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Following the Roman army in Israel

An Army Marches on its Stomach

Tal Rosenberg

Like an army, modern or ancient, the Roman Army
was not known as the home of culinary delicacies.
Yet, you may wonder what these soldiers ate as you
dig up their forts and garrisons.

A 1,900 pay slip from Masada shows that not much
remained from the salary of an auxiliary soldier after
the army deducted the costs of his food, clothing,
and equipment from his salary (Llewelyn). Therefore,
it is unlikely that they had much money to spend at
local markets.

One of the most quoted sources regarding a
legionnaire's diet is line CJ.12.37.1 of Justinian's
Codex luris Civilis. This particular code of law was
written by Emperor Constantius in the year 360.

"The renowned custom prescribes in time of military
expeditions [to give] buccellatum and bread, wine
and posca, but our troops are used to receiving also
lardo and mutton: two days buccellatum and the
third day bread; one day wine and the second day
posca; one day lardo, two days mutton."”

If you would like to try the food of a Roman soldier,
please look at the recipe ahead.

Posca is taken to mean vinegar made from soured
wine that was mixed with the herb pennyroyal
(Mentha pulegium) and watered down. Pennyroyal
can potentially be poisonous, so if you wish to dip
your bread or buccellatum in something, you can use
red wine vinegar without pennyroyal. You could also
take red wine vinegar, water, and mix it with some
mint. The legionnaires also drank Posca, but | doubt
you would want to try that.

A M.A. Student In Our Department

Lardo is a form of cured/salted pig fat. The fat was
cooked in water with some herbs. | doubt many
readers in our department would eat this, so if you
want, you can search the wondrous worldwide web
for a recipe. If you are interested in learning about
the possibility of soldiers who kept kosher in the
Roman Army, you can refer to Olshanetsky's article
in the bibliography.

Buccellatum is essentially a form of hardtack.
Hardtack is bread that is cooked twice until it is very
hard. This helps keep the bread from going bad and
is useful on journeys or when feeding armies. Many
forms of hardtack can be found throughout the
annals of history.

e T

San Vitale (Ravenna) - Mosaic of lustinianus |. Wikipedia



Following the Roman army in Israel

An Army Marches on its $Stomach

Notes on Ingredients:

Flour: Modern soft wheat (Triticum aestivum) is a
new invention and has only been commonly used for
about 100 years. Roman soldiers would have used
flour made from durum wheat (Triticum durum). You
can still find durum flour sold or semolina today.
Flours before the industrial age were coarser as they
were stone-ground, so if you can find stone-ground
flour, that would be ideal. To be authentic, you
should use whole flour. White flour did exist but was
costly and reserved for the well-off.

Sourdough Starter: Modern yeast is yet another
modern invention, and no Roman soldier would
understand what those little sand-like grains are.
Humans throughout history until very recently
always made leavened bread with sourdough

starters.

Salt: Sea salt would be ideal as modern table salt is
made chemically and has a different flavor than

natural salts.

Water: If using tap water, the water will need to sit
for about 15 minutes so that all the chlorine
evaporates. If using filtered or bottled water, this is

not necessary.

Directions:

o Take 350 grams of your chosen flour and mix it
with a generous pinch of salt.

o Add 20 grams of sourdough starter and stir with
a wooden spoon.

« Slowly add 75ml of water while kneading with
your hands until you have a smooth dough. You
can add a little more water if needed.

o Let the dough rest and rise for 12 hours or
overnight, not in a refrigerator.

« Roll the dough into balls and flatten with your
palm.

o Use a fork or stick to poke some holes in the
round disks. No need for them to look perfect; |
doubt any of the soldiers making these was too
concerned with aesthetics.

» Preheat your oven to 120°C and then bake the
biscuits on a tray for about 1 hour.

« Take them out and let them cool.

« Now bake them again at 120°C until they are
completely dry. This can take about another 1-2
hours.

o Let them cool before consuming.

Enjoy!

Additional Reading:

Llewelyn, S. R. (2012). Pay slip of a Roman soldier at
Masada. In S. R. Llewelyn, J. R. Harrison, & E. J. Bridge
(Eds.), New documents illustrating early Christianity: a
review of the Greek inscriptions and papyri published
between 1988 and 1992 (pp. 140-141). (New documents
illustrating early Christianity; Vol. 10). Ancient History
Documentary Research Centre, Macquarie University ;
William B Eerdmans.

Olshanetsky, H. (2023). Keeping Kosher: The Ability of
Jewish Soldiers to Keep the Dietary Laws as a Case
Study for the Integration of Minorities in the Roman
Army. Jewish Quarterly Review 113(1), 59-82.
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