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I came across this book whilst casually browsing in Huddersfield library. At first glance, 
thanks to the shouty title and the rather violent picture of Roman soldiers slaughtering 
barbarians on the front cover, I thought it was yet another blood-and-guts novel of Roman 
brutality, rather in the mode of “Gladiator”.  This was a mistake. Stephen Dando-Collins, 
whom I have never come across before, is an Australian author and historian with a 
special interest in the Roman army and this particular book is based on some thirty years 
of research in both primary and secondary sources on the Roman legions, with special 
emphasis on Legion 14. 
 
In his introduction Stephen is adamant that he wishes this book to be viewed as a work of 
scholarship and not as a novel.  “Novelists tell lies,” he claims, whereas he has written 
nothing which cannot be verified in the sources which he has consulted. Of course, just 
how reliable and objective these source may be, is another broader question. Tacitus 
certainly had an agenda and axes to grind in both “Agricola” and “Germania” and was 
prepared to distort or manipulate the historical facts to suit the message he wished to 
convey, (that Roman high society and elite had become corrupt, self-serving, even 
debauched and had abandoned the strength of purpose and will-power which had created 
the Roman Empire.) 
 
In spite of his rejection of the wicked ways of novelists I found that the book did read like a 
novel and was none the worse for that. (For example, he describes the expressions on 
faces, or suggests what well-known figures such as Caesar might be thinking, something 
which we can never know for sure.) One big advantage for me of the book and, I suspect, 
for most readers is that it makes the primary sources more accessible and 
comprehensible. There are, of course, high quality translations of Caesar’s “Gallic Wars” 
and the histories of Tacitus and Cassius Dio, but Stephen goes a long way to unravel 
some of the complexities they contain. Caesar’ activities back and forth through Gaul are 
given a greater clarity by giving the Roman place names their modern French equivalents. 
The internecine struggle for power during the Year of the Four Emperors also become a 
tiny bit clearer and is another example of the value which Stephen has added. 
 
What I did sometimes struggle with was the constant flow of Roman names on every page, 
either two or three barrelled, -Publius Quintilius Varus, or Quintus Caecilius Metellus, - and 
the like. After a while it becomes a bit dizzy-making, especially when so many names are 
similar. (Characters in Russian novels produce the same effect on me, - Elisabeta Karovna 
Bolkoskaya, say, or Alphonse Karlovich Berg.) 
 
For the member of the HDAS interested in how the Roman military machine functions this 
book is a valuable source of information conveniently packaged in one place. I hadn’t 
realised for example that a legion of 5000 men was recruited all together in one part of the 



Empire,- northern Spain, perhaps,- and served for 20 years, at the end of which  the whole 
legion was then discharged together with a kind of pension, consisting of money and/or 
land. If men were lost either through battles or natural causes during those 20 years they 
were not replaced, so that over the two decades most legions gradually declined in 
numbers. But some soldiers, for whom the legion had been their whole life, would then  
re-enlist for another 20 years service, so that when they were discharged for the second 
time they might well be close to their 60th birthday. 
 
Legion 14, the centre piece of this book, was founded in 58BC by Julius Caesar and 
served Rome for the best part of five centuries. It took part in the Claudian invasion of 
Britain and helped in the defeat of Boudicca. It was later withdrawn from this country and 
saw service elsewhere throughout the Empire. 
 
A quick visit to Amazon reveals that Mr. Dando-Collins has written a wide range of books, 
including several more on the Roman army. His latest venture is a series of books called 
Caesar the War Dog. Nothing to do with Julius. This Caesar is a Labrador with a very 
powerful nose! From Amazon I have now purchased a used copy of this Nero book for 
under £2, worth the price alone for the extensive glossary and appendix covering all 
aspects of the Roman military machine. Give him a try! 
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