Today I noticed they weren’t just training in the way they had done before: exercising and practising their fighting techniques. They were practising moving in large formations, sometimes as many as a hundred men moving as one, using their shields as a huge cover over them all. Pentheus and Talos joined me as I watched the soldiers at their practice. A group of eighty soldiers were standing rigidly to attention in what was almost a square, made up of ten men one way by eight men the other. At a shout from the officer in charge the ones in the outer ranks lifted their long shields up so that the top of the shield was at eye level, and all the soldiers inside the square placed their shields flat on top of their heads, so that together they made a roof. Then, at another shout from the officer, they began to move forward at speed. Another shout and they stopped. “Impressive, isn’t it?” said Pentheus beside me. “They call that movement the Tortoise.” I gave him a puzzled look at this strange word. “Why?” I asked. “What is a tortoise?” Pentheus picked up a stick and drew a circle in the dust of the ground. “A tortoise is an animal which lives in a hard shell,” he said, pointing to the circle on the ground. He used the sticks to draw four legs and a head sticking out of the circle. “When danger comes, the tortoise retreats inside its shell and it’s safe. Just like those soldiers inside their shell made of shields.” I looked at the soldiers practising and saw what Pentheus meant. The soldiers’ shields made a protective shell over the whole group, just like that of a tortoise. Any arrows fired at them, or spears thrown, would just bounce off. There was another shout from the officer, and this time the shields were lowered and placed in their usual defensive positions. “The tortoise comes out of its shell,” murmured Pentheus. Another shout from the officer, and now the square reformed into a wedge shape, like the pointed head of an arrow. “This one is the Spear,” explained Pentheus. The officer shouted another command, and the wedge of soldiers moved forwards, the men at the very front waving their swords as if they were cutting and thrusting at the enemy. The soldiers on the outer sides of the wedge behind them were also thrusting and slashing with their swords. “The idea is that the sharp point of the spear of soldiers pushes its way into the enemy ranks, and once it’s right in the heart of the enemy, it turns into the Circle,” said Pentheus. “Watch.” Another shout from the officer, and now the soldiers at the side and rear of the wedge began to spread out. As they did so, those soldiers inside the wedge shape moved outwards to join them, and soon they had formed a ring of soldiers, all waving their swords, with every soldier protected by his shield. “The Circle is perfect for defence and attack. Because it’s a closed circle, the enemy can’t attack the Roman soldiers at their backs. And the Circle can move forward, further and further into the enemy’s ranks. If one of the soldiers in the Circle is killed, the Circle just closes up and becomes a bit smaller. Now, imagine not just one wedge-shape that turns into a circle, but a line of such wedges. When they join up, it’s a strong line of attack that can’t be defended against. And there will be other wedge-shaped formations of soldiers behind those at the front. “Bear in mind that the enemy’s best and strongest warriors are usually in the front of their battle lines. Isn’t that so?”
“Now do you see how the Romans always win, whatever the opposition?” said Pentheus. “The real power the Romans have is in the way they organize their soldiers. Battle formations like the Tortoise and the Spear and the Circle. And they only succeed because of the Romans’ powerful military discipline. Soldiers obey orders at all times, even if it means they will die. There is no power on earth that can defeat them.”

