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Modern scholars generally follow the opinion of ancient authors that transport by river
and lakes was more efficient, profitable and cheaper than over land. Even Finley agreed
that “[w]ater transport...created radical new possibilities”.! Archaeological data show-
ing the transport routes for ceramics, wine, oil, fish-sauce, and stone cargoes, confirm
this view.” The epigraphically documented prestige enjoyed by the barge-skipper guilds
in Narbonensis, Germania Superior, and southern Lugdunensis further supports the
picture.

But the efficiency of river and lake transports is not self-evident. Basins are not natu-
rally connected. Without roads the contribution of riverine trade to overland transport
is doomed to remain limited. Waterfalls, narrows, and rapids obstruct navigation. Levels
and flows depend on unpredictable rainfall. River banks erode. Sediments change the
course of rivers. Rivers and lakes may freeze in winter or run dry in summer. Currents
hamper upstream traffic. Administrative divisions pose problems related to different
regulations, control procedures, management practices, tolls and fees. Barges are vul-
nerable to attacks by land from brigands, raiders or soldiers. Without tow-paths, canals,
portages, locks, connecting roads, ports and warehouses, rivers offer only a marginal
contribution to trade. Not surprisingly, rivers remained complementary to roads in early
modern Europe until ‘national’ policies improved and regulated navigation.> Riverine
transport routes are as much man-made as roads are.*

What does this imply for the supposed efficiency of river and lake transport in the
Roman period? The Roman Empire was not politically fragmented as medieval Europe
was. Imperial authorities had the know-how, the man-power, and the funds needed to
improve and regulate waterways. Canal projects show that authorities were aware of
the advantages. They are badly documented, swallowed up in post-Roman times by
changes in fluvial landscapes.® Yet, they were a common part of Roman water man-
agement. Reliefs and archaeology document tow-paths, quays and harbours. The Classis
Germanica patrolled the lower parts and estuaries of Rhine, Meuse and Scheldt. Guilds
of barge skippers, protected by powerful Gallic aristocrats, were influential in Lugdu-
nensis and Germania Superior. Some of their presidents belonged to the civic elites that
ruled the Gallic civitates. Local, provincial and Imperial authorities invested heavily in
creating and maintaining the required infrastructure for riverine trade, alongside (and
in connection with) investments in the road system and in maritime harbours. In some
cases, as the harbour of Voorburg-Arentsburg, building materials were imported from
hundreds of kilometres away.*

Institutional diversity was nevertheless pronounced and various authorities were in-
volved.” Military camps dominated the area along the Rhine and North Sea. Their logis-
tic needs decisively shaped the transport network of the Gallic provinces. The military
provided a stable demand for local and Mediterranean goods (passing largely through
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the Rhone and Saone basin) but imposed also fiscal burdens in addition to organising
part of its own transportation needs. Local civil authorities enjoyed considerable auton-
omy over their territory. They were responsible for embankments and port facilities,
local regulation and justice. During the Principate, barge skipper and merchant guilds
(collegia) were important in the Rhone/Saone River basin and the high and Alpine Rhine
area but conspicuously not in the north. Although they were not officially endowed
with regulatory powers (as some later medieval guilds) their prominence and powerful
patrons suggest they played a coordinating role.

Roman economic performance cannot be understood without its land transport sys-
tem.® This, however, raises a fundamental question: was there a transport revolution,
supported by favourable institutions, investment in ships, waterways, and port facil-
ities, boosting (and supported by) urbanisation and markets?’ Archaeological data show
that the quantity, quality and distribution of production was matched in the west only
in the 16/17" century. Various explanations have been suggested for this high level
performance: the role of institutions and the state,'® market-dynamics,** technological
innovation and diffusion,'” or climate change.”® All of these presumably played some
part. Without the increased connectivity made possible by interconnected transport
systems in which rivers and lakes played a crucial part, however, development would
soon have halted.
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