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Ancillary Question 2: Why did the Romans almost lose control of Britain? (War 
with Boudica) 
Explain to the pupils that in AD 59 some Roman soldiers made a big mistake that almost 
resulted in the Romans losing control of Britain and having to retreat back to Rome. The 
mistake involved the treatment of a woman called Boudica and her two daughters. At the 
time, Boudica was Queen of the Celtic Iceni tribe, which occupied most of East Anglia 
(present-day Norfolk, Suffolk, Cambridgeshire and Bedfordshire).  

Resource 11 contains a number of descriptions of Boudica and quotations from speeches 
she gave. They are primary sources of historical evidence, because they were written 
2,000 years ago by two Roman historians (Cassius Dio and Tacitus) at the time when 
Boudica was alive. Distribute copies of the extracts and read them through with the pupils, 
identifying and explaining key vocabulary. Discuss with the pupils what the sources tell us 
about: 

 the physical appearance of Boudica 
 what happened to her and her daughters that made her so angry 
 what happened when the Romans treated her very badly. 

Now challenge the pupils to rewrite the first extract of the description of Boudica in modern 
English. How would she be described today – what modern-day synonyms would we use 
instead of archaic words (words that were once common in English but have fallen out of 
use or have changed their meanings – such as tawniest, tunic, mantle, attire)? 

 tawniest: an adjective meaning ‘of an orange-brown colour’ 
 tunic: a noun used for a loose sleeveless garment reaching to the knees, worn mostly by 

men 
 mantle: a noun referring to a loose sleeveless cloak or shawl worn by women 
 attire: a noun meaning ‘clothes or clothing’ 

Explain to the pupils that Boudica and her husband King Prasutagus were the wealthy 
rulers of the Celtic kingdom of the Iceni tribe when the Romans invaded Britain. They 
decided to work with the Romans rather than oppose them. In return, the Romans allowed 
Prasutagus and Boudica to remain as rulers of the Iceni. The tribe were charged lower 
taxes and were allowed to keep their land. Everything was fine until Prasutagus died in AD 
59. Before his death, he made a will leaving half of his land and fortune to the Romans and 
half to his wife Boudica and their two daughters. He hoped his will would protect his family 
and avoid trouble with the Romans. It did not. Roman soldiers arrived, and as the Roman 
historian Tacitus recounts: 

Kingdom and household alike were plundered like prizes of war...The Chieftains of the 
Iceni were deprived of their family estates as if the whole country had been handed over to 
the Romans. The king's own relatives were treated like slaves. 

Roman soldiers helped themselves to everything Prasutagus had left behind – land, 
money and all his possessions. Worse than this, the Roman soldiers decided to teach 
Boudica a lesson that would make her submit to them by whipping her and her daughters 
in front of the members of her tribe. They took all of the land off the Iceni and forced her 
tribespeople to become slaves.  

Boudica sought revenge for her treatment, and that of her family and tribe, at the hands of 
the Romans. She decided to form an army and pleaded with the leaders of other Celtic 
tribes to join her in opposing the Romans – better to die on the battlefield as free men and 
women than to live as Roman slaves, she said. She marched at the head of her army, first 
to the Roman capital city of Colchester. She took the Romans by surprise and set the city 
ablaze. Her fighters ransacked the burning houses and savagely killed anyone they found. 
Thousands of Romans fled to the temple for protection, but Boudica’s army surrounded 
and attacked it. After two days, the stone temple was completely destroyed and everyone 
who had taken shelter in it was dead. 

Next Boudica and her army marched on London and destroyed and looted the city, again 
killing anyone they could find. Then they travelled on to St Albans and, in another brutal 
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attack, they destroyed that town, too. 

By this time, Suetonius Paulinus – the Roman governor of Britain – was on his way back 
with an army of two legions (10,000 men) from North Wales, where he had been putting 
down a rebellion led by Celtic religious leaders called Druids. Boudica urged her followers 
of 200,000 men and women to make one last supreme effort and to march to meet and 
attack the Roman army as it returned from Wales. The two armies came face to face in AD 
60 or 61 somewhere between London and North Wales. The exact location of the battle 
remains unknown. 

Now ask the pupils to compare and contrast the details of the two armies that faced each 
other in Resource 12 and Resource 13, and to reach a judgment about how they think 
the battle turned out and to justify their conclusion. Remind them that the Romans had just 
10,000 men and Boudica’s army was 20 times larger. Also provide them with Resource 
14, the extract of Paulinus’ speech, recorded by Tacitus, to his legions on the eve of the 
battle. Encourage discussion and reasoning.  

Despite outnumbering the Romans and attacking their ranks for many hours, Boudica’s 
army failed to break through. Although the Romans had just 10,000 soldiers, they were 
professional and well prepared for battle. They lined up in tight rows and locked their 
shields together to form a solid wall of armour. Boudica’s army was untrained and very few 
wore armour. The Romans held their ground. As Boudica’s fighters began to tire, the 
Romans went on the attack, pushing into the enemy and hacking at them with their 
swords. The rebels panicked and tried to retreat, but they were trapped by their own 
wagons. The battle was over. Over 80,000 of Boudica’s fighters died at the hands of the 
Romans, who showed no mercy. Paulinus reported that only 400 Roman legionnaires 
were killed in the battle.  

Paulinus had his revenge on Boudica, but it had been a very close-run thing – a lucky 
escape. The Romans had almost lost control of Britain – all because of the way that some 
soldiers had treated Boudica. News of Boudica’s defeat spread quickly throughout Britain. 
If other tribes had plans to rebel against the Romans, this stopped them once and for all. 
There were no further rebellions and Britain stayed in Roman hands for another 350 years.  

Finally, tell the pupils that no one knows what happened to Boudica. Some stories say she 
died on the battlefield, cut down by Roman swords. Other accounts describe how she and 
her daughters each took poison to avoid being captured. Some people even suggest that 
she may have escaped the battlefield and reappeared years later in Scotland. Explain to 
them that much of Boudica’s life is legend or folklore – stories handed down through 
hundreds of years by word of mouth, widely believed but impossible to prove to be true or 
false. Remind them that the only historical evidence we have of Boudica is the material 
written by the Roman historians they looked at in Resource 11. The rest is legend and 
folklore. 

If desired, at this point, pupils could begin an extended piece of homework researching 
either King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table or Robin Hood. The objective of this 
is to summarise what historical evidence we have about their existence, as opposed to 
what can be considered legend or folklore.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



“In stature she was very tall, in appearance most terrifying, in the glance of her eye most fierce, and her voice 
was harsh; a great mass of the tawniest hair fell to her hips; around her neck was a large golden necklace; and 
she wore a tunic of diverse colours over which a thick mantle was fastened with a brooch. This was her 
invariable attire. She now grasped a spear to aid her in terrifying all beholders.”
By Cassius Dio, a Roman Historian (AD 153 – 230)

“We British are used to women commanders in war; I am descended from mighty men! But I am not fighting for 
my kingdom and wealth now. I am fighting as an ordinary person for my lost freedom, my bruised body, and my 
outraged daughters.  I was whipped by the Romans when they tried to take our lands — and now I am fighting 
for my freedom.  Consider how many of you are fighting— and why! Then you will win this battle, or perish.  
That is what I, a woman, plan to do!  Let the men live in slavery if they will.”
Extract for a speech by Boudica according to Tacitus, a Roman Historian (AD 58–117)

“A terrible disaster occurred in Britain. Two cities were sacked, eighty thousands of the Romans and of their 
allies perished, and the island was lost to Rome. Moreover, all this ruin was brought upon the Romans by a 
woman, a fact which in itself caused them the greatest shame. But the person who was chiefly instrumental in 
rousing the natives and persuading them to fight the Romans, the person who was thought worthy to be their 
leader and who directed the conduct of the entire war, was Boudica, a Briton woman of the royal family and 
possessed of great intelligence.  This woman assembled her army, to the number of some 120,000, and then 
ascended a tribunal which had been constructed of earth in the Roman fashion.”
Dio’s Roman History VIII, By Cassius Dio, a Roman historian (AD 153–AD 230)
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Resource 13 
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Resource 14 
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“Ignore the racket made by these savages. There are 

more women than men in their ranks. They are not 

soldiers—they’re not even properly equipped. We’ve 

beaten them before and when they see our weapons 

and feel our spirit, they’ll crack. Stick together. Throw 

the javelins, and then push forward: knock them 

down with your shields and finish them off with your 

swords. Forget about plunder. Just win and you’ll 

have everything.”

Suetonius Paulinus’ speech according to Tacitus

An extract from The Annals of Ancient Rome by Tacitus, translated by Michael Grant, Penguin Books, 

2003, copyright © Michael Grant Publications Ltd, 1956, 1959, 1971, 1973, 1975, 1977, 1989, 1996. 

Reproduced by permission of Penguin Books Ltd.


