
Logistics in the Roman Empire 

29th of September 2015 - h. 17,30 BRUSSELS 

 

Carlo Polidori   

AIPSS - Italian Association of Road Safety Professionals 

The engineering of ancient Roman roads 



 
The emperor, “head of state”, pontifex maximus 
and commander-in-chief of Rome was the centre 
of the centre. 
 
 
 
He is in charge of the frontiers: the very heart is 
in direct control of the farthest parts. 
 

Augustus 

The Roman legions are the “long arms” of the centre 
in the remote and dangerous provinces 



33 Legions (182,000 legionaires) for the control of the whole Empire 
 (plus navy 40,000;   auxiliaries 250,000 - Praetorian guard and others in Rome 20,000 ) 





Imperial legion’s estimated daily grain rations:  
 

dry modii per standard legion 600 = 4200 Kg 
 

 

The modius was a Roman dry measure used primarily to measure out 
flour and grain (1 modius  = 8,45 liters = approx. 7 kg) 

The study of military logistics begins with the needs of the individual 
soldier and of the army’s animals. 



The Roman legionary was probably the first 
soldier in history to carry, not only his personal 
equipment, but also additional equipment.  

 
Marching with their packs and equipment was an 
important part of Roman military training: 
 
Twenty Roman miles (18.4 miles/29.6 km) in five 
hours (*) 

(*) Publius Flavius Vegetius Renatus : De Re Militari 
Late fourth century A.D. 



 
Caesar marched from Rome to Spain in 27 days although, according to Appian “he was 
moving with a heavily-laden army” 

“There is some reason 
to think, that the legionary troop 
train was made up entirely of 
pack-animals, and that wagons were 
used only between campaigns 
by the army train”. 
(J. P. Roth: The Logistics of the Roman 
Army at War) 

 
 





Estimated annual provision of grain for Rome (Imperial times): up to 300,000 tons;  
plus wine, oil etc. 

Whoever controlled the grain supply had an important 
measure of control over the city of Rome 



 
 

 
 
 

Cost, rather than distance, is the principal 
determinant of connectivity. 



Source: http://orbis.stanford.edu/ 



Source: http://orbis.stanford.edu/ 



Source: http://orbis.stanford.edu/ 



Duration-Based Distance Cartogram, All Modes 

Source: http://orbis.stanford.edu/ 



Logistics played a vital role in the creation and maintenance 

of the Roman Empire. 

This same attention to the importance of logistics should 
be paid in our modern times: Roman military success often 
depended more on bread than iron. 

Conclusions 

Main sources: 
Jonathan P. Roth, The Logistics of the Roman Army at War  www.brill.com/logistics-roman-army-war-264-bc-
ad235  
ORBIS: the Stanford Geospatial Network Model of  the Roman World  http://orbis.stanford.edu  

Thank you for your attention! 
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