the land with appropriate works; and although he exhausted the public purse, he left behind an imperishable monument in memory of himself, having aspired to the common good’.23 In fact, however, the archaeological evidence suggests that there was little paving prior to the first century CE.24 Early on (even up to the reign of Trajan, 98–117 CE) the southern sections were paved with glarea.25 The description by another Greek writer, Plutarch, of the works of Gaius Gracchus in 123–121 BCE is in fact very close to what Diodorus thought Appius had done:


The roads were carried straight across the countryside without deviation, were paved with hewn stones and bolstered underneath with masses of tight-packed sand; hollows were filled in, torrents or ravines that cut across the route were bridged; the sides were kept parallel and on the same level – all in all, the work presented a vision of smoothness and beauty.26



These images of the roads as an ‘imperishable monument’ to the ‘common good’, even ‘beautiful’, were thus already present, at least to outside observers, in Roman times. From the start, roads made both connections and reputations. Far in the future, they would become material for modern imaginations, as writers penned their reflections on both the Roman Empire and their own contemporary worlds.

Following the construction of the Via Appia, there was a hiatus of more than half a century in long-distance road-building before work on the Via Aurelia, leading north along the coast from Rome, commenced around 241 BCE. It was followed about two decades later by development of the Via Flaminia, which crossed the peninsula from Rome to Ariminum (Rimini), a colony on the Adriatic coast.27 Like the Via Appia, the Via Flaminia linked Rome with existing colonies: not only Rimini, but also the earlier and closer colony of Narnia (Narni). (C. S. Lewis, author of children’s books about the mythical land of Narnia, is supposed to have picked the name from a classical atlas.)28 Some of the milestones that later stood on or near the Via Flaminia can be seen in the museum at Fano today. Formerly Fanum Fortunae, a colony so named for its temple to the goddess Fortuna, Fano lies south-east of Rimini on the Adriatic coast. These unassuming but distinctive stone columns vary from waist- to shoulder-height and date from the fourth
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