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    For my mother, who nurtured my love of writing, believed in my childhood dream of becoming an archaeologist, and carried me across continents to wander Roman ruins long before I understood how deeply they would shape me.
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"The Romans have succeeded to an empire not by chance, but by their institutions." — Polybius, Histories 6.51
 
"Rome grew great through discipline." — Livy, Ab Urbe Condita
 
"It is virtue that has made Rome mistress of the world." — Cicero, Pro Murena
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One of my areas of postgraduate archaeological training is underwater archaeology, so I’ve always been drawn to the moments when history shifts at sea — and few shifts were as dramatic as Rome’s sudden transformation from a bullied village on the Palatine Hill overlooking the Tiber river into a Mediterranean naval power.

This is a living book based on my research into Roman galleys and Roman naval warfare. I’ll be updating it periodically with further essays. If you check back every few weeks, you’ll find new and expanded material until I note in the front pages that the book is complete.
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Rome did not begin as a marble-clad superpower, but as a cluster of mud-brick huts on the Palatine Hill, a vulnerable Tiber village overshadowed by stronger neighbours. Early Rome was pushed around, raided, and politically dominated — first by Latin rivals, then by the far more sophisticated Etruscans.

Yet something changed during the period of Etruscan rule. When the Romans expelled their kings at the end of the sixth century BCE, they emerged with a hardened political identity and a fierce determination never to be ruled again. In the early Republic, Rome developed a reputation for responding to any attack with an overwhelming counter-attack. Every enemy that challenged it — the Volsci, Aequi, Etruscans, Sabines — found themselves conquered instead. Rome became, for a time, a terrifying and relentless killing machine that no alliance could stop no matter what they threw against her.

But Rome did not remain a terror state. Once it secured dominance in central Italy, it adopted a remarkably pragmatic approach to governance. Conquered communities were usually allowed to retain their languages, religions, and local institutions. Archaeology demonstrates that Rome did not impose cultural uniformity; instead, it built loyalty and secured peace by allowing autonomy not only of cultural retention but also of religion, economic enterprises, and often self-governance in exchange for military support and political alignment.

The Samnites — among Rome’s toughest early opponents — eventually became part of this system. After three brutal wars, Rome incorporated the Samnite elites into its political and military structures with the highly trained













	Artillery such as catapults and ballistae mounted on deck, capable of hurling stones or flaming incendiaries

	Fire-pots and pitch-based projectiles used to set enemy ships ablaze (a common Mediterranean tactic)












	Bireme: Two tiers of oars; light, fast, used for scouting and escort.




	Trireme: Three tiers; the classic Greek warship, agile and manoeuvrable.




	Quadrireme: Heavier, with more rowers per oar; good for ramming.

	Quinquereme: The main Roman and Carthaginian battleship; large, stable, ideal for boarding.







	Slaves could mutiny

	Captured enemies could not be trusted

	Skilled rowing required specialised training, discipline and coordination
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