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PREFACE

It took some nerve to write this book and the TV series associated with
it. It embraces over 700 years of history on three continents, and
involves us striding into the territory of many dedicated and highly
impressive scholars.

But it's been a bit of an obsession. We first proposed a TV series
on this subject to the BBC in 1997 and have been coming back pretty
much every year. And for some reason it's a subject that stirs the
passions. What other TV project would have four grown men shouting
angrily in an office over the significance of a gerundive in a line of
Tacitus?

Terry Jones’ Barbarians is about all those peoples whom the Romans
wrote off as uncivilized, but it’s also a chance to take a look at the
Romans themselves from an alternative point of view — from the point
of view of the people they trashed. And as such it fits into a thesis we've
been banging on about in Terry Jones’ Medieval Lives and in Terry’s radio
series The Anti-Renaissance Show. That thesis is that we've all been
sold a false history of Rome that has twisted our entire understanding
of our own history — glorifying (and glossing over) a long era of ruthless
imperial power, celebrating it for the benefit of Renaissance tyrants
and more modern empires, and wildly distorting our view of the so-
called ‘Middle Ages’ and of the peoples whom Rome crushed and who
were then blamed for its fall. Oh yes, and it includes a few measured
comments on the Church while we're at it.

We are certainly not experts in the field, and we are indebted to
the many real scholars and historians who have allowed us to pick
their brains and stomp all over their patch in our inevitably heavy
boots. Many thanks to all of them for being so tolerant and generous
with their advice. We should particularly like to thank Dr Walter Pohl
for his helpful comments, Dr Peter Heather for taking the time to
explore answers to our occasionally obsessive questions, Dr Hartmut
Ziche and, above all, Professor Barry Cunliffe, whose .kindness in
carefully steering us away from some real mistakes, and whose unfail-
ing and discreet enthusiasm for the project, have been of enormous
help. To all these people: our apologies.



PREFACE

We owe a huge debt of gratitude to the TV production team, espe-
cially Nick Kent of OFTV, who managed to get the BBC and the
History Channel to sign up to the project and watched over it with a
fatherly eye; to David McNab, the series editor; to the producer/direc-
tors Rob Coldstream and David Wilson (who had to master a vast
amount of material and wrestle with us in the heat of pseudo-academic
passion); and to the production assistants and researchers Clare
Lynch, Susannah Davis and Sarah Veevers.

If you treat this book as a Lego construction, take it apart and
reassemble it in chronological order, you will find a story that goes
from the first stirrings of Rome around the fifth century Bc through to
the last Roman emperor nearly 1000 years later. But there will be odd-
shaped gaps, and a number of left-over pieces scattered around the
floor. This isn't a history of Rome, and the narrative here is a different
one from the others that have been written.

There are, of course, hundreds of books in English covering the
period, but no general look at it from a non-Roman perspective. The
‘barbarians’ of the early period, through to the first century AD, have
been written about in books specifically on individual societies —
mostly Celts and Germans. For the later period, the general reader has
had to browse among a series of huge narratives written in the shadow
of Gibbon’s great Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire. The people
whom the Romans called Barbarians are either on the periphery of the
main story, or come into it as invaders.

But we're looking at the world they created and inhabited, and it’s
Rome that is the intruder, or, later, their sometime host, sometime
prey. Our interest in Rome lies less in what these people did to the
Empire than in what the Empire did to them. And since ‘they are
actually the people who created the world we live in, this becomes
quite literally a question of ‘What did the Romans ever do for us? The
answer, as you will have already figured, is not usually very nice.

So what we have constructed here is not a chronological journey
through the Empire’s history. We have, instead, chosen to survey the
non-Roman world in four sections.

In Part One the world of the Atlantic Celts is traced from its
fullest flowering in the first century Bc through to its final destruction
by Roman armies 200 years later. We then look at the failure of the
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PREFACE

Roman state in Celtic territory during the third century, and the steady
breakdown that led to the re-emergence of a separate Atlantic world
in the old Celtic lands.

Part Two is about German territory (in which we include Dacia)
and the Germans. So we look at the way in which the Germans resis-
ted Roman occupation in the first century ap, the great civilization of
Dacia, which Rome extinguished in the second century, and then the
Goths and their attempts to integrate themselves into the Empire in
the fourth and early fifth centuries.

In Part Three we turn to people who regarded the Romans as the
Barbarians — the Greeks (who in the early period saw all outsiders as
Barbarians, and found that the Romans took the same view of them)
and the Persians — a ‘barbarian’ society that posed a successful military
challenge to Rome and long outlived the Western Empire. To tell the
Greek story we go back to the early fourth century Bc, and for the
Persians even further back, another 100 years, in an epic sweep that
ends, for our story, with the arrival of the Huns in Persia nearly 800
years later.

So far we have looked west, north and east. Part Four of the book
takes us south, into Vandal Africa, with a narrative entirely set in the
fifth century AD. But this is where we look at the Christian revolution
and its impact on the very idea of ‘barbarian’, as well as on the
Barbarians themselves, and also at the quite extraordinary reign of
Attila the Hun, who probably (and quite inadvertently) did more to
effect a transfer of power in the West from Empire to Church than
anyone else.

There’s quite a lot that may come as a surprise: the sophistication
of Celtic engineering and mathematics, the highly developed religious
philosophy of Dacia, the fact that the Greeks were evidently on the
edge of an industrial revolution, the comfort of life in Vandal villas,
Attila’s remarkable ‘Tron Curtain’ between his kingdom and the Roman
Empire. And much more besides.

So welcome to history from a different point of view.



BARBARIAN TIMELINE

A crude and somewhat primitive timeline of events covered in this
book, but it may provide a sense of chronology to help you through
the narrative.

¢.576 BC  Reign of Cyrus I, King of Persia begins

¢.550 BC  Great age of religious philosophy — Pythagoras and
Zalmoxis (and Buddha)

522 BC Reign of Darius I, King of Persia begins

486 BC Reign of Xerxes [, King of Persia begins

406 BC Syracuse—Carthage war

¢.390 BC  Brennus’ Celts attack Rome

336 BC Alexander ‘the Great’ becomes king of Macedonia

330 BC Persepolis destroyed

324 BC Alexander dies

305 BC Rhodes—Macedon war

282 BC Colossus of Rhodes erected

279 BC Celts attack Greece

212 BC Romans take Syracuse

168 BC Rome controls Greece

164 BC Rhodes—Rome treaty

146 BC Romans raze Corinth

c.70 BC  Reign of Burebista, King of Dacia begins

59 BC Caesar appointed Protector of the Gauls
55, 54 BC Caesar to Britain

53 BC Vercingetorix victory: Battle of Harran

52 BC Fall of Alesia

49 BC Caesar invades Rome: civil war

44 BC Caesar assassinated; Burebista assassinated
42 BC Sack of Rhodes

27 BC Octavian (Augustus) becomes first emperor
12 BC Rome occupies Germany

AD 9 Varus’ defeat

AD 14 Tiberius becomes emperor

AD 17 Germanicus’ Triumph

AD 41 Claudius becomes emperor
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AD 42
AD 43
AD 54
AD 60
AD 69
AD 81
AD 87
AD 98
AD 105
AD 117
AD 196

AD 218
AD 222

AD 235

AD 241
AD 244
AD 259
AD 260
AD 267
AD 270
AD 272
AD 273
AD 284

AD 286
AD 297
AD 309
AD 312
AD 324
AD 325
AD 337
AD 350
AD 358
AD 363
AD 364

BARBARIAN TIMELINE

Cunobelin dies
Invasion of Britain
Nero becomes emperor
Revolt of Iceni
Vespasian becomes emperor, captures Rome
Domitian becomes emperor
Reign of Decebalus, King of Dacia begins
Trajan becomes emperor
Rome takes Dacia
Hadrian becomes emperor
Albinus proclaimed emperor; Septimius Severus loots
Persia
Elegabalus becomes emperor
Alexander Severus becomes emperor; reign of Ardashir I,
King of Persia begins
Start of 50-year period when 49 people are proclaimed
emperor
Reign of Shapur I, King of Persia begins
Gordian III killed
Postumus sets up Gallic Empire
Shapur I captures Valerian
Zenobia declares her son emperor
Aurelian becomes emperor, abandons Dacia
Aurelian defeats Zenobia; Shapur I dies
Aurelian reconquers Gallic Empire
Diocletian becomes emperor, divides Empire and
Maximian rules West
Carausius makes Britain independent
Constantius retakes Britain
Shapur II crowned in womb
Constantine captures Rome
Constantine takes Byzantium, sole emperor
Council of Nicaea
Constantine 1 dies
Huns attack Persia
Shapur II resolves Hun problem
Julian defeated and killed by Shapur II
Valentinian [ becomes emperor; Valens becomes
emperor in East
11
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AD 375

AD 378

AD 391
AD 392
AD 394

AD 395

AD 401
AD 406
AD 407
AD 408
AD 410
AD 411
AD 412
AD 417
AD 425
AD 428
AD 429
AD 434
AD 439
AD 441
AD 444
AD 447
AD 451
AD 452
AD 455
AD 476
AD 477
AD 489
AD 496
AD 507
AD 526
AD 533
AD 535

Valentinian I dies; Valentinian 11 becomes emperor in
West; Huns in Dacia; Goths cross Danube and convert
to Christianity

Valens killed at Hadrianople; Theodosius I becomes
emperor in East

Arianism and paganism outlawed

Valentinian 11 killed

Battle of Frigidus: Eugenius defeated; Theodosius I
becomes sole emperor

Theodosius [ dies; Alaric rebels; Empire permanently
divided into East and West

Alaric attacks Italy; Vandals in Alps

Vandals, etc., cross Rhine

British proclaim Constantine III emperor

Stilicho killed; Alaric’s first siege of Rome

Alaric’s ‘sack’ of Rome

Vandals in Spain

Murder of Hypatia

Visigoth Kingdom of Aquitaine; Visigoths attack Spain
Vandals take Cartagena and Seville

Gunderic dies; reign of Gaiseric, King of Vandals begins
Vandals move to Africa

Attila and Bleda rule Huns

Vandals take Carthage

Huns attack Balkans

Death of Bleda

Attila attacks Constantinople

Huns invade Gaul

Huns invade Italy

Vandal ‘sack’ of Rome

Last Western emperor deposed

Gaiseric dies

Ostrogoths take over Italy

Clovis converts to Catholicism

Franks conquer Visigoths

Death of Theodoric

Byzantine conquest of Africa

Byzantine conquest of Ravenna



INTRODUCING THE
GoODIES AND BADDIES

WHO WERE THE BARBARIANS?

Nobody ever called themselves ‘barbarians’. It's not that sort of word.
It's a word used about other people. In fact, it's a term of otherness. It
had been used by the Ancient Greeks to describe non-Greek people
whose language they couldn’t understand and who therefore seemed to
babble unintelligibly: ‘Ba ba ba’. The same word, Barbara, appears in
Sanskrit, the language of ancient India, meaning ‘stammering, gibber-
ing — in other words, alien.

The Romans adopted the Greek word and used it to label (and
usually libel) the peoples who surrounded their own world.

Once the term had the might and majesty of Rome behind it, the
Roman interpretation became the only one that counted, and the
peoples whom they called Barbarians became forever branded — be
they Spaniards, Britons, Gauls, Germans, Scythians, Persians or
Syrians. And of course ‘barbarian’ has become a by-word for the very
opposite of everything we consider civilized. In contrast to the
Romans, the Barbarians were lacking in refinement, primitive, igno-
rant, brutal, rapacious, destructive and cruel.

The Romans kept the Barbarians at bay as long as they could, but
finally they were engulfed, and the savage hordes over-ran the Empire,
destroying the cultural achievements of centuries. The light of reason
and civilization was virtually snuffed out by the Barbarian hordes who
swarmed across Europe, annihilating everything the Romans had put
in place, sacking Rome itself and consigning Europe to the Dark Ages.
The Barbarians brought only chaos and ignorance, until the
Renaissance rekindled the fires of Roman learning and art.

It’s a familiar story, but it's codswallop.

The unique feature of Rome was not its arts or its science or its
philosophical culture, not its attachment to law, its care for humanity
or its sophisticated political culture. In fact, in all these areas it was
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equalled or even surpassed by peoples whom it conquered. The
unique feature of Rome was that it had the world’s first professional
army. Normal societies consisted of farmers, hunters, craftsmen and
traders. When they needed to fight they relied not on training or on
standardized weapons, but on psyching themselves up to acts of indi-
vidual heroism. Seen through the eyes of people who possessed
trained soldiers to fight for them, they were easily portrayed as simple
savages. But that was far from the truth.

We actually owe far more to the so-called ‘barbarians’ than we do
to the men in togas. And the fact that we still think of the Celts, the
Huns, the Vandals, the Goths, the Visigoths and so on as ‘barbarians’
means that we have all fallen hook, line and sinker for Roman propa-
ganda. We are still letting the Romans define our world and our view
of history.

In the last 30 years, however, the story has begun to change.
Archaeological discoveries have shed new light on the ancient texts that
have survived, and this has led to new interpretations of the past. We
now know that the Roman Empire brought much of the development of
science and mathematics to a grinding halt for about 1500 years, and
that a great deal of what was known and achieved before Rome took
over had to be relearned and rediscovered much more recently.

Rome used its army to eliminate the cultures that surrounded it,
and paid its soldiers with the wealth it took from them. It ‘Romanized’
these conquered societies and left as little record of them as possible.
The truth is that much of what we understand to be ‘Roman civilization’
was plundered from the Barbarian world. The Romans conquered with
swords, shields, armour and artillery that were copied from the people
they fought; their cities were built with the loot from the wealthier
cultures that surrounded them; and as for the famous Roman roads,
well, read on ... Sadly, many of the engineering and scientific achieve-
ments of the Barbarian world were destroyed so completely that, even
when evidence of them turned up, it was either disbelieved or the
achievements attributed to the Romans themselves. Now, however, we
are beginning to realize that the story of a descent from the light of
Rome to the darkness of Barbarian dominion is completely false.

Of course, it was thoughtless of the Celts not to leave us anything
much in the way of written records — they should have known that the
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lack of books putting forward their own propaganda would weight the
evidence firmly in favour of the Romans. But even so, we shouldn’t
believe everything the Romans tell us. Here, for example, is Julius
Caesar’s considered opinion about elks. Elks, the great statesman and
general informs us, are

destitute of horns, and have legs without joints and ligatures;
nor do they lie down for the purpose of rest, nor, if they have
been thrown down by any accident, can they raise or lift
themselves up. Trees serve as beds to them; they lean
themselves against them, and thus reclining only slightly,
they take their rest; when the huntsmen have discovered
from the footsteps of these animals whither they are
accustomed to betake themselves, they either undermine all
the trees at the roots, or cut into them so far that the upper
part of the trees may appear to be left standing. When they
[the elks] have leant upon them, according to their habit,
they knock down by their weight the unsupported trees, and
fall down themselves along with them.'

This interesting piece of zoological observation was solemnly repeated
by the Greek geographer Strabo” and the encyclopedist Pliny the Elder.?
It seems to be a confusion with an identical story about elephants told
by Aristotle, and which, having also been repeated by Strabo, became
part of the ‘standard truth’ about elephants right into the late seven-
teenth century, when Sir Thomas Browne complained that, even when
people could see the animals perfectly clearly, and watch them kneel
and stand, the determination to cling to the security of classical author-
ities made them deny what was in front of their own eyes.*

Just as people were prepared for centuries to deny that animals had
knees even when they could see them, Western society’s enthusiasm
since the Renaissance for all things Roman has persuaded us to see
much of the past through Roman eyes even when contrary evidence
stares us in the face. Of course, we now have a better working knowl-
edge of elks than Julius Caesar had, but when it comes to Barbarians we
still tend to accept his estimate of them — the estimate of a conqueror
with an agenda to push.
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But once we turn the picture upside-down and look at history
from a non-Roman point of view, things start to look very different. For
example, the Roman depiction of the Vandals gave us the term ‘vandal-
ism’, and yet, as we shall see, the Vandals were highly moral, educated,
literate and often a lot more civilized than the Romans.

The sacks of Rome by the Goths and Vandals were not great acts
of destruction. The Goths destroyed only one building, the Vandals
none at all. Both were armies of Christians. But the Roman Empire
itself had already adopted a particular form of Christianity —
Catholicism — and, being Rome, it was trying to impose this form of
the religion on everyone else.

The Catholic Church triumphed, and — again in the great Roman
tradition — did all it could to remake people and history as it wanted
them. The Church decided which documents would survive and
which would not: all our sources come to us from medieval Catholic
copyists. So again, our picture of the past has been given to us in a very
particular way.

This book is an attempt to reconsider the vast numbers of
European and Asian peoples who have been written off as the villains of
history — the Barbarians — and, at the same time, to re-evaluate those
paragons of civilization: the all-conquering Romans.

WHO WERE THE ROI\’/IANS?
WELL, THEY WEREN T BARBARIANS

Because the word ‘barbarian’, as we use it, is essentially a term that the
Romans used to describe those who weren't Roman, we have to start
with Rome. The Romans had a very clear concept of themselves. They
called it Romanitas or ‘Roman-ness’. [t meant using the Latin language,
respecting Latin literature, obeying Roman law and tradition, and even
following the custom of having three names. Everyone else, everyone
foreign, was a Barbarian and was to be feared.

Oddly enough, fear seems to have played a key role in the history
of Rome, and despite the might and power of the Romans, there is
something curiously desperate about their whole story. It’s almost as if
the grandeur of Rome was born of paranoia and desperation. Another
odd thing is that the major event in Roman history that kicked off this
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paranoia may never have happened at all — it may just have been a
legend. But true or false, the great Roman historian Livy (59 Bc-aD 17)
wrote it down, and his account became the standard historical text for
every Roman ever afterwards. This was where Romans learned to fear
the Barbarians.

THE STORY OF BRENNUS

In the late fourth century Bc, when the city of Rome was beginning to
dominate central Italy, a community of very different people crossed
the Apennines from Gaul and settled on the Adriatic coast between
what are now the towns of Rimini and Ancona. They were called the
Senones, and they founded a town called Senigallia. Unfortunately, it
turned out to be a great place for a beach holiday but not much use
agriculturally. Their search for a better spot wasn't easy — other Celts
had already bagged the best places. So, in 390 Bc, the Senones’
warriors turned up at the gates of Clusium (modern Chiusi, in
Tuscany), ‘strange men in thousands ... men the like of whom the
townsfolk had never seen, outlandish warriors armed with strange
weapons’.” Clusium didn’t seem as well protected as the other places
they'd tried, so these fearsome newcomers demanded they be given
better land on which they could settle.

The inhabitants of Clusium appealed to Rome to help them nego-
tiate, and the Romans duly sent three brothers from the Fabii family to
act as arbitrators. According to Livy, when the Roman envoys asked the
Celts what gave them the right to demand land from the people of
Clusium, ‘the haughty answer was returned that they carried their right
in their weapons, and that everything belonged to the brave’.®

The Fabii brothers were young, arrogant and not the most tact-
ful negotiators in the world. They were, according to Livy, ‘envoys of
a violent temper, more like Gauls than Romans’. In fact it was the
Celts who seemed to have the greater respect for international law.
When the talks broke down, the Fabii brothers joined the townsmen
in fighting the Senones; one of the brothers, Quintus Fabius, even
killed one of the Celtic chieftains. As both Livy and another historian,
Plutarch, observed, it was ‘contrary to the law of nations’ for a nego-
tiator to take arms to support one side against the other. The Senones
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were rightly outraged and decided to send their own ambassadors to
Rome to complain.”

Unfortunately, the Fabii brothers belonged to a very powerful
family, and when the Senate referred the matter to the people of Rome
the brothers’ actions were endorsed and — to make matters worse — the
Fabii were heaped with honours. The Celtic ambassadors warned the
Romans that there would be repercussions and then withdrew to
Clusium. There it was decided to teach these upstart Romans to
respect international legalities in future. According to Plutarch, the
army, under the command of Brennus, marched the 80 miles from
Clusium to Rome in a highly orderly manner: ‘Contrary to expectation,
they did no injury as they passed, nor took anything from the fields;
and, as they went by any city, cried out that they were going to Rome;
that the Romans only were their enemies, and that they took all others
for their friends.”

This ‘strange enemy from the ends of the earth’ then smashed the
Roman army and swarmed through the city, burning and looting.
Many Romans fled, and those who did not took refuge on the
Capitoline Hill. Brennus and his army laid siege to them for six
months, but finally agreed to withdraw in return for 1000 Ib of gold.

Three hundred years later, Livy narrates the horror and the shame
of that event, which was to haunt the Roman psyche for eight
centuries: ‘Insult was added to what was already sufficiently disgrace-
ful, for the weights which the Gauls brought for weighing the metal
were heavier than standard, and when the Roman commander
objected the insolent Barbarian flung his sword into the scale, saying
“Vae Victis” — “Woe to the vanquished!”” Actually, what really seems
to have got up Livy’s nose was the fact that the Celts had been bought
off so cheaply. Imagine, he writes, 1000 Ib of gold as ‘the price of a
nation soon to rule the world’!

At the time, according to Livy, the Romans seriously considered
abandoning their city. But they decided instead to rebuild it, and never
again to be put in the shameful position of being the vanquished. The
legend of Brennus became one of the motors driving Roman expansion.
Out there were Barbarians, terrible savages, and Rome needed to
strengthen its frontiers. Not just strengthen them, but push them
away, further and further away, until eventually there would be no
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place left for Barbarians unless they had been thoroughly Romanized.
From now on Rome would follow the doctrine of pre-emptive strikes
to subdue all the peoples on its frontiers and thus make the Roman
world safe from otherness.

Although we no longer believe that there are quadruped
mammals without knees we still accept the Roman view of their
world, in which the word ‘barbarians’ goes together with ‘hordes’. They
painted a picture of themselves as civilized people whose Empire held
at bay a world inhabited by incoherent tribes of violent savages.

The Roman legend begins with the story of Romulus and Remus,
two lost babies who were suckled by a she-wolf. The Romans did not
see that as a charming story; they meant to show that they had imbibed
wolfish appetites and ferocity with their mothers’ milk. It's time to ask
what the world would be like if, instead of feeding them, the wolf had
eaten Romulus and Remus. What if there had been no Rome?

What if there had been only Barbarians?

19
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Tue CELTS
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UNEARTHING THE CELTS

There was once a town called Alesia, in what is now central France. It
was here that the French Celts, the Gauls, under their charismatic
leader Vercingetorix — whose enduring memorial is, of course, his rein-
carnation as the French comic-book hero — made their last concerted
stand against Julius Caesar’s legions. There is another monument to
him: it is a huge statue of the Gallic hero, pensively looking over the
remains of his city ... except that the city he looks over isn’t Gallic —
it's Roman, with a theatre, temples and basilica. The town that
Vercingetorix would have known has been squashed flat.

A few miles away, an archaeological museum celebrates the
famous siege that was his downfall. The great, dominating exhibit is a
reconstruction of the siege works built by Julius Caesar. Everywhere
we look, the Celtic story has been buried under the heavy stones of
Roman history. F

The Romans imposed their mark all over Europe. Remains of
aqueducts, amphitheatres, walls and roads carry their own message.
Signs of the native cultures that inhabited the provinces before the
Romans arrived are much harder to see, and it’s all too easy to assume
that these societies were vastly inferior and were replaced by Progress
and the superior civilization of Rome.

Part of this annihilation was deliberate policy. The Romans had
learnt their lesson from the occupation of Brennus and his Celts in
390 Bc, and that lesson was a simple one: woe to the vanquished!
Might is right and military power is the only international law. The
Romans had no problem demolishing whatever stood in their way.

But part of it was also acculturation: the Roman world possessed
such mass that its gravity simply drew satellite cultures into its own
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orbit. In the Barbarian world, the rich and influential saw financial
and political advantage in seeking Roman support, and began adopt-
ing Roman habits and building styles as signs of status. Some who
were not so rich no doubt also longed to join the party. In this way,
those who opposed Roman domination, and who tried to defend the
traditional values of their own people, faced a double enemy: the one
without and the one within. The parallels with the modern world are
not hard to find.

The net result was a cultural eclipse that has made the real ances-
tors of modern Europe, the ancient Celts, hard to trace. Their place in
history has been usurped by the might of the Roman Empire, and it is
only recently that Celtic civilization has begun to be rediscovered. And
it'’s not at all what anyone expected.

CELTIC ROOTS

The Celts didn'’t all think of themselves as Celts, any more than they
thought of themselves as Barbarians. Some did. Julius Caesar tells us
that the inhabitants of central France called themselves Celts. But we
now apply the term to many more peoples than would have seen
themselves as ‘Celtic’ in Caesar’s time.

Indeed, historians have recently begun to regard the word with
dark suspicion, and with some reason.' The term ‘Celtic’, in the way we
understand the word today, was not coined until 1707, when a Welsh
antiquary and naturalist by the name of Edward Lhuyd used it to iden-
tify Irish, Welsh, Cornish and Breton as a distinct group of languages.

Before that date, no inhabitants of the British Isles would have
dreamt of calling themselves ‘Celtic’. But this does not mean that
Lhuyd was barking mad; there was an identifiable and cohesive
culture that existed over a large area of Europe, and even if those
people who shared that culture were unaware of it at the time, it
seems as reasonable to supply them with a group identity (now it has
been recognized) as it is to refer to the people of the Stone Age as
‘Stone Age people’, even though they would undoubtedly have
regarded themselves as ‘modern man’.

But before we go any further we need to rid our minds of the
Mediterranean world-view, in which the warm centre of the universe
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is the sunny Med and a place like the Orkneys would be regarded as
the end of the earth — a remote and inhospitable hinterland on the
fringes of knowledge. That may have been how the Romans saw it, but
the Celtic world — the world as the Celts themselves saw it — wasn’t
necessarily like that at all.?

Human communication in early times tended to evolve around
water. The seaways and the rivers were the natural means of travel,
especially when transporting heavy goods. Being a sea, the
Mediterranean formed one such network of communication, but so
too did the Atlantic seaboard of Europe. Rather than being a series of
far-flung places on the fringe of the civilized world, the settlements of
the Atlantic coast represented a network of interlinked societies.

This network goes back a very long way. As far back as the fourth
millennium Bc, polished stone axes made of diorite (magma that has
solidified beneath the earth’s surface) from central Brittany were being
manufactured and distributed on a massive scale. And radiocarbon
dating has shown that the megalithic monuments of the Atlantic
coastal region owe nothing to Mediterranean inspiration. It seems that
there were closely related belief systems concerning the cosmos and
death operating over this area from time immemorial, and that
Portugal, southern Brittany, Ireland and the Orkney Isles were all
centres of innovation that practised similar art and architecture.

In the past, the assumption was always that mass migrations
of people accounted for the spread of such similarities, and that
Celtic culture was carried by invading migrants from central
Europe. More recently, however, archaeologists have suggested
that cultures often spread via short sea voyages and river journeys,
linking scattered and perhaps disparate communities in a network
of trade and communication.

Back in prehistoric times, the Atlantic seaboard demonstrated a
‘stunning display of shared culture’.* Neck ornaments made of gold
mined in Ireland show up in Cornwall, Normandy and Brittany; neck-
rings from southern Iberia are found in Brittany, northern Britain and
Northern Ireland. It is our good fortune that these peoples had a
rather odd habit: they were very keen on throwing a lot of their most
valuable possessions into bogs and lakes or burying them in the
ground. Whatever their reasons for such a flamboyant waste of
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resources, it does mean that we have some record of their world.
Moving into the Iron Age, the common culture of the Atlantic coast
becomes even more evident in the form of offerings of swords, shields
and spears that demonstrate a shared value system and sometimes
exhibit similarities of design.

So the culture and languages that we now designate as ‘Celtic’
might not have been brought to western Europe by invaders from the
east, but may have been indigenous to the Atlantic seaboard. In other
words, the Celts’ origins may lie in the coastal network of the Atlantic.

But rivers too were important routes of cultural transmission.
That is why Celtic identity was also strong in west central Europe — in
the regions north of the Alps, supplied by the great rivers Danube,
Rhine, Rhone, Saone, Seine and Loire. We just don’t know which way
the flow went.

We do know that from around 440 Bc Celts from the Danube
region started to cross the Alps and settle in northern Italy around
Lakes Como and Maggiore. They also made a settlement in what is
now Milan. Perhaps not surprisingly, our knowledge of the Celts
improves as they begin to make contact with the thoroughly literate
world of Classical antiquity. '

HOW BARBAROUS WERE THE CELTS?

Much of our view of Iron Age Celts comes more from the Greeks
than the Romans.* Plato lumped them together with a whole lot of
other Barbarians who were warlike and enjoyed getting totally legless.
Binge drinking is a constant theme in descriptions of Celts over the
next 800 years. Diodorus Siculus (‘the Sicilian’), writing in the first
century B¢, depicts the Celts as prototype lager louts — ‘wine wallies’
might be the more appropriate term. ‘They are,” he tells us, ‘exceed-
ingly addicted to the use of wine.” They don’t water it down as
Greeks do, and they drink until ‘they fall into a stupor or a state of
madness’.® Sound familiar?

Obviously the Celts weren't the sort of chaps any self-respecting
Greek would invite around for dinner: ‘They look like wood-demons,
their hair thick and shaggy like a horse’s mane. Some of them are
clean-shaven, but others — especially those of high rank — shave their
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cheeks but leave a moustache that covers the whole mouth and, when
they eat and drink, acts like a sieve, trapping particles of food.”

What particularly shocked the conservative patricians of the
Classical world was the vulgar way the Celts dressed: ‘The Gauls
display a ... love of ornament. They wear golden collars round their
necks, and bracelets on their arms and wrists, and those of any status
have garments dyed and embroidered with gold.”® It’s easy to imagine
the sober Romans in their plain white togas tut-tutting at all that
foreign frippery! It was all evidence of a serious moral failing that
would inevitably reveal itself in battle: ‘This lightness of character
makes them intolerable when they conquer, and fills them with panic
when things go wrong.”

On the other hand, they weren't to be treated too lightly — after
all, they were head-hunters who went around ‘hanging the heads of
their enemies from their horses’ necks on their return from battle, and
then nailing them up on their gates for people to see’."

What's more, they were big! The Britons (whom Classical writ-
ers distinguish from the Celts) were particularly tall. Strabo saw them
with his own eyes: ‘I myself, in Rome, saw mere lads towering as
much as half a foot above the tallest people in the city, he states in
some awe, but then hastily adds that there is no need for short but
handsome Romans to envy them because apart from their height
‘they were bandy-legged and presented no fair lines anywhere else in
their figure’."

The Celts were also wildly aggressive and easily provoked: ‘The
entire race ... is warlike, passionate, and always ready for fighting ...
Anyone can enrage them when, where, and under whatever pretext he
pleases ... " It sounds as if Celt-baiting must have been a regular
Roman pastime. But on second thoughts, perhaps not: there were a lot
of them! ‘Their power lies both in the size of their bodies and also in
their large numbers."?

Strabo, writing as he was in the first century Bc, displayed a
distinct nervousness about the Celts that is lacking in the earliest
commentaries. Some 400 years before, his fellow Greeks didn’t seem
to have anything to fear from the Celts. Hellanicus of Lesbos, a histo-
rian of the fifth century Bc, described them as ‘practising justice and
righteousness’. In the next century the historian Ephorus described
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them as using ‘the same customs as the Greeks’ and being on very
friendly terms with them.

All that changed in 279 Bc, when Celts from the lower Danube
launched a massive attack on Greece. We don'’t really know why the
Celts became more aggressive, if that is indeed what happened, but
perhaps those ‘large numbers’ that Strabo talked about indicated an
exploding population that forced the Celts to search for new territory.
Or perhaps it was simply a cultural change. There seems no doubt that
during this time some Celtic societies developed an heroic culture
based on a warrior elite. Courage and honour became crucial, and gave
the Greeks plenty to admire. Strabo praised their sense of duty to each
other: ‘Their frankness and simplicity lead them to form mobs easily,
everyone feeling indignant at what looks like injustice to his neighbour.’
But in the end this simplicity meant they could be defeated by a supe-
rior civilization: ‘They are simple and not malicious. If provoked, they
rush in crowds to the fight, openly and without any caution; and thus
are easily vanquished by those who employ strategy.”

Perhaps not surprisingly, the Greeks began to sentimentalize the
struggle of the Celts. The concept of the Dying Gaul became a theme
of Greek sculpture, in which a well-muscled heroic youth with a
golden torque around his neck gracefully expires from a sword-thrust.
The Romans copied several of these in marble; a Dying Gaul is on
show today in the Capitol.

The attitude of both Greeks and Romans appears somewhat
patronizing, but then why not? After all, the Celts were in every way
inferior, with poorer technology, fewer skills and less science and
understanding. To us, looking through the hindsight of history, it
seems inevitable that Rome should have triumphed against these
brave but backward people.

But it wasn't like that. It wasn't like that at all.

CELTIC MILITARY TECHNOLOGY

In Roman eyes the Celts may have lacked battle strategy, but their
arms and equipment were in no way inferior to the Roman army’s. In
times past some of the Celts may have charged naked into battle, but
by the first century Bc they had become master armourers.
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When the Gallic chieftain Vercingetorix inflicted on Caesar his
first military defeat in 53 Bc, you might — if you were simply judging
by appearances — have had a problem knowing who was who on the
battlefield. There were chaps in Roman helmets, but they weren't the
Romans — they were the Gauls. The Romans were the ones in bronze
hats with rather cute ponytails. They later copied the sturdier design
of the Gallic helmet, with its characteristic cheek-guards.

And then again, the Celts had better shields than the Romans.
‘They have man-sized shields,"* wrote Diodorus Siculus, ‘decorated in
a manner peculiar to them. Some of these have projecting figures in
bronze skilfully wrought not only for decoration but for protection.’
(Perhaps the first example of offensive decor?) The Romans were
quick to adopt the Celtic style of shield and make it their own. They
also copied a variety of Celtic weapons and adopted the Celtic names
for them. The Latin for a light spear, lancea, was taken from the Gauls
of Spain, the Celtic word materis became the Romans’ word for a
javelin, and gaesum, meaning a long javelin, was also borrowed from
the Celts.

When the Romans got to Britain they found another technologi-
cal advance: chariots. It may seem odd to those of us brought up on
Ben Hur that the Romans should have been surprised by chariots on
the battlefield, but that was the case. It was the skill with which the
Britons operated their chariots and the use they made of them that
most impressed Caesar:

The way they fight with their chariots is this: they start by
driving all over the battlefield hurling their javelins and
generally the terror created by the horses and the noise of
the wheels is enough to throw the enemy’s ranks into
disorder ... Thus they combine the mobility of cavalry with
the staying-power of infantry; and by daily practice and
training they become so proficient that, even on a steep
slope, they are able to control the horses at full gallop, and to
check and turn them around in a moment. They can run
along the chariot pole, stand on the yoke, and get back into
the chariot as quick as anything."
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All this was entirely new to the Roman troops: Caesar goes on to say
that his men were ‘dismayed by the novelty of this mode of battle’, and
that he was forced to retire from the field.

War chariots had been used long ago in the Near East, but had
been replaced by cavalry. Roman chariots were either heavy, lumber-
ing vehicles used for parades, or ultra-lightweight, specialized race
vehicles. The Britons, however, had made significant design improve-
ments and, as Caesar notes, had thoroughly mastered the art of using
them. Yet despite the evidence, horse-drawn chariots are an essential
part of the myth of Roman superiority. Collins” English Dictionary, for
example, defines ‘chariot’ as ‘a two-wheeled horse-drawn vehicle used
in ancient Egypt, Greece, Rome etc ... * The Britons don't get a
mention. And yet it was actually the Celts who were leaders in the
development of wheeled transport.

The grave goods included in burials are a good sign of what
mattered to people, and rich Celtic burials sometimes included a
wagon and a huge jar for holding drink. For example, there’s a tomb-
chamber at Hochdorf in south-west Germany, dating from about the
fifth century Bc. The dead man fits Strabo’s description of the Celts as
big, powerful warriors — he’s 6 feet 2 inches tall — and he lies on a huge
bronze couch beneath walls hung with fabrics. He must have been a
formidable warrior — except that there are no weapons in here except
a dagger. The grave contains only a huge cauldron for mead, drinking
horns and a wagon that takes up almost half the chamber.¢

The Romans seem to have adopted their wheeled transport from
the Celts. At any rate, that's what the linguistic evidence suggests.
Although the earlier inhabitants of Italy, the Etruscans, did have
wheeled vehicles, the wheel rims were fragile — they were made by join-
ing sections together with dowels. The Celts invented a way to make the
whole rim out of a single piece of heat-bent wood. In Asia, iron was
fastened to the rim to strengthen it, but the Celts’ skill with iron-work
allowed them to shrink a complete iron tyre on to the wheel, making it
even stronger and more reliable."” So the Latin word for a two-wheeled
cart, carpentum, was imported from the Old Celtic. It survives in
modern English as ‘carpenter’. And a whole raft of other words for differ-
ent kinds of carriages and wagons entered the Latin language from
Celtic: carruca, carrus, essedum, reda, petorritum, covinarius, plaustrum.
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Even the Latin for horse, caballus, seems to have come from the
Celtic, giving us eventually the English words ‘cavalry’ and ‘cavalier’.
And, as the coup de grice, the Latin word for a league, leuca, origi-
nated with the Celts.

WHO BUILT THE ROADS?

So how come the Romans built roads and the Celts didn't? Well, the
answer is simple. The Celts did build roads. We know about them
only because of ones that have survived in locations where no Roman
road was put on top. These Celtic roads were made of wood and laid
across bogland into which they have sunk over the centuries and thus
been preserved.

As usual, the ‘Romans-were-greatest’ version of history made the
earlier roads invisible until very recently. One of the best-preserved
Iron Age roads is at Corlea in Ireland, but it was not until the 1980s that
people realized how old it is. It was known locally as ‘The Danes’ Road,
and generally assumed to be of the Viking period or later. It wasn’t until
the timbers were submitted for tree-ring dating that the truth
emerged: they were cut in 148 Bc.

But the really startling thing is that wooden roads built the same
way and at the same time have been found right across Europe, as far
away as northern Germany. The Celts, it seems, were sophisticated
road-builders, and the construction of these wooden roads was no
mean feat of engineering. Oak planks were laid on birch runners, and
they were built broad enough for two carts to pass each other. What's
more, Celtic road-building is not necessarily predated by that of the
Romans. The first Roman road was the Appian Way, built in 312 Bc,
but the so-called ‘Upton Track’ in South Wales, a wooden road laid
across the mudflats along the Severn estuary, dates back to the fifth
century BC.

And now we call Roman roads ‘roads’, and the surviving Celtic
roads ‘causeways’ or ‘trackways’ — not roads at all, just some
Barbarian track.
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THE FALLACY OF TEXTS

One of the main reasons why we tend to see Celts as ‘barbaric’ and
Romans as ‘civilized' is that we have so much written material in Latin
and virtually nothing in Celtic. No Celtic books, poems, works of
science or literature have survived from the Iron Age (by which we
mean before being taken over by Rome). But that is in itself mislead-
ing because hardly any Roman texts have survived either. We don't
have Latin manuscripts from the time of Caesar: the oldest surviving
text of Caesar’s Gallic Wars was copied out 1000 years later.

The Catholic Church originally devoted itself to stamping out
paganism — the one remaining bronze statue of a pre-Christian
emperor, Marcus Aurelius, survived only because the image was
mistakenly thought to be that of a Christian. Pope Gregory the Great
(540-604) tried to suppress the works of Cicero and is said to have
burnt all manuscripts of Livy that he could lay hands on." But monks
in monasteries did painstakingly copy out the writers that they
approved of. That's how we know about Roman authors. Even then,
only fragments survived of those medieval manuscripts, to be recopied
in later centuries.

We would know even less if it hadn’t been for the Irish. There
seems to have been a flight of intellectuals from Gaul to Ireland in the
fifth century ap, during the invasions of the Goths and Huns, and
these people may well have taken their books with them. They arrived
in a society that was by now Christian, but where the Church was
Celtic, not Roman Catholic. This Irish Church was far more comfort-
able with paganism, and was more interested in preserving knowledge
than in destroying it. Irish monasteries were centres of book-copying
untroubled by much religious censorship, and wherever Irish mission-
aries set up new foundations (near Genoa in 613, near Constance in
614, at Péronne in 650) ‘they founded libraries which included manu-
scripts of classical authors’."”

To a considerable extent, then, we owe the survival of Latin
authors to Celtic monks. And their intellectual roots lay deep in the
pagan Celtic world. The Iron Age Celts had a class of professional
intellectuals known as Druids, who evidently had a power that
extended over the whole of society. As religious authorities, Druids
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could walk between armies and order them to lay down their arms.
They moved freely between Gaul and Britain (and probably other parts
of the Celtic world). As the guardians of literature and of historical,
medical, scientific and religious knowledge, they received education
and training for 20 years because there was a great deal to master.

It’s true that a lot of the knowledge was not to be written down,
so Celtic literature was purely oral. The Druids insisted on that. Caesar
thought that they did so partly because ‘it generally occurs to most
men, that, in their dependence on writing, they relax their diligence in
learning thoroughly, and their employment of the memory’.*® But the
Druids could and did write for more mundane purposes, and ‘in
almost all other matters, in their public and private transactions, they
use Greek characters’. Archaeologists have found many thousands of
inscriptions in Celtic languages from the years before Julius Caesar.
The alphabet used is sometimes Latin, sometimes Greek, and some-
times their own alphabet, called Ogham.

It’s not surprising, given the attitudes of monks in Ireland, that
this is the one place where extensive Celtic literary material has
survived. Unlike Roman Catholic monks, Irish abbots saw their job as
being to engage fully with the local communities, and saw no reason to
cut themselves off from the society around them — even if it never did
grasp Christian ideas of family morality. A Catholic monk shaved
the crown of his head, a Greco-Roman sign of slavery, to symbolize his
submission to the rules. An Irish monk shaved the front of his head,
as the Druids had done, to show that he was carrying on an old tradi-
tion of religious and intellectual authority.

This unique breed of monks not only copied out pagan Roman
authors but also preserved Celtic memories in law books and books of
tales. Obviously this material needs to be approached with some
caution, and not only because we can’t be sure how relevant it is to the
rest of Europe. But there are collections of literature such as The Book
of Leinster, written out in the twelfth century, which contain stories set
in the pagan Celtic world and whose details show that they are clearly
drawn straight from that time. For example, they describe warriors
going into battle in chariots, leaving the battlefield with the heads of
their slain enemies attached to the shafts of the chariot and riding back
with these grisly trophies. We believe that really happened because it
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is described by Greek writers such as Diodorus Siculus, but these
Irish monks didn’t read any Greek texts. Their knowledge came from
the oral tradition, and they were writing it down.

Hliterate Barbarians, you might think, would have quite primitive
laws, mostly along the lines of ‘You touch-a my car, I smash-a your
face’. Yet the Irish monks have left us with a body of Celtic law that
reveals an astonishing level of sophistication. Unfortunately, it has
hardly been studied at all.

We know about Irish Celtic law from a collection of texts known
as the Brehon Laws, named after the Brehons or brithemuin (judges’)
who took over the legal functions of the Druids after the conversion of
Ireland to Christianity. These laws were written in poetic form, obvi-
ously shaped by the bardic tradition, from the seventh century ap.

Roman law and Celtic law were fundamentally different because
they served the needs of fundamentally different societies. Roman law
is primarily concerned with the power of the paterfamilias (the head of
the family, the only person who really counts in the law) and his rights
over property and when doing business. The Brehon Laws are
concerned with the duties of clan members on land that is owned not
by individuals but by groups, with the rules of hierarchy and the obli-
gations of the whole community to its members. They have been
regarded with deep suspicion for a long time because of their prove-
nance, because the text is from Christian times, and because they are
written as poetry. This is an excellent example of the pro-Roman bias
in Western culture: the fact is that Roman law is not much better
attested than Celtic law. We just like to think it is.

Roman law was completely forgotten in medieval Europe until a
copy of the sixth-century law code of the Emperor Justinian was
found in Italy in 1070. On the basis of that document, law schools
developed, beginning with the University of Bologna, which was
founded in 1088. The graduates of these places served princes and
merchants, so by the middle of the sixteenth century Europe saw
itself as being ruled by Roman law. But this Roman law was actually
nothing like the law that governed the Roman Empire; not only was
the text that medieval scholars were using different from the original,
but it was in any case that of a later, Byzantine law code created by a
reforming emperor.
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All that we actually know about the Roman law that held sway in
Europe comes from a second-century textbook by someone called
Gaius, and until the nineteenth century most of what was known of
its contents came from a summary in the law code of a Visigoth king,
Alaric II, written in 506. In 1816 a full text was found on a sixth-
century manuscript, but it was a palimpsest, which means that it had
been washed out and Christian texts written over it. This was standard
practice in the medieval Church, partly because parchment was
expensive, but mainly because it was a practical way for Christianity
to replace the pagan past. It was a deliberate holy act of destruction.

Fortunately for us the destruction was imperfectly carried out, so
much of the book could still be read. But that’s a rather flimsy foun-
dation for the widespread belief that Roman law survived robustly
through the ages. It could be said that we have far better evidence for
Celtic law, but we just don’t pay it any attention. Instead, we have
been encouraged to believe the second-century Bc Roman historian
Polybius, who said that the Celts had ‘no knowledge whatsoever of any
art or science.”

In fact, it looks as if Polybius didn’t know much about the Celts.
They had art, manufacturing, literature and law. And most astonishing
of all is the evidence that they used serious mathematics.

THE COLIGNY CALENDAR

This readiness to give credit to the Romans for their technological
advances, while ignoring the achievements of the Celts, is nowhere
better illustrated than in the strange case of the Coligny Calendar.
Although discovered in the late nineteenth century, this astonishing
device — conclusive evidence of Celtic mathematical sophistication
— lay neglected and unrecognized throughout most of the twentieth
century.

In 1897 a man digging in a field outside the small town of
Coligny in east central France unearthed 153 fragments of bronze
covered in Celtic words that referred to phases of the moon and
feasts. When the jigsaw was finally assembled the archaeologists
found that they had an early Celtic calendar, although no one could
understand how it worked. It would be almost 100 years before
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anyone realized just what a staggering find this was: it was a discov-
ery that would revolutionize our understanding of the Celts and their
intellectual achievements.

In 1989 a young American scholar by the name of Garrett
Olmsted became interested in the calendar. Now as luck would have
it, Olmsted was not only a Celtic scholar, but also happened to be a
mathematician and a systems engineer — exactly the right combination
of skills to crack the code.

Calendars are tricky things. Each month should start at a new
moon, but at the end of a year of 12 lunar months, there are nearly 11
days left over. And neither a month nor a year lasts an exact number
of days. Olmsted demonstrated that these Barbarians had calculated a
calendar system that allowed them to start each month at the new
moon — the lunar calendar — without their festivals losing their exact
place in the seasons — the solar calendar.* He concluded that the
calculation system used was in advance of anything else devised for
many centuries.

The maths involved is pretty overwhelming, but the belief that the
Celts were intellectually unsophisticated was so strong that French
archaeologists at first refused to publish Olmsted’s work and he had to
publish in Germany. The equation ‘barbarian = unsophisticated’ is one
that has blinded us to the significance of many ‘barbarian’ objects, and
that will be a constant theme of this book.

If you want to know what happens if you can't do these compli-
cated calendar maths, take a look at the Romans. Their calendar was
so hopeless that by the first century Bc they were out by about three
months. The siege of Vercingetorix’s army at Alesia began on 25 June,
but according to the Romans it was taking place in September.

Their calendar was such a disaster that a few years later the
Romans abandoned the whole idea of trying to link their months to the
new moon. Julius Caesar commissioned a Greek astronomer to work
out a new calendar for Rome — all it had to do was get the same date
in the same spot in the season each year. To make it start right he had
to begin with a year of 445 days, which is why that year was called the
annus confusionis. The Celts must have been falling about.

And even the new Julian calendar didn’t work all that well. It had
to be further messed around with at the end of the sixteenth century
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to produce our modern calendar, which, according to Olmsted, is no
better than the one the Celts were using.

THE TRON-MASTERS OF EUROPE

It is only now that historians are beginning to reassess the sophistica-
tion of Celtic science and engineering. From early times the Celts
were the iron-masters of Europe. A Celtic smith was regarded as a
magician, a man who could take a lump of rock and transform it into
a magical new substance — a cunningly worked steel blade sharp
enough to cut through bronze or ordinary iron. When St Patrick was
preparing to combat paganism in Ireland he supposedly composed a
prayer, ‘St Patrick’s Breast-Plate’, which included the lines:

I invoke today all these virtues Against every hostile merciless
power ... Against the spells of women, and smiths, and
druids, Against every knowledge that binds the soul of man.

The spells of smiths are right up there with the most powerful magi-
cians of all, women and Druids. The science of metal-working was a
secret and mysterious art, and the Romans were not as well informed
about it as the Celts — not just in the matter of weapons, but in peace-
ful applications too.

The Celts’ mastery of metal technology also enabled them to
develop sophisticated arable farms. We know they had iron
ploughshares in Britain from about the fourth century Bc because in a
shrine at Frilford on the River Ock, near Abingdon in Oxfordshire — a
site that was occupied from about 350 BC — an iron ploughshare was
found under one of the central pillars where it had been buried,
perhaps as a votive offering. It’s a fair guess that the temple was one
of the first buildings to be erected, and that the iron ploughshare was
offered at the time its foundations were laid.

The Celts’ use of metal even allowed them to invent a harvest-
ing machine. The Roman historian Pliny, writing in the first century ap,
provides the only written account of the device: ‘On the vast estates
in the provinces of Gaul very large frames fitted with teeth at the
edge, and carried on two wheels, are driven through the corn by a
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team of oxen pushing from behind.* The Romans named it the
Gallic vallus. Historians didn’t believe it could be true until bas-relief
sculptures were discovered that apparently show just such a contrap-
tion. It was a sort of comb on wheels that beat off the ears of corn
and deposited them in a container rather like the grass-box of a lawn-
mower. A replica was built and tested in the 1980s.* There seems to
be no trace of it after the third century ap, and the work of harvest-
ing became back-breaking labour with a scythe until the machine was
reinvented in 1831.

Simpler Celtic tools stayed in use. The Celts improved the way
wooden handles were fixed to iron blades. As a result, the spades and
sickles, forks, axes and scythes used by Iron Age Celtic farmers are
little different from the tools we use today.

Our improved appreciation of Celtic technology over recent years
is due in particular to the experimental archaeology developed at
Butser Ancient Farm in Hampshire. Here techniques that were once
scorned have been put to the test in the most practical ways possible,
with the result that we have often had to revise our estimate of Celtic
expertise. The Ancient Celts, it turns out, knew what they were doing.

Perhaps the simplest example of this re-evaluation of ancient
technology is the way they stored the harvest. For many years, archae-
ologists had been puzzled by the presence of grain and other dry goods
buried in holes in the ground. It seemed to fly in the face of common
sense to suggest that burial could keep food dry and fresh. Yet when
the technique was tested, to everyone’s surprise it seemed to work.
What happens is that the grain on the outer part of the storage pit,
which is in contact with the damp walls, germinates, using up the
available oxygen and releasing carbon dioxide. This creates an anaero-
bic environment in which the grain will remain in perfect condition
for some time.

CELTIC TOWNS

It's been easy to underestimate Celtic technological achievements
because so much has vanished or been misunderstood. The same goes
for the Celtic way of life in general. The way they lived has disappeared
under an avalanche of Roman stone and propaganda. Just as we call
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Roman trackways ‘roads’ and Celtic ones ‘trackways’, we call Roman
settlements ‘towns’ and Celtic ones ‘hill-forts’, or give them a Roman
name, ‘oppida’. That's the power of spin; the word oppidum was used
by Caesar to mean a defended settlement. If he had ever written about
Jerusalem, we'd probably call it a hill-fort.

Language isn't the only thing that has hidden the Celts’ urban civi-
lization from us. Their towns were simply wiped away by the Roman
conquest, either disappearing under arable land or being replaced by
Roman buildings. Roman towns were constructed on a different prin-
ciple; they were above all administrative centres and places for the
collection of taxes. A Roman town was based on two main streets
crossing each other at right-angles, and its heart was a set of public
buildings that represented the authority of the Empire, instantly
recognizable as Roman. These included temples, basilicas, baths and
often amphitheatres. Since Celtic towns didn't look like that, and
existed for a different purpose, it has taken us a long time to recog-
nize them.

The Celtic world was a place of trade, and Celtic towns were
trading centres, often closely connected to mining operations. The
assumption that Celts lived in primitive huts is a bit of a mistake; even
away from the towns, they often had quite substantial houses. A Gallic
farmhouse, for instance, was often a large, rectangular, two-storey
building, whose interior sometimes consisted of a single grand room
and sometimes of many different chambers.

In Britain an older tradition of round houses from the Atlantic
coast culture seems to have survived into the first century Bc. But
these could be surprisingly sophisticated. At Chysauster Ancient
Village, on the Land’s End peninsula in Cornwall, there are remains of
stone houses with thatched roofs built around a courtyard. The floors
were of stone and — surprise, surprise — they had under-floor plumb-
ing! How barbarian is that?

Celtic builders were held in high esteem and commanded profes-
sional status. In Irish tradition a master builder was called Ollamh —
which survives as the modern Irish word for ‘professor’. He was highly
paid and would receive an annual retainer. And such men earned it.
Celtic builders were capable of remarkable ingenuity and skill. Perhaps
the clearest demonstration of their expertise is the crannog, a timber-
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framed circular house, built on an artificial island in the middle of a
lake or estuary or on marshland. Boulders were sunk until they broke
the surface of the water or bog, and timbers were then combined with
the stones to form a foundation. The houses could be anything up to
50 feet in diameter.

From the second century Bc, Celtic trade grew substantially, and
so did the size and number of towns. Some of them were very large.
One of the largest was Manching in southern Germany. It was the
capital of the Vindelici, and boasted city walls 5 miles in circumfer-
ence. It was probably burnt by the Romans in 15 Bc.

The most spectacular of all Celtic towns lies also in southern
Germany, between Stuttgart and Ulm. Unfortunately, the site has
not been properly excavated and the name of the city is still
unknown, but the walls enclosed an extraordinarily huge conurba-
tion covering more than 6 square miles. Just for comparison: the
Aventine Wall that surrounded Rome in the first century ap enclosed
just a quarter of that.

One Celtic town that is currently being excavated is Bibracte,
situated on a hilltop in central France. The inhabitants minted their
own coins from the third century Bc to 50 Bc — first in gold and then
in silver, with the same value as the Roman denarius. It was an impor-
tant place — we know that because Caesar tells us it was; in fact he
chose to stay there during his conquest of Gaul while he was writing
up his account of it. The manuscript was rushed to Rome for public
readings — it was all part of Caesar’s PR campaign to make himself Mr
Big in his home town. And that used to be all we knew about Bibracte.
The town quite simply disappeared and became farmland and forest.
But now archaeologists have been uncovering facts about Bibracte
that fit into the new picture of Celtic society as a dynamic, literate and
Europe-wide trading culture with a strong financial base, using money
to go shopping.

What has emerged is evidence of a substantial town with a
bustling high street of workshops and shops based on trade in iron
goods from the nearby mines, making and selling tools, jewellery and
enamelled decorative items. They were also working in glass, making
beads and bracelets, and minting coins right down to the level of small
change. Each shop had its own warehouse cellar. The town covered
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330 acres and was divided into specific zones. There were craft and
religious centres, and the aristocratic residential area contained very
attractive houses.

Towns such as Bibracte were connected to trade routes that
reached as far afield as Africa and China, but most of their trade was
with the Roman world, and both Rome and the Gauls were doing very
nicely out of the arrangement. Obviously you don’t do this kind of
business by relying on phoney weights and shouting ‘Vae victis!" at your
customers — it’s all a very far cry from the Celts of Brennus.
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When one considers all the fabulous wealth of Rome, it might seem
odd that the Romans should have wanted to go to all the trouble of
conquering the impoverished Barbarian nations that bordered their
Embpire. Of course there was always the imperative of homeland secu-
rity and the doctrine of pre-emptive strikes pushing them to attack
before they were attacked themselves. But could there have been
another reason too?

Around the middle of the first century Bc the Gallic chieftain
Vercingetorix issued a series of gold coins bearing his name and an
idealized portrait, possibly modelled on Alexander the Great’s father,
Philip of Macedon. Apart from the absence of a moustache on
Vercingetorix (despite Diodorus Siculus’ assertion that all the upper-
class men wore them), the most striking thing about the coin appears
when one compares it to a Roman gold coin of the same date.

Because there aren’t any. The Romans didn't have enough gold to
make gold coins. Not until they'd conquered Gaul. That's where the
gold was.

CELTIC GOLD

The Celts had actually imported the idea of coinage from the Greeks
before the Romans did. The Insubrean Celts in northern Italy were
minting their own coins 50 years before the Romans caught on to the
idea. And different communities and princes continued to mint coins
of gold and silver from the fourth century Bc onwards. By the time of
Caesar, of course, the Romans did have coins, but they were silver or
bronze. There had been occasional issues of gold coins, but they had
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stopped by Caesar’s time; Rome simply did not have the gold. But the
Gauls did, and they were minting it.

Until quite recently, historians did not realize that Gaul was so
wealthy. It was believed that the Gauls acquired their gold by selling
slaves to richer peoples, probably in the eastern Mediterranean. But it
is now known that the Gauls’ gold came from hundreds of mines.'
Béatrice Cauuet, who has excavated many of them, estimates that
they must have produced nearly 70 tons of the stuff. Gold mines 100
feet deep have been found in the Dordogne, with fully lined galleries
that used Archimedes screw pumps to keep them from flooding. This
contrasts dramatically with old beliefs about pre-Roman Gaul. The
mine works are so well engineered that they were assumed until
recently to be Roman. Well, obviously you couldn’t imagine wild,
moustachioed Barbarians doing this sort of thing.

Miners, by the nature of their business, cannot produce food for
themselves, so they have to rely on an infrastructure of agriculture and
trade to support them. This means that any large-scale mining opera-
tions require a complex and sophisticated social organization to
sustain them.

This was no simple tribal society, but a complex world of special-
ized industry supplying gold ingots to mints and jewellery-makers
hundreds of miles away — for about 300 years. And, of course, the
Celts had absolutely no inhibitions about showing off all this gold they
produced. Doing so was part of their culture: the men as well as the
women sported lots of glitz — gold torques around their necks, gold
arm-bands and gold bracelets, gold brooches, gold clasps and gold
rings — even tunics embroidered and decorated with gold.?

In Roman eyes, the Celts weren't impoverished savages eking out
a subsistence; on the contrary, they must have appeared irritatingly
wealthy. Which probably explains a lot: in particular, why the Romans
became so interested in the world of the Celts.

CAESAR INVADES GAUL

One thing we can be certain about is that Julius Caesar wasn't inter-
ested in taking over Gaul for the sake of getting to know the natives
better. Caesar was an ambitious 40-year-old senator looking for a way
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to relaunch his faltering career. By 61 Bc he had incurred debts worth
25 tons of silver,’ and was dependent on a billionaire backer called
Crassus for his survival. He desperately needed cash to pay off his
debts, and a military adventure to boost his career. It was to be Gaul
that provided him with the opportunity for both, and a Gaul who gave
him the excuse.

The Gaul’'s name was Diviciacus, and he'd been the leader of the
Aedui. When his brother deposed him in a coup, he fled to Rome and
tried to persuade the Romans to reinstate him.

They treated Diviciacus as an exotic figure, and he was happy to
play along with it. He clearly knew how to mind his table manners
because he was invited to all the best houses. He was even asked to
address the Senate, and caused a sensation by appearing dressed as a
warrior and leaning on his shield. But there was no enthusiasm in
Rome for a military adventure. People refused to believe his assertions
that his brother was a dangerous warmonger.

Until Caesar saw his opportunity. Diviciacus began claiming that
his wicked brother was involved in a plot by another Celtic people, the
Helvetii, to ‘obtain possession of the whole of Gaul'.* Most Romans
would have said, ‘So what?’, but Caesar managed to turn this into an
‘imminent threat’ to Rome itself. The Helvetii lived in the Alps, and if
they moved west into what is now central France, the wild Germans
would obviously take over their lands and then threaten Italy’ Playing
it up for all he was worth, Caesar persuaded the Senate to give him
the job of ‘Protector of the Gauls’. In 59 Bc he was appointed to this
position for five years. In the years that followed nearly 1,000,000
Gauls, maybe one-sixth of the whole population, would be killed by
his armies.® Some protection! Some Protector!

But then why should Caesar be concerned about protecting a
bunch of Barbarians? His goal was personal power, and to achieve it
he had an extraordinary military machine at his disposal. Thanks to a
complete reform of the army by his uncle Marius, Rome had the only
full-time professional army in the world, with standardized wages,
armour, weapons, equipment, tactics and benefits.

The Gauls, on the other hand, were farmers and traders who
could come together for military action only for short periods, after
very limited training, before having to return home and take care of
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their families. The only way they could sustain any military effective-
ness was by displaying all those qualities that defined them as
Barbarians — a readiness to engage in passionately shared commit-
ment, a willingness to switch instantly into fighting mode, and a pride
in personal heroism regardless of personal risk.

Caesar knew that while his legions might possibly lose a battle,
they just needed to stay in the field to win any possible war. All he
needed was an excuse, and here was an exiled Gallic chief providing
him with a ready-made one. Caesar announced that he was being
forced to invade Gaul (now under his protection) because the Helvetii
had started to over-run the territory of the Aedui: ‘About 15,000 of
them had crossed the Rhine: but then these wild and savage men had
become enamoured of the lands, refinement and the abundance of the
Gauls, so that more were brought over, until there were now as many
as 120,000 of them in Gaul.” So he marched north and slaughtered
them. It was a glorious victory and boosted Caesar’s image back in
Rome no end.

But there is something fishy about Caesar’s story. He says that,
after the battle, his men found documents in the remains of the
Helvetii camp. These ‘wild and savage men’ had drawn up a complete
census ‘name by name’ in Greek characters

of the number which had gone forth from their country of
those who were able to bear arms; and likewise the boys, the
old men, and the women, separately. Of all which items the

total was:

Of the heads of the Helvetii 263,000
Of the Tulingi 36,000
Of the Latobrigi 14,000
Of the Rauraci 23,000
Of the Boii 32,000
The sum of all amounted to 368,000

Out of these, such as could bear arms, [amounted] to about
92,000.8
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So they were literate and could do maths. So could Caesar. He did his
own census ‘of those who returned home’, and calculated there were
110,000. In other words, over 250,000 of these people had disap-
peared — most of them presumably killed or enslaved. A small price to
make them pay when your aim is to rule the world.

But the real point about these figures is that the Helvetii certainly
don't sound like a random mob of savages, and indeed they weren't.
They were trying to migrate. The whole thing was highly organized and
controlled — the census they had carried out was designed to make
sure everyone got fed and housed. What’s more, they'd asked Caesar
for permission to pass through Roman territory. He refused, and when
they took another route, he said they were invading the Aedui.

It was a stitch-up. Caesar’s account of what happened was as
misleading as possible. And he now had his claws into Gaul: he had
begun a campaign that would bring him both enough wealth to pay off
all his debts and enough glory to make him the conquering hero of
Rome. Vast numbers of Gauls became his personal property, sold off
in Roman slave markets; and, according to Suetonius, he ended up
with more gold than he knew what to do with, and offered it for sale
at 25 per cent off. And then there was all the rest of the plunder.®

According to Plutarch, Caesar’s armies not only killed a million
people, they enslaved a million more. If the total population was six
million, that means Caesar’s ‘protection’ had taken out a third of them.
It may be safe to assume that he was more interested in protecting the
Gauls’ resources than their lives, and that, like the Helvetii, he had
‘become enamoured of the lands, refinement and the abundance of
the Gauls’.

His savagery was spectacular: in 55 BC, when two groups of
Germans dared to attack a Roman camp, killing 74 Romans, he massa-
cred every man, woman and child — by his own estimate there were
430,000 of them.' The Senate decreed a celebration of the genocide,
but this was too much even for some Romans. Cato the Younger was
so outraged that he demanded Caesar be handed over to the
Germans!"!

Having gone too far, Caesar then spent a couple of years restor-
ing his reputation by being the first Roman general to cross the Rhine
and invade Germany, and by being the first to cross the sea and
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invade Britain, which, for the ordinary Roman, was ‘outside the
known world’."?

At the end of the summer of 53 Bc, Caesar withdrew to Italy,
leaving various garrisons scattered around the occupied territory but
not necessarily in control. His five years as ‘Protector’ were coming to
an end, and he was still not out of the woods. On the day his term of
office ended he would not only lose command of his legions in Gaul;
he would become vulnerable to any charges of illegality or corruption
his enemies might want to bring for actions carried out during his
conquests. And he was not short of enemies in Rome who understood
very well what he had been up to. The only thing that could save him
was an emergency — and the Gauls (God bless them!) provided it.

VERCINGETORIX AND THE GAULS'
LAST STAND

The warrior Vercingetorix had been kicked out of his own territory by
his uncle and the elders, who opposed his ideas of fomenting rebellion
and standing up to Rome. Nevertheless, he succeeded in forming an
army and taking command of his people, the Arverni. He then began
to prove himself a charismatic leader, and managed to do something
that no other Gallic leader had been able to do: he created an anti-
Caesar alliance, and was able to impose his authority over a coalition
army drawn from the diverse peoples of Gaul.

In fact, that's what his name means. It's not a name but a title,
made up of two Gallic words, ver meaning ‘over’ and cengetos meaning
‘warriors’, and one Latin word, rex, the king. Over and over again we
will find great ‘barbarian’ leaders, from Vercingeto-rix in the first
century BC to Ala-ric and Gaise-ric over 400 years later, bearing names
that are actually Latin titles of royalty.

The uprising was actually started by people called the Carnutes,
who slaughtered the Roman tradesmen and their families who had
settled in the town of Cenabum (Orleans). But then Vercingetorix
attacked and destroyed the Roman winter garrisons. A revolt was just
what Caesar wanted. He force-marched his army across the
Cevennes, which at that time of year were 6 feet deep in snow. The
Gauls, thinking the mountains impassable in such weather, were
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taken by surprise, and over the next weeks Vercingetorix suffered a
series of defeats.

He was, however, clearly a remarkable leader, for he retained his
authority and summoned a council at which he announced that he
and his fellow Gauls must fight this war in a completely different way
from normal. Instead of meeting the Romans head-on, they would
simply starve the enemy out. The Gauls would attack foraging parties,
and, what is more, they would burn towns and villages where provi-
sions were stored so that the Roman army would have nothing to live
on. The burning of the towns would also give those Gauls who did not
want to join in the rebellion nowhere to retreat to, and they would be
forced to come and fight.

The council unanimously approved this advice, and no fewer
than 20 towns were destroyed by fire in one day. Caesar tells us that
conflagrations were seen wherever you looked. There was one town,
however, that the local Gauls were loath to put to the torch: Avaricum
— modern-day Bourges. The locals pleaded with Vercingetorix in the
council not to burn one of the most beautiful towns in all Gaul.
Against his better judgement, the Gallic leader allowed them to
defend the place.

The result was a disaster: the Romans were able to breach the
defences and, in revenge for the massacre at Cenabum, they put to
the sword 40,000 men, women and children. Perhaps 800 escaped to
Vercingetorix. Ironically, this catastrophe probably boosted
Vercingetorix's reputation as a wise war leader, since he had been so
firmly opposed to the plan that led to it.

THE CRUSHING OF THE GAULS

Vercingetorix now marched his army into his home territory, pursued
by Caesar and no fewer than six legions plus some auxiliaries from the
Aedui — a pay-off for the Romans having reinstated Diviciacus as their
leader. Nevertheless, the Gauls were able to drive the Romans off in
their first battle, and, by Caesar’s own estimate, 700 Romans were
killed, including 46 centurions. Vercingetorix's reputation was now at
its height, and other people started to join the revolt. The Aedui
rebelled against their Roman-backed king, and they too joined the
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revolt. What's more, a mass vote at the general council confirmed
Vercingetorix as overall commander of the Celts. He now assembled a
formidable army with 15,000 cavalry — outnumbering Caesar’s. They
all swore that ‘that no member of the cavalry who had not twice ridden
through the enemy’s army, should ever again be received under a roof
or be allowed to see his children, parents or wife’.”* Tough stuff.

But Caesar had secretly recruited a large number of German
cavalry, and these gave him an unexpected edge. When the Gauls
attacked, they were repulsed and retreated to Alesia, some 30 miles
west of modern Dijon.

Caesar pressed home his advantage, and prepared to starve out
this fortified town. Today there is a hugely impressive re-creation of
his siege-works at the Archeodrome just south of Beaune. Here you
can really sense what Rome brought into the world — the marriage of
rational thought, engineering ability and political authority with mili-
tary power, to take over and civilize the savage peoples that
surrounded them.

Caesar dug one ditch 20 feet deep and another two ditches 15
feet deep, one of which he filled with water diverted from the nearby
river. He also built a rampart some 11 miles around, surmounted by a
wall with watch-towers at regular intervals. Spikes were fixed on top
of the wall so that the enemy would not be able to climb it.

But before Caesar could finish his siege fortifications, with their
ditches and booby-traps, Vercingetorix sent out his cavalry by night
through the gaps that still remained. Their orders were to ride to every
part of Gaul and raise an army to come to his rescue. If they failed,
‘80,000 chosen men would perish with him’.”* It was the kind of emer-
gency that brought out the best in Celtic solidarity. A council of all
Gaul was convened with amazing rapidity, and an extraordinary army
of 320,000 assembled to go to the rescue. The Gauls were finally
acting as a single political entity.

So Caesar then built a second, identical, circuit around the first
one, consisting of 14 miles of walls and ditches, to defend his own
besieging army from the vast relief force that he knew was on its way.
But the men inside Alesia didn’t know whether or not it was coming.
They began to despair as their food ran out. As a last resort, they
expelled all the non- combatants from the town. Old men, women and
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children were forced into the no man’s land between Alesia’s own wall
and the Roman fortifications. Here they pleaded with the Romans to
take them in and make them slaves or whatever, so long as they were
given food. But Caesar refused to let them through his gates.
Vercingetorix dared not readmit them because as soon as he opened
the gates, the Romans would burst through. The result, presumably,
was that they stayed in no man’s land and perished, though Caesar
makes no mention of their fate.

And when the relief force did arrive, the Roman fortifications
proved too strong. Day after day the Gauls hurled themselves at the
blockaders’ defences, but without breaching them. After five days of
fighting, Vercingetorix decided he could no longer watch his people
dying. According to Caesar, he gave up his authority and had himself
handed over. Plutarch described how he put on his most colourful
armour, had his horse carefully groomed and rode out of the city and
right up to Caesar. He then rode in a circle around the Roman general,
dismounted, removed his own armour and surrendered himself at
Caesar’s feet.

Vercingetorix was taken to Rome and imprisoned in a dungeon,
the Tullianum, for five years. He was eventually taken out to be put on
display in a 20-day celebration of Caesar’s victories. The savage
Barbarian, having been shown to the crowd, was put to death by stran-
gulation. By this time Caesar, thanks to Vercingetorix’s most useful
revolt, had become rich enough, powerful enough and popular enough
to take over Rome.

The heroic statue of the Gallic leader that stands outside Alesia
was put up by a French emperor, Napoleon III, to celebrate French
national pride. Vercingetorix stands proud, unbowed, the tribal leader
who represents a way of life about to be extinguished. He stares out
over the ruins of the Roman settlement built over his town, and the
obliteration of his world.

Nothing more than a Barbarian.
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There she stands, right next to the Houses of Parliament in London,
larger than life and twice as ’orrible, the Barbarian Queen herself —
Boadicea as we learnt to call her, or Boudica as she was known to the
Celts. She became known as ‘Boadicea’ to millions of British school-kids
because two people got it wrong. First of all, the Roman historian Tacitus
recorded her name with two ‘c’s as Boudicca. Then, in the Middle Ages,
a copyist compounded Tacitus’ original error by misreading the ‘u’ as ‘@’
and the second ‘c’ as an ‘¢”. So Boudicca became Boadicea.

In any case, that wasn't her name. As with so many ‘barbarian’
leaders, what we take for a name was a sobriquet, like ‘The Sun King’
for Louis XIV of France. Buideac is a Celtic word, meaning ‘victori-
ous’. Which just goes to show that you can'’t even believe what you
read on monuments — especially if theyre right bang outside the
Houses of Parliament.

But whatever she called herself, Boudica was an affront to every-
thing any decent Roman stood for: a female who was not only assertive
and dominating, but a warrior and a leader. ‘A terrible disaster
occurred in Britain. Two cities were sacked, eighty thousand 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.” The idea of
women going to war alongside men was monstrous to the Romans. As
for actually leading men into battle — well! That was such a perversion
of the natural order of things that it hardly bore thinking about, at least
if you were a Roman male.
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ROMAN MATRONS

There was a strong Roman belief that it was a moral evil for a woman
to wield power. To the Romans it was one of the clearest signs of the
difference between civilization and barbarism. The symbols of Roman
womanhood were enshrined in the Temple of the Vestal Virgins in
Rome. The Vestals were brides of the city — the guardians of the
sacred flame that had to be kept burning in the public hearth of the
temple. If the flame went out, it was believed, disaster would strike
Rome. The Vestal Virgins were also guarding the purity of Roman
womanhood. Chosen between the ages of six and ten, they served for
30 years. If, during that time, they broke their vow of chastity, the
Romans had a simple cure for their sexual drive — the women were
walled up to die of starvation.

As regards the rest of the female sex, no woman in the Roman
world could be head of a family or exercise control (potestas). She had
no political status, no vote, couldn’t hold political office or — heaven
defend us — join the army. The famous orator Cicero explained that
‘our ancestors established the rule that all women, because of their
weakness of intellect, should be under the power of guardians’. There
was no legal validity to anything any Roman woman did unless a man
had approved it.

So Roman women, whether daughters, wives or slaves, were
under the total control of the man who headed the household, the
paterfamilias. ‘Who's the daddy? was an important question in Rome.
Dio Cassius narrates a story of how Julia Domna, wife of the emperor
Septimius Severus (ap 193-211), was shocked by the apparent open-
ness with which Celtic women chose their husbands and lovers. She
declared that it showed a complete lack of moral scruple.

The wife of the British chieftain to whom she uttered this opin-
ion responded with some spirit: ‘We Celtic women obey the demands
of Nature in a more moral way than the women of Rome. We consort
openly with the best of men but you, of Rome, allow yourselves to be
debauched in secret by the vilest.? No wonder Barbarian women exer-
cised such a powerful hold on the imagination of Roman men. They
were wayward, powerful, dangerous and — perhaps — erotic. It was the
asso- ciation of Celtic women with barbarism that persuaded the
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Senate to decree in aD 40 that prostitutes should make their hair
blonde — the colour the Romans associated with the Celts. It was the
eroticism, how-ever, that persuaded ladies at the highest level of
Roman society to put on blonde wigs.

Women were not supposed to run things. Of course, there were
occasions when women such as Nero's mother, Agrippina, did hold
power in Rome. But it was not something the Romans were at all
comfortable with, and Roman writers subsequently tried to poison her
memory with scorn and venom.

CELTIC WOMEN

In Celtic society, women were in a completely different position.
‘Barbarian’ households were not owned by the head of the family, and
women did not become their husband’s property the moment they
married: they retained their own integrity and their own money.
Whatever property or wealth the two partners brought to the marriage
was jointly owned, and whoever survived the other took the lot.

Caesar, to whom we are indebted for this information, also adds
that in Gaul husbands had the power of life or death over their wives
and that the wife could be tortured if the husband died in suspicious
circumstances. Otherwise, as Strabo notes, even married women could
lead lives remarkably independent of their husbands. And they could
perform the role of head of the family, as a ‘curse tablet’ found in Bath
makes clear — it cites a certain Veloriga as the head of her family.
Hundreds of these tablets, in which Britons request the gods to deal
with people who have stolen from them or mistreated them, have been
found there, and they show that British women owned property and
engaged in business dealings.

What we know of Celtic law comes from the Irish Brehon Laws,
the rules of a legal system of self-help without courts or police, and
which depended on communal respect. These laws respect individu-
als more than property, treat contracts as sacred, impose duties of
hospitality and protection to strangers, and assume that women have
equal property rights to men and can divorce.?

It seems certain that these laws are of great antiquity. They list 14
grounds on which a woman can demand a divorce, including being

52




CeLTICc WOMEN AND THE GREAT BRriTisSH REvoLT

treated badly in public by her husband and being beaten by him.
Beating your wife, if you were Roman, was about as significant as
breaking your crockery: she was property. In these Celtic law codes a
wife has the same rights as anybody else, so if she was beaten, there
were fines and tables of compensation. In addition, the woman was
entitled to a divorce and could take back all the property she had
brought into the marriage. She was then free to marry again.

In Rome, rape was not a crime against a woman, but an injury to
her male guardian, an offence against his property. In the Celtic world,
if a woman was raped she was entitled not only to personal compen-
sation but also to revenge.

When the Romans invaded the Celtic lands of Galatia (in
modern Turkey) in 189 Bc they captured a chieftain’s wife by the name
of Chiomara. A centurion raped her and, when he discovered her high
rank, had the gall to send a ransom note to her husband. An exchange
was arranged, and agents from her people came and handed over the
money. However, as the centurion took an affectionate leave of her,
Chiomara signalled to one of her compatriots to cut off his head. She
took the gruesome object home with her, as Celtic warriors tended to
do, and threw it at her husband’s feet. He was appalled at this truce-
breaking: ‘Woman! Good faith is a fine thing!" To which Chiomara
replied: ‘Yes, but it is even better that only one man who has slept with
me should remain alive.

Unlike Roman women, Celtic women could exercise power in
their own right, and queens are known throughout the Celtic world.
For example, one leader of the Scordisci, who founded what is now
Belgrade, is recorded as being a woman by the name of Onomaris
(which may mean ‘Mountain Ash’).® And around 231 B¢, Polybius tells
us, a certain Queen Teuta led her people against the Greeks of Epiros.
When Rome sent ambassadors to intervene it may be that they found
negotiating with a woman distasteful and made no attempt to hide it.
At all events they seem to have thoroughly put the queen’s nose out of
joint, for, according to Polybius, she ‘gave way to a fit of womanish
petulance’ and had them assassinated on the way home.*

Celtic women participated in political and public life in a way
that was an affront to the Roman concept of decency. Plutarch, for
example, records that the Volcae in northern Italy sent female
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ambassadors to negotiate with the Carthaginian general Hannibal in
the fourth century Bc: ‘In their treaty with Hannibal they wrote the
provision that, if the Celts complained against the Carthaginians, the
governors and generals of the Carthaginians in Spain should be the
judges; and if the Carthaginians complained against the Celts, the
judges should be the Celtic women.”

The archaeological record provides plenty of evidence of women
buried in such style and with such a wealth of grave goods as to suggest
that they were most likely rulers. One such woman was buried at Vix,
in the Burgundy region of France. She died, aged about 35, around 480
BC. When the grave was opened up in 1952 it proved to be one of the
most spectacular archaeological finds of the twentieth century.

Whoever the woman was, she was clearly a powerful and impor-
tant figure, judging from the opulence of her grave goods. They
included one of the largest mixing bowls for wine, known as ‘craters’,
to have survived from antiquity, along with other valuable utensils. The
crater is significant because hosting feasts with huge quantities of alco-
hol was a central feature of leadership. The woman herself was adorned
with magnificent jewellery made of gold, bronze, amber, lignite and
coral, and on her skull was a fabulous gold torque of extraordinary
craftsmanship. Her body had been placed on a highly decorated
wagon.® The funeral must have been a spectacular statement of her
power; crowds would have seen her body taken to the grave on a
horse-drawn bier and watched the ceremony in which the hearse was
dismantled, the wheels placed along the sides of the grave, and the
great crater brought in — probably filled with wine for the funeral feast.

Another Celtic woman, who had been buried with a chariot and
with grave goods of comparable quality in the fourth century Bc, was
discovered at Reinheim, just south of Saarbriicken on the German-
French border. The fact that she was buried with a chariot suggests
that she had been a war leader. She too was surrounded by a fabulous
hoard of jewellery.®

Powerful women existed at the bottom of the Celtic social scale
as well as at the top, and a grudging admiration for these women
sometimes peeps through the text of the Roman writers. Diodorus
Siculus informs us: ‘The women of the Celts are nearly as tall as the
men and they rival them also in courage.’ Of course, he might have
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been trying to diminish the stature of Celtic men, but it was a
common Roman view that it was part of the un-naturalness of Celtic
society for their women to be even fiercer than the men.

A fourth-century ap Roman soldier by the name of Ammianus
Marcellinus seems to have lumped Celtic women in the same cate-
gory as the clichéd mother-in-law joke:

A whole troop of foreigners would not be able to withstand a
single Celt if he called his wife to his assistance. The wife is
even more formidable. She is usually very strong, and has
blue eyes; in rage her neck veins swell, she gnashes her
teeth, and brandishes her snow-white robust arms. She
begins to strike blows mingled with kicks, as if they were so
many missiles sent from the string of a catapult. The voices
of these women are formidable and threatening, even when
they are not angry but being friendly.”

Marcellinus, the last capable historian to write in Latin, saw active
service in Gaul, so he could have based his observations on personal
experience. Perhaps as a young, rather intellectual army officer he got
short shrift from the local fishwives, who didn’t want boy soldiers
telling them what to do. Nevertheless, he was impressed by their
hygiene: ‘All Celtic women, with equal care, keep neat and clean’

It was the way that Celtic women broke into the male preserve of
warfare that was most alien — most barbarous — to the Roman
observers. A bemused Tacitus notes that the Celts had no objection to
being led by a woman: ‘In Britain,’ he writes, ‘there is no rule of
distinction to exclude the female line from the throne, or the
command of armies.’ In fact, when the Romans invaded Britain in AD
43, part of the island was ruled by a married woman who was queen
over her own husband. She was Cartimandua, Queen of the Brigantes,
a federation of peoples occupying most of the north-east of England.

BRITISH COLLABORATORS

Cartimandua (‘Sleek Pony’) was no patriot and freedom fighter. She was
quite happy to betray her fellow countrymen to the Roman occupiers
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and to call in Roman troops to put down resistance — even when it was
being organized by her own husband. Naturally, she enjoyed a long
and prosperous reign: Tacitus describes her as ‘flourishing in all the
splendour of wealth and power. But then, perhaps we are being too
hard on her. Cartimandua was merely continuing in the proud tradi-
tion of British chiefs who had long been taking the Roman shilling. In
fact, British collaboration with the Roman super-power went back
almost a century — perhaps longer.

Strabo, writing shortly after Caesar’s conquest of Gaul in the first
century BC, remarks that there is no need to invade Britain since many
British chiefs are already only too happy to play ball with the Romans:

Some of the chieftains there, after procuring the friendship
of Caesar Augustus by sending embassies and by paying
court to him have not only dedicated offerings in the Capitol,
but have also managed to make the whole of the island
virtually Roman property. Further, they submit so easily to
heavy duties, both on the exports from there to Celtica
[Gaul] and on the imports from Celtica ... that there is no
need of garrisoning the island."

In the years since Caesar had visited the island and made some of the
local rulers into Roman clients, many well-to-do Britons had fallen in
love with the Roman lifestyle. For instance, at Calleva (modern
Silchester) excavations by archaeologists from Reading University
have revealed styli and graffiti with writing in Latin, and quantities of
pottery imported from France and the Mediterranean. At the same
time some of the traditional round buildings were rebuilt as rectangu-
lar, and the streets were organized on a grid, like Roman towns — even
though the civic buildings were still timber-framed with wattle-and-
daub infill, and thatched instead of tiled. At least these Celts were
upwardly mobile."

Of course, not everyone was equally enthusiastic about the
Romans. For example, of the two British kings in the south-east whom
Rome recognized as allies, Cunobelin, King of the Catuvellauni, was
less pro-Roman than Verica, King of the Atrebates. It may be signifi-
cant that Cunobelin’s coins depicted barley, for British beer, while
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Verica’s depicted grapes, for Roman wine. Cunobelin, however, played
a smart game, and was able to keep the Romans sweet while at the
same time reducing the kingdom of their ally, Verica, to a rump.

Unfortunately for Verica, Cunobelin died in ap 42, and his two
sons, Togodumnus and Caratacus, were by no means as enthusiastic
about paying the taxes on trade that recognition by Rome demanded.
They were also less prepared to observe the niceties of diplomacy.
They promptly over-ran much of Verica’'s kingdom, and probably
another, until they controlled most of southern Britain. They refused
to act as clients of Rome, and when Verica fled there they had the
nerve to demand his extradition!

This direct challenge to Rome put the Emperor Claudius on the
spot. If he stood by and let these two British princes cock a snook at
the might of Rome, he would look weaker and feebler than, as an
elderly, stuttering, scholarly man, he already seemed to many Romans.

What is more, although there had always been sound financial
arguments against invading Britain, the discovery of silver lead ore in
the west of the country had recently destroyed those arguments. This
was a huge bonus: the silver would revitalize the Roman currency, and
the lead would make pipes for plumbing and glassware for the table,
and glaze an awful lot of Roman pots. The invasion would be self-
financing. Finally, Claudius had two new legions on the Rhine that
needed to be employed. Here was his chance to win respect as
emperor and to make money. He really had no alternative. In Ap 43 he
launched his attack.

Of the two trouble-makers who had triggered this Roman inva-
sion, Togodumnus surrendered, but Caratacus fought on from Wales.
When he was finally overwhelmed he fled north in ap 51 to seek polit-
ical asylum with Cartimandua and the Brigantes. But that was a
terrible misjudgement because Cartimandua did not share his politics.
She had already formed an alliance with the occupiers and had no
intention of doing anything to jeopardize her position with Rome,
which was her only means of keeping control over her people. And so
it was that when Caratacus came to her for protection, she coolly
trampled over all the laws of hospitality (an important thing for the
Celts) and had him and his family bound in chains and handed over
to the Romans.
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However, the story of this remarkable British warrior king didn’t
end there. Caratacus and his nearest and dearest were all taken to
Rome, where things didn't go as they usually did for a captured enemy.
His fame as a valiant resistance hero, holding out against all the odds
and the might of Rome, had preceded him. And although he and his
family were put on public display in chains and paraded through
Rome, Caratacus was allowed to address the Emperor and make a
dignified and eloquent appeal for clemency: ‘If you want to rule the
world, does it follow that everyone else welcomes enslavement? ...
Were 1 to have been at once delivered up as a prisoner, neither my fall
nor your triumph would have become famous. My punishment would
be followed by oblivion, whereas, if you save my life, I shall be an ever-
lasting memorial of your clemency™* It worked. Caratacus was
pardoned and he and his family lived out the rest of their lives in high
esteem in Rome.

Meanwhile, the dreadful Cartimandua was quarrelling with her
consort, Venutius. When he tried to raise an insurrection, she cheer-
fully called in the Roman army to put him in his place. However, the
two of them patched things up and carried on as a married couple
until Cartimandua took up with her husband’s armour-bearer,
Vellocatus. Not surprisingly, Venutius used this as an excuse to get
another rebellion going. Cartimandua called in the Romans again, but
this time the Brigantes’ resistance proved too strong and the Romans
were forced to retreat, along with the queen and her lover. What
happened to them after that is not recorded.

But the story of Cartimandua demonstrates very clearly the
power and independence of Celtic women in stark contrast to their
Roman counterparts. In Britain, at this period, a high-ranking woman
could occupy a position of major political power, negotiate with the
Romans, sign treaties and rule over not just her own people but a
whole federation. Moreover, she could choose her own lover and
divorce her husband as she saw fit.

QUEEN BOUDICA AND THE ICENI

All of which brings us back to Boudica, Queen of the Iceni — a formi-
dable figure: ‘In stature she was very tall, in appearance most terrifying,
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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 divers colours over which a thick
mantle was fastened with a brooch. This was her invariable attire.”*

Boudica was the wife of Prasutagus, the King of the Iceni, who
controlled the region roughly corresponding to modern Norfolk.
Tacitus refers to him as ‘Prasutagus, king of the Iceni, famed for his
long prosperity’. He sounds like a sort of Celtic King Midas, and the
impression that the Iceni rulers were extremely well-off has been rein-
forced in recent years by a remarkable discovery.

In August 1990, Charles Hodder was wandering around a field in
the village of Snettisham with his metal detector when he stumbled on
something. Digging down, he found a Celtic bronze container. It held
scrap metal, which was odd. He called in the British Museum, who
discovered that it was a dummy: there was a real treasure under a false
floor below the container. Eventually they found 12 treasure-pits. The
treasure had been very carefully stowed in each one, with the most
precious item always on top. And this treasure was absolutely fabulous.

What had been found was, in effect, a set of bank deposit boxes,
presumably a ritual deposit containing the greatest riches of the Iceni
royal family. These golden torques, of incredibly high quality, staggered
historians, who had not imagined that such wealth existed in Britain
at that time. There were coins in the hoards that dated to about 100
years before Boudica, but these finds were inside a 20-acre enclosure
ditch that had been filled in around the time that she was alive.'*

It is the most valuable archaeological find ever made in Britain,
and it was an indication that, once Rome had reopened Britain for
business, there was money to be made there. To help with the
Romanization of the south-east, the Emperor Claudius had made
huge loans to favoured local leaders; so did the court of his adopted
son Nero. But whereas Claudius may have been doing it for political
ends, Nero and his courtiers saw it as a money-making scam.

The Roman elite was well aware that a decent rate of interest was
at least as effective a way of milking Barbarians as demanding ‘tribute’,
and large loans were pushed on to the leading families. The standard
rate was 1 per cent a month. The philosopher Seneca, Nero’s ‘tutor’ (in
effect his guardian), convinced that he was on to a good thing, ‘had lent
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to the islanders 40,000,000 sesterces that they did not want’.'” Forty
million sesterces was enough to pay for a legion for 40 years. The
Snettisham treasure shows why he had thought his money was secure.
Some of this money — maybe all of it — must have been a personal loan
to the King of the Iceni, perhaps secured on his crown jewels.
Prasutagus was a collaborator with the Romans from his shoes
upwards. Whether or not he was actually installed as king by the
Romans, he seems to have used the money that Rome put at his
disposal to build himself up as a major figure.

Excavations at Thetford in the 1980s revealed a hilltop enclosure
that was suddenly transformed by a huge building project at about the
time of the Roman conquest. It seems to have become a ceremonial
site containing a single substantial circular building, probably two
storeys high. There was metal-working in another new enclosure,
maybe a mint or jewellery workshops, but no one seems to have lived
there. It was, quite obviously, a very expensive and lavish royal centre.
The archaeologists were puzzled by evidence of an enormous number
of great wooden pillars around the enclosure, and concluded that they
were a huge artificial sacred grove of oak trees. Perhaps this was a
Romano-British version of a Druid centre.'®

Prasutagus was clearly, as far as the Romans were concerned, the
acceptable face of Celtic rule. He seems to have flourished in the
post-invasion state. Moreover, he was allowed to keep his kingdom
free of Roman control until his death, whereupon it was supposed to
be subsumed into the Roman system. Tacitus tells us that in order to
get round this imposition, Prasutagus thought up a cunning ruse. He
‘made the emperor his heir along with his two daughters, under the
impression that this token of submission would put his kingdom and
his house out of the reach of wrong'.'” But when he died, in ap 59,
Boudica took over. And here there was a problem.

Boudica was now the head of the royal household, a situation mean-
ingless in Roman law. Under Celtic law, she could be the legal guardian
of her daughters and responsible for any debt. But under Roman law a
woman could not be a guardian,” and a law passed just a few years earlier,
in AD 46, stated that she could not take on responsibility for someone
else’s debt.* The Romans would have to have their money back.

As a philosopher, Seneca wrote lofty essays about forgiving injuries
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and overcoming evil with good, about the universal brotherhood of man
and the obligation to universal benevolence. But that didn’t amount to
a hill of beans when it came to the bottom line. Cancelling Third World
debt was not exactly Seneca'’s style. He and Nero called in the loans, and
Boudica, to put it bluntly, couldn't pay. Or wouldn'’t pay. So Nero confis-
cated her whole kingdom and sent in the bailiffs.

Which is where the flogging and raping came in. Tacitus sounds
decidedly pro-Celt as he narrates what happened: ‘[Prasutagus]
dominions were ravaged by the centurions; the slaves pillaged his
house, and his effects were seized as lawful plunder. His wife,
Boudica, suffered the humiliation of being beaten; her daughters were
raped, and the Icenian aristocracy were stripped of their titles and
inheritance.” Rome’s proud legend of its own history began with a mass
rape, when the Romans — essentially a gang of criminals and outlaws
— seized the women of another town, the ‘Sabine Women’, to make
themselves some babies. The rape of Boudica’s daughters was the
most ruthless demonstration that, under Rome, women were deprived
of power and were the property of men.

‘All the chief men of the Iceni, Tacitus goes on, ‘as if Rome had
received the whole country as a gift, were stript of their ancestral
possessions, and the kings relatives were made slaves.” Nor was the
contempt of the Romans for the rights of their Barbarian subjects
limited to the Great and Good. The meanest of Roman soldiers felt
that whatever the British had once possessed was now theirs for the
taking, and their behaviour shocked Tacitus to the core: ‘It was against
the veterans [retired soldiers who were granted conquered peoples’
land] that their [the Britons’] hatred was most intense. For these new
settlers in the colony of Camulodunum [Colchester] drove people out
of their houses, ejected them from their farms, called them captives
and slaves, and the lawlessness of the veterans was encouraged by the
soldiers, who lived a similar life and hoped for similar licence.”

Matters now came to a head.

THE DEATH OF THE DRUIDS?

The Druids were the political backbone of Celtic society. Roman
sources tell us that they were not just religious practitioners, but also the
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supreme judges of the Celtic world, with an authority that transcended
all political boundaries. According to Caesar, writing 100 years earlier,
their cult started in Britain* and from there spread to Gaul. The area
around what is now Chartres was its centre. But by the time Caesar had
done his business in Gaul, the centre of Druid activity was focused back
in the little island of Anglesey, off the north coast of Wales.?”

Claudius had already tried to stamp out the Druids in Gaul.*
Now the Romans decided on surgical removal of the heart of Celtic
resistance by destroying the Druids in their fastness — deep in their
most sacred territory. Of course, the Romans claimed there were
sound humanitarian grounds for doing so, since the Druids — horror of
horrors! — still practised human sacrifice. Whether or not this is true
is a much-contested issue. But we do have the earlier evidence of
Poseidonius (c.135-50 Bc), who actually travelled in Celtic Gaul and
Iberia and was a reliable eye witness to the Celtic way of life at that
time. We don’t know whether he actually witnessed human sacrifice,
but there is no reason for him to have made it up — after all, he
admired the Celts and wanted to present them as noble savages. His
account is convincingly detailed:

[The Druids] have an especially odd and unbelievable
method of divination for the most important matters. Having
anointed a human victim, they stab him with a small knife in
the area above the diaphragm. When the man has collapsed
from the wound, they interpret the future by observing the
nature of his fall, the convulsion of his limbs, and especially
from the pattern of his spurting blood.”

These are not Poseidonius’ own words because no copy of his Histories
has survived, but they are reported by Diodorus Siculus, who was writ-
ing later in the same century. Diodorus has his own less enthusiastic
take on the Celts: ‘Tt is in keeping with their wildness and savage
nature that they carry out particularly offensive religious practices.
They will keep some criminal under guard for five years, then impale
him on a pole in honour of their gods — followed by burning him on an
enormous pyre along with many other first-fruits. They also use pris-
oners of war as sacrifices to the gods.”
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Mind you, the Romans were fine ones to complain about human
sacrifice. Livy and Plutarch record three occasions, in the years 228,
216 and 113 Bc, when two pairs of Gauls and Greeks, a man and a
woman each, were buried alive in the Forum Boarium. And of course
Vestal Virgins who broke their vow of chastity suffered the same fate.
Not only that — when it came to taking human life on an industrial
scale, who could hold a candle to the Romans? They had no scruples
about crucifying rebel slaves in their thousands, or throwing criminals
into the arena to be torn to pieces by wild animals for the gratification
of the crowd.

But the high moral ground was a good standpoint from which to
attack the core of Celtic identity. And that is how, in Ap 60, the major
part of the occupying Roman forces came to be gathered on the Menai
Strait, facing across to Anglesey.

On the shore stood the opposing army with its dense array of
armed warriors, while between the ranks dashed women, in
black attire like the Furies, with hair dishevelled, waving
brands. All around, the Druids, lifting up their hands to
heaven, and pouring forth dreadful imprecations, scared our
soldiers by the unfamiliar sight, so that, as if their limbs were
paralysed, they stood motionless, and exposed to wounds.
Then urged by their general’s appeals and mutual
encouragements not to quail before a troop of frenzied women,
they bore the standards onwards, smote down all resistance,
and wrapped the foe in the flames of his own brands. A force
was next set over the conquered, and their groves, devoted to
inhuman superstitions, were destroyed. They deemed it indeed
a duty to cover their altars with the blood of captives and to
consult their deities through human entrails.

That’s when the balloon went up.

BOUDICA’S REVOLT

The uprising led by Boudica was an eruption of fury and outrage by a
coalition of British peoples. It is said that she amassed an army of some
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100,000 fighters. Dio Cassius gives a figure of 120,000 and later ups it
to 230,000. Its first target was the hated colony at Camulodunum.

Nero had done the Britons the favour — nay, honour — of setting
up a temple there to his adoptive father, Emperor Claudius, who had
supposedly become a god by dying. Here wealthy Brits were forced to
act as priests and, to add insult to injury, to pay for the rituals they
were supposed to perform. Tacitus noted that this temple ‘was ever
before their eyes, a citadel, as it seemed, of perpetual tyranny’. And
with imperial arrogance the army had neglected to put up any
defences around Camulodunum. It was a sitting duck.

If the colonists there had been worried when they first heard of
the uprising, their confidence was further shattered by a series of evil
omens. First, the statue of victory in the town centre toppled over for no
reason at all and turned its back to the enemy, as if fleeing from them.
Then ‘... women excited to frenzy prophesied impending destruction,’
wrote Tacitus. ‘Ravings in a strange tongue ... were heard in their
Senate-house; the theatre resounded with wailings, and in the estuary
of the Thames men saw the image of an overthrown town; even the
ocean took on the colour of blood, and, when the tide ebbed, human
forms were seen on the sand.” It was enough to send the most hard-
bitten veterans into a panic. They appealed to the administrator — or
Procurator, to use his Roman title — Catus Decianus for assistance,
but all he did was despatch a mere 200 soldiers, and even they weren't
properly equipped.

If those soldiers felt they'd drawn the short straw, they were right.
The siege lasted a bare two days. Before the final attack, all the soldiers
retreated to the temple for shelter. But it didn’t do them any good.
Before torching the town, the rebels hauled them out and took them
to a sacred grove where they were slaughtered to a man. Talk about
Barbarians! Did they turn it into a public performance, as the civilized
Romans did when there was slaughtering to be done in the circus?
They did not! That was what made them Barbarians — they had no
sense of showbiz.

Except when it came to a nice fire. Dig a 10-foot-deep hole
anywhere in the middle of Colchester and you hit a layer of charcoal.
This is the residue of a big, big fire — the one that Boudica and her
followers lit with the town of Camulodunum as its fuel. The statue of
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Claudius the God was toppled by the coalition forces; in 1907 its head
was found in the river Alde. The Ninth Legion, rushing across coun-
try too late to crush the revolt, was ambushed and utterly destroyed.
Tacitus heaped the blame on Catus Decianus, who, ‘alarmed by this
disaster and by the fury of the province which he had goaded into war
by his rapacity’, fled across the Channel into Gaul.

Meanwhile, Suetonius Paulinus, at the head of the legions, force-
marched his men back through hestile territory to London. However,
he quickly realized he would never be able to hold the town against the
forces heading towards it. So he decided not to try. ‘He resolved to save
the province at the cost of a single town,” wrote Tacitus. ‘Nor did the
tears and weeping of the people, as they implored his aid, deter him
from giving the signal of departure.™ Boudica’s army was left free to
reduce the place to ashes, and today an 8-inch-thick layer of burnt red
clay is the only material evidence of that early Roman trading centre,
Londinium. The Roman death toll was now being reckoned at 70,000.

But it wasn't the slaughter that convinced Tacitus that these were
true Barbarians he was writing about. It was their complete failure to
appreciate the commercial aspects of warfare: ‘For it was not on
making prisoners and selling them,” he wrote, ‘or on any of the barter
of war, that the enemy was bent, but on slaughter, on the gibbet, the
fire and the cross, like men soon about to pay the penalty, and mean-
while snatching at instant vengeance.?

The great final battle, according to Dio Cassius, began with
Boudica addressing her warriors from her war-chariot. The speech
that he puts into her mouth is unlikely to have been what she actually
said, but it gives an interesting taste of a Roman perception of the
occupation of Britain:

You have learned by actual experience how different freedom
is from slavery. Hence, although some among you may
previously, through ignorance of which was better, have been
deceived by the alluring promises of the Romans, yet now that
you have tried both, you have learned how great a mistake you
made in preferring an imported despotism to your ancestral
mode of life, and you have come to realize how much better is
poverty with no master than wealth with slavery.®
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Boudica also encouraged her troops by pointing out that the Romans
were clearly inferior fighters since they hid behind palisades and wore
heavy armour. This indicated that they were scared, she asserted, and
also gave them less manoeuvrability. ‘Let us show them that they are
hares and foxes trying to rule over dogs and wolves.’

But in the event, the Roman soldiers just weren't scared enough
and didn’t seem to be at all weighed down by their armour. The truth
is that, when it came to a pitched battle between farmers and profes-
sional soldiers, righteous anger was never going to win the day. Tacitus
recorded: ‘Some indeed say that there fell little less than eighty thou-
sand of the Britons, with a loss to our soldiers of about four hundred,
and only as many wounded. Boudica put an end to her life by poison.™*

With the failure of the revolt, much of what was left of the Iceni
was obliterated by Roman vengeance — so much more justified than
the Barbarian variety. Take that treasure buried in Snettisham — every-
one who knew where it was must have been killed, so it lay there
forgotten until Charles Hodder found it with his metal detector.
Seneca never got his money, and the treasure is now on display in the
British Museum after 2000 years in the ground.

THE TROOPS REBEL

The cost to Rome of the destruction of the Druids was huge because it
undermined the loyalty of the Barbarian auxiliaries used to carry it out.
The forces deployed to attack Anglesey included 4000 Batavians
(Germans from the Rhine estuary) and they were not happy with their
work. We know the Batavian auxiliaries in Britain were involved because
they were famed for crossing rivers fully armed, with several foot
soldiers swimming alongside a single cavalry soldier and clinging to his
horse, and this tactic is described by Tacitus in the attack on Anglesey.”

The Batavians were bound to be uncomfortable with the attack
on Druid women because prophetic, Druid-like women were highly
respected figures in their own culture.”* And then these men were
required to crush Boudica and destroy the Iceni, which would also
have been problematic for them. The Batavians and the Iceni knew
each other well — the links between East Anglia and southern Holland
have always been strong.
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The Batavians had migrated into Roman-controlled territory for
protection from their neighbours, and the deal was that their men had
to serve in the army. It seems that every single Batavian family must
have had at least one son in uniform. They were celebrated for their
loyalty to their commander — the personal mounted guard of the
emperor had consisted of Batavians for some 70 years, since the very
first emperor, Augustus. The auxiliaries would obey Suetonius
Paulinus no matter what he demanded. But six years later these men
were sent out of Britain, and after that their loyalty could not be so
readily taken for granted. In Ap 67, Nero arrested two leading Batavian
nobles on suspicion of treason. In AD 68, his successor, Galba, dishon-
ourably dismissed his Batavian bodyguard.

The following year the Roman commanders on the Rhine
rebelled against Galba, and there was a bitterly resented attempt to
conscript forcibly even more Batavian troops. That was when a female
seer, whom Tacitus calls Veleda (the Celtic word for a female Druid or
seer was ‘Veleta'), prophesied that Batavians would throw off Roman
rule completely. She came from the Bructeri people, neighbours of the
Batavians. Both communities were Germanic rather than Celtic, but
the distinction was not nearly as crisp as Roman writers suggest. Like
a Druid, the virgin Veleda acted as arbitrator in disputes between
communities. Her person was treated as sacred; she lived in a tower
and spoke through an intermediary.

The revolt was led by a one-eyed general, Civilis, one of the men
who had been arrested by Nero. Tacitus makes a point of saying that
it was ritually declared in a sacred grove. This Druidic touch was
either a Roman fiction or a symbolic artifice, as pollen research shows
the area was hardly wooded. The link between the authority of
Germano-Celtic ‘sorceresses’ and opposition to Rome was real
enough. The Batavian soldiers who had been forced to overcome their
reluctance and kill Druids for Rome* Lecame Civilis’ army.*® Their
rebellion spread rapidly, and it seemed certain that Rome would recog-
nize the whole region of the Low Countries as independent. By ap 70
two Roman legions had been destroyed and two more were controlled
by Civilis, whose authority extended to Cologne. The Roman
commander was sent to Veleda as her slave, and she was presented
with the flagship of the Roman navy as her barge.
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Civilis, however, pressed on with his war, forcing the new
emperor, Vespasian, to make the huge military effort needed to crush
him and bring the region to heel. But Veleda was still in business as
an arbitrator many years later, and Druids remained a focus for disaf-
fection in Celtic regions.*” Romanizing these people was not as easy as
the Romans would have liked.

THE UNRULY BRITS

Instead of being the milch-cow Seneca had hoped for, Britain turned
out to be a pain in the neck. It was a trouble spot. In Gaul, after the
defeat of Vercingetorix, the natives settled to life under Roman control
for a while, but their fellow Celts the British did not submit to Roman
rule so easily. In fact, many of them never submitted at all, and Britain
stayed less Romanized than Gaul. The fact that English is not a
Romance language tells its own story. The Germanic people who even-
tually occupied France and Spain learnt to speak Latin; the Angles,
Jutes and Saxons did not.

The island was never fully conquered, and it is a striking fact that
in the second century all Britain’s towns were given serious defensive
walls, something that did not happen in Gaul. The tiny population
created a permanent headache for the Roman super-power. In fact, to |
keep Britain Roman it took three full legions — a huge undertaking. By
contrast, Spain was held by one legion, North Africa by two. Most of
the inhabitants of Gaul would hardly ever have seen a legionary unless
they lived near the Rhine, where there were four legions holding the -
frontier against the Germans. But to keep Britain Roman required a
force of around 50,000 troops.

This was a huge standing army. No medieval king of England
could afford more than a tenth of that number, and it became an ongo-
ing drain on the Roman economy. The population of Britain was less
than 5 per cent of that of the entire Empire, yet it took 10 per cent of
the Empire’s military strength to hold the island down. Most of the
troops were concerned not with manning the northern wall, but with
facing down the natives in occupied territory.*

Strabo had doubted that the financial benefit from occupying
Britain could outweigh the cost, and even then he was only reckonin:
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on one legion, not three. On top of their pay and their personal kit, the
army needed huge quantities of food — especially wheat, which had to
be imported for decades because Britain’s original staple crop was
barley (which makes a mash for beer and porridge, but was regarded
by Romans as animal fodder). The army also needed vast numbers of
animals. It has been calculated that each year the occupying forces in
northern Britain alone needed 10,000 horses and 4000 mules, plus
their fodder, as well as 12,000 calves to provide leather for tents and
2000 animals for sacrifices.*

It was all costing Rome an awful lot of money, and the only real
financial beneficiaries seem to have been the ‘barbarians’ themselves
— those leaders who were supplying and victualling this enormous
force.” For Rome it was a pretty poor bargain. According to Appian of
Alexandria, writing about Ap 150, the Romans ‘have occupied the
better and greater part of it [Britain] but they do not care for the rest.
For even the part they do occupy is not very profitable to them.”* So
why did the Romans bother with this troublesome island?

One reason was silver: the Romans were getting a lot of it out of
Britain. Within six years of the invasion of Ap 43, the silver mines in
the Mendip Hills near Bath were in full production, and by ap 70
Britain was the biggest supplier of silver to the Empire. Without British
silver, the currency of Rome would have been dross. The lead from
which the silver was extracted was also important. Lead ingots have
been found, again in the area of the Mendips, which were inscribed
for the Emperor and for individual legions. The Romans used huge
quantities of lead both for glazing pottery and for making glass. They
also managed to ingest quite a lot of it. Even though they knew that
lead was dangerous, they still used lead vessels to prepare a syrup to
sweeten their wine, and for sweet delicacies and sauces. In fact, the
Romans used so much lead that they produced widespread pollution.
Samples from the Greenland icecap and the bogs and lakes of
Sweden, Switzerland and Spain reveal a huge increase in lead pollu-
tion during the Roman period.*

Rome did not bring prosperity or much comfort to most of the
peoples it conquered. It has been estimated that between Caesar’s
arrival in Gaul and the death of Augustus in ap 14 the population of
the Empire fell by between five million and 15 million — despite the
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acquisition of new provinces, including Gaul. In Gaul, perhaps two
million fell victim to the conquest, either killed or enslaved, and the
population began a steady decline. Things were probably pretty simi-
lar in Britain. It has also been estimated that no more than one million
out of the Empire’s possible second-century population of 65 million
lived above subsistence level.

Tacitus put a savage condemnation of the conquest into the
mouth of one British leader. His words echo with a chill that tran-
scends the centuries and reverberates today:

Robbers of the world; having exhausted the land by their
universal plunder, they rifle the deep. If their enemy is rich,
they are rapacious; if he is poor, they lust for power; neither
the east nor the west has been able to satisfy them. Alone
among men they covet with equal eagerness poverty and
riches. Robbery, slaughter and plunder they misname
‘empire’; they make a wilderness and call it peace.”
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The defeat of Boudica left the Romans in the driving seat. But they
didn’t take over the whole world — it just felt like that. In the second
century AD the Emperor Hadrian realized that there would have to be
limits to the Empire, and built his famous wall to mark one of the
northern boundaries. Nor did the Celts disappear from history, even if
that had been Rome’s intention.

THE CELTS GO UNDERGROUND

Of course, Celtic culture was soon buried under the stones of new
Roman cities — stone building was something that few of the Celts of
northern Europe had bothered with. Roman colonists came and
settled on Celtic lands, and set about converting into Romans those
Celts who had survived the invasions. The Romans got them to dress
properly. Druidic education was replaced with a Latin one. The
newcomers instilled in them a respect for Roman laws, Roman culture
and Roman art. Above all, the occupiers took full advantage of the
enthusiasm with which the Celts turned themselves into willing
consumers and taxpayers.'

If you had toured Gaul and southern Britain at the time of
Hadrian, in the early second century Ap, you would have formed the
impression of a thoroughly Romanized world. The cities, run and devel-
oped by wealthy locals, contained streets on a rectangular grid pattern
and imposing stone buildings, such as forums, baths and amphitheatres.
Celts were offered Roman citizenship, so long as they had enough
money and an urban residence — and who would refuse such an offer?
It was as important for getting on in the world as a Party card was in the
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old Soviet Union. In the countryside the large farms of the old Celtic
nobility were replaced by the villa farmhouses of the new men who had
become rich serving Rome, in the expanding economy that was
constantly stimulated by the purchasing power of the Roman army.

But in many ways it was all a veneer. It used to be argued that the
Celts eagerly embraced Romanization and that the old Celtic identity
more or less disappeared. Archaeologists pointed to the proliferation
of Roman-type pottery and luxury goods. Given the chance, the Celts
would have taken to McDonald’s like ducks to water. Good heavens,
the Celts even abandoned their old gods and started to worship
Roman deities! That’s how things used to be interpreted. Nowadays,
however, historians are more cautious.?

For a start, the pottery tended to be dated by style, so it was
assumed that ‘native’ pottery was earlier. Then, by circular argument,
it was mooted that this demonstrated changes in native ways.?
Besides, what was called ‘Roman’ pottery wasn'’t necessarily Roman at
all — it was simply imported from neighbouring peoples who were
under Roman control. European and American historians seem to
have been disposed to believe in the success of Romanization because
of an innate belief in the ‘civilizing' effect of their own countries’
conquests. So they asserted that the natives joined up to Roman reli-
gion once the Romans identified Celtic gods with Roman ones.
According to Caesar they worshipped Mercury, Apollo, Mars, Jupiter
and Minerva* — he just thought that they had the names wrong. But
what actually happened was that the old gods lived on in disguise.

The Celtic deity Belenos, for example, masqueraded under the
Latin title of Apollo Belenus, but his festivals were still celebrated by
priests who claimed to be descended from the Druids. And the Druids
continued to practise well into the second century Ap, judging from a
burial discovered outside the town of Brough in eastern England.
Brough was a Roman town, its military fort had been turned into civil-
ian buildings and it had a new theatre. Yet the burial was that of a
Celtic priest, a Druid, with an iron-bound bucket and two sceptres,
bent and broken as part of the burial ritual. ‘Druid priestesses’ were
apparently around in third-century Gaul to issue a warning prophecy
to Emperor Alexander Severus,’ to be consulted by the Emperor
Aurelian,® and to tell Diocletian that he would become emperor when
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he killed a boar.” The old Celtic gods still survived; they just adopted
and adapted.

It was the same thing with people’s names. One of the priests of
Apollo Belenus, for example, went by the name of Attius Patera — a
good Latin-sounding name, you might think (patera in Latin means
‘flat bowl’). However, the poet Ausonius, who happened to know
Attius Patera, explained that in Gallic patera meant ‘an initiate’. So
Celts were giving themselves and their children Roman-sounding
names that were actually cover names for Celtic ones.*

Tacitus’ father-in-law, Agricola, was Governor of Britain in AD
78-84. The historian describes how, under his relative’s gentle guid-
ance, the British were persuaded to adopt Roman dress, speak Latin
and help in the building of Roman temples, public squares and ‘good
houses’. But he adds condescendingly, ‘And so they were gradually led
into demoralizing temptations of arcades, baths, and sumptuous
banquets. The unsuspecting Britons spoke of these new habits as
“civilization” [humanitas], when in fact they were only a feature of
enslavement.” ‘Civilization’, however, was something to which only
privileged Celts could aspire. The sons of chiefs might hope to adopt
the Roman way of life, but most Britons were untouched.

Celtic culture did not vanish from the face of the earth, then.
Wherever the Romans had conquered, it just went undercover. It was
the same throughout western Europe: Britons, Bretons, Gauls and
Spaniards all kept the Celtic world alive and well. It changed, of
course, as trade grew, and as Roman citizenship and the use of Latin
spread, and the Roman roads began to stride across the countryside.
But although Romans may have restructured the pattern of Celtic
land routes so that all roads led to Rome, they couldn't restructure the
sea. Britannia, Armorica (France north of the Loire) and Galicia in
Spain still formed an Atlantic network of Celtic peoples that would
keep going down the centuries.

But, for the vast majority, it was to be a rough ride.

THE EMPIRE NEEDS GROWTH

It comes as a bit of a shock to learn that the classical Mediterranean
world was not the holiday-makers’ paradise that most of us think of

73




Tue CELTS

today. It was, on the contrary, a world forever on the edge of starvation.'
Celtic towns were centres of trade and manufacture, part of the same
economy as the farmers of the countryside. Roman towns, on the other
hand, were centres of administration and home to the political elites
who lived off the income of their official positions and their estates.
Roman towns ruled the land around them and sucked in the produce of
that land, enriching themselves at the expense of the rural population.

The great Greek doctor Galen, who lived in the second century
AD, explained why malnutrition was so widespread in rural communi-
ties. It was, he said, all the fault of the rapacious townsmen: ‘The
city-dwellers, as was their practice, collected and stored enough corn
for all the coming year immediately after the harvest. They carried off
all the wheat, the barley, the beans and the lentils and left what
remained to the country-folk.' Few Roman cities could supply their own
needs; they had to ransack the countryside in order to keep their
larders supplied. In this way, the 10 per cent of Romans who lived in
the cities exploited the 90 per cent who lived outside.

The same sort of pattern was found in the expanding Roman
Empire. Roman citizens within the borders of Italy could live exempt
from much taxation — at the expense of provincials dwelling in the
conquered territories. True, in Italy taxes were paid on growing crops
in the public fields and raising cattle; there were harbour duties and
revenues on mines, a sales tax (abolished by Caligula), a property tax,
a tax on doors, and even a tax on being a bachelor. Nero actually went
so far as to introduce a tax on urine, but that didn'’t prove too popular.
But by far the largest part of the Empire’s income came from the trib-
ute imposed on the provincials. To collect these taxes the Romans
employed tax farmers, called publicani. The right to collect these taxes
was in itself a gold mine for whoever was lucky enough to swing the
contract, so it became the habit for Rome to auction the position of
tax-collector in each province every few years.

And of course the whole system was rife with corruption. So rife,
in fact, that in the first century Bc the Emperor Augustus abolished
the tax farmers and handed responsibility for tax collecting to urban
officials.” He also introduced a poll tax (a flat-rate tax on each adult)
because in years when harvests were poor, the rich paid less land tax
and sales tax, but the army still had to be paid. Since the troops took
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at least 70 per cent of the budget, there was a considerable shortfall.
It was made up by raising the poll tax — bad news for the less well off.

So long as Rome was expanding, there was no great problem. The
army paid for itself in captured land, captured booty and captured
slaves to act as the cheapest of cheap labour. ‘Slaves [servi] are so
called because commanders generally sell the people they capture and
thereby save [servare] them instead of killing them. The word for prop-
erty in slaves [mancipia] is derived from the fact that they are captured
from the enemy by force of arms [manu capiuntur].*?

Those slaves also provided a workforce on the land, which is what
had released the manpower of Rome to become a permanent army."*
So long as the Roman Empire kept expanding, it was self-enriching.
But in Britain the economics started to go wrong: Strabo had thought
that occupation there could not yield more income than it cost, and
those costs were far higher than he had anticipated. And once expan-
sion stopped in the third century, with a collapse in the supply of
slaves, plunder and new land, the whole Empire became one giant
taxation machine.

RUNAWAY INFLATION

That was when the pigeons began coming home to roost. Emperors
tried to hold on to power by increasing military pay, then meeting the
bill by minting ‘silver’ coins with less and less silver in them. By ap 250
they were 60 per cent bronze, and by 270 they were simply bronze
coins washed in silver. So the coinage lost its value and prices soared.
It is reckoned that shopping that cost 1 denarius in the second century
cost 27 by the late third century,' and then rose to 150.

In the third century, pressure on the frontiers demanded a revo-
lution in Roman military organization: the size of the army was
doubled and so were its costs. The Roman army now stood at 600,000
men — the largest single group of people the ancient world had ever
witnessed, and a constant drain on the emperor’s coffers.

But, of course, the emperor wasn't going to go short — it was the
taxpayer who would have to do without. In the time of the Emperor
Diocletian (ruled 284-305) the complaint was that ‘there were more
tax-collectors than taxpayers’.’® Since money was now worthless, taxes

75



THE CEeLTS

were collected mostly in the form of goods and services."” Tax collect-
ing became a system of requisition and forced labour.

Inflation, instead of being cured, became even worse. Diocletian
specified that a pound of gold was worth 50,000 denarii, but the
market rate deteriorated to 100,000 denarii per pound of gold by 307,
300,000 by 324, and an incredible 2.1 billion denarii to a pound of
gold by the middle of the fourth century. And somehow, by that myste-
rious yet ineluctable law of human society, the rich got richer and the
poor got poorer. By the fourth century the senatorial aristocracy was
five times richer than that of the first century ap. Wealth seemed to
drain out of the countryside and the pockets of the ordinary people
working the land, and find its way, by mysterious channels and
conduits, into the hands of the rich magnates.

The ‘trickle-down effect’ of wealth was just as much a myth then as
it is now. Wealth inevitably siphoned up the social scale, not down, and
it did so most spectacularly in Rome itself. A peasant would be lucky to
see an annual income of five gold pieces. A merchant might enjoy 200.
One of Diocletian’s courtiers, on the other hand, could expect an annual
income of around 1000 gold pieces, while a Roman senator might count
on as much as 120,000. There was just no comparison.

It was evident that the Roman Empire was a pretty good arrange-
ment for the rich, but for everyone else it stank. In 350 the land tax
had tripled within living memory and accounted for one-third of a
farmer’s gross production. Little wonder that the population of Gaul
seems to have fallen steadily, and that cities grew at the expense of the
countryside. Fewer people, harder work — and as problems grew, the
constraints on the freedom of the lesser folk grew ever more intolera-
ble. It became illegal to leave your farm, or for a son to work at a
different trade from his father. The poor got poorer, and were forced
to pay taxes they couldn'’t afford, and looked back to a golden age when
things hadn’t been like that. The only legal option for an impoverished
Gaul or Briton unable to meet his tax bill was to give up his mobility
and land and put himself under the protection of some great
landowner — to become in effect part of the landowner’s property — in
return for protection against the taxman.

In the fifth century a strenuous critic of his age, Salvian, pin-
pointed the tax-gatherers as an evil that foments more evil:
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... the many are oppressed by the few, who regard public
exactions as their own peculiar right, who carry on private
traffic under the guise of collecting the taxes. And this is
done not only by nobles but by men of lowest rank; not by
judges only, but by judges’ subordinates ... Is there anywhere
... where the substance of widows and orphans, nay even of
the saints, is not devoured by the chief citizens? ... None but
the great is secure from the devastations of these plundering
brigands, except those who are themselves robbers.'®

When the elite of the old Celtic lands felt that things had become
intolerable, they looked to Britain for a solution. This was precisely
because Britain had never fully settled to Roman rule. The huge mili-
tary force there was just what they needed.

This was a situation that went back to at least 196 ap, when the
Governor of Britain, Albinus, was acclaimed as emperor there by his
troops. He established himself in Lyons with the support of the large
landowners of Gaul and Spain, who were looking for stability in a
period of imperial breakdown after terrible plagues had killed perhaps
a quarter of the population. His military backing was so great that
Rome had, in effect, to reconquer western Europe.

Over the next century civil wars, a collapsing currency and a
falling population, almost certainly associated with further outbreaks
of plague (which killed Emperor Gothicus II in 270), steadily under-
mined the economy of Europe. From 235, over a period of 50 years,
49 men were proclaimed emperor by different groups of soldiers. We
know that at least 25 of them were killed, not counting the three who
committed suicide and one who seems to have been struck by light-
ning. In fact, apart from Gothicus, only one of them is known to have
died a natural death — Valerian, who held on to the job for seven years
and was safely locked away as a prisoner of the Persians when he
expired in 260.

For a few years the Empire effectively vanished from western
Europe. In 260 a Gallic governor, Postumus, backed by the Rhine
troops, established his own ‘Gallic Empire’, which extended to Britain
and Spain. He made no attempt to attack Rome; he was ‘the restorer
of Gaul'. Rome eventually made a comeback and in 273 crushed this
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breakaway Celtic empire, restoring its own power and taxes. But for a
while it looked as though the Roman Empire was finished, and a
confederation of Germans, calling themselves Franks (‘Free People’),
had crossed the Rhine and moved into the region occupied by modern
Belgium. Rome was helpless to prevent them. The Franks were sea-
going people, and quickly established effective control of the Channel.
They are described as robbers and pirates; it seems likely that they
were also supplying home-grown bandits, gangs of desperate people
who had fled from, or been dispossessed from, land on which they
could no longer afford to pay tax.

THE BREAKDOWN OF LAW

Sometimes these companies of warriors operated as mere brigands
and highwaymen, robbing and killing as a way of life. Sometimes they
acted as a direct challenge to Roman rule, organizing their own courts
and putting entire armies into the field of battle. And, of course, there
were lots of shades in between. Despite their various and contradic-
tory natures, these gangs became known by a single name: Bagaudae.
The Celtic word baga means ‘war, and when combined with the suffix
-aud gives ‘warrior or ‘fighter, so it probably means ‘fighters’ (though
there was clearly a strong Bagaudae presence in the Pyrenees, and the
Basque word baugaude means ‘we are ready’).

There has been a huge learned debate over the identity and goals
of the Bagaudae. At one time, when the fourteenth-century Jacqueries
in France and the Peasants’ Revolt in England were seen as the natu-
ral anarchic violence of ignorant rustics, the Bagaudae were taken as
evidence of the local failure of necessary social control. Then Marxist
historians claimed them as proto-Communist revolutionaries, ideolog-
ically led radicalized workers and peasants hoping to bring about an
ideal society. More recent studies, which stress the importance of
local elites in running everything, argue that the Bagaudae may often
have been under the command of local aristocrats in areas where
Roman rule had broken down, and that they were actually fighting to
salvage the social order rather than to destroy or transform it.

All of these perspectives contain some element of truth, but none
tells the whole story. Guerrilla movements are always complicated —
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partly outraged risings by the poor and desperate, partly ideological

rebellions by the well-educated radical young, partly tools whipped up

by local politicians against more powerful enemies, and eventually

(when the guerrillas have suffered military defeat, or their leaders have

been co-opted back into the system) sheer murderous banditry.
Salvian was full of sympathy for the Bagaudae:

... who were despoiled, oppressed and murdered by evil and
cruel judges. After they had lost the right of Roman
citizenship, they also lost the honour of bearing the Roman
name. We blame their misfortunes on themselves ... We call
those outlaws whom we compelled to be criminal. For, by
what other ways did they become Bagaudae, except by our
wickedness, except by the wicked ways of judges, except by
the proscription and pillage of those who have turned the
assessments of public taxes into the benefit of their own gain
and have made the tax levies their own booty?"

The Bagaudae first appear in the historical record in the 280s, when
economic hardship and disillusionment with Rome had bitten deep
into northern Gaul: ‘Inexperienced farmers sought military garb; the
ploughman imitated the infantryman, the shepherd the cavalryman,
the rustic ravager of his own crops the barbarian enemy.” It was the
army’s job to deal with this problem, and the local commander was
Carausius, a Romanized Celt from a humble family of sailors in what
is now the Netherlands. In 286 he successfully suppressed the upris-
ing of the Bagaudae in Gaul.

BRITAIN'S EMPERORS

At this time the Emperor Diocletian divided the Empire into two: he
ruled the Eastern Empire from Split (in modern Croatia) while
Maximian ruled the Western Empire from Milan. Rome was too far
from the action. Maximian then appointed Carausius as commander
of the North Sea Fleet, based at Boulogne. His job was to rid the seas
of the Frankish pirates who were infesting the Channel and harassing
the shores of northern Gaul.
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Carausius did his job — and more. Maximian began to suspect that
he was allowing the pirates to sail down the Channel and raid in Britain
or Gaul before intercepting them on the way home and, having done a
deal with them, taking a percentage of the spoils. Carausius knew the
Franks well — they lived in his own part of the world — and he may have
been in cahoots with them. In the end Maximian ordered the death of
his powerful fleet commander in the north. Carausius caught wind of
the order, and, whether he had been previously planning a rebellion or
not, now proclaimed himself emperor in his own right, and moved his
entire operation to the safety of Britain. From there he became the de
facto ruler of Britain and Gaul north of the Loire. Maximian launched
a fleet to teach his upstart commander a lesson, but all the pilots with
any knowledge of the Channel were in Carausius’ pay, and that fact,
combined with bad weather, wrecked Maximian’s attempt to reassert
control. He had to put up with the usurper for the moment.

Carausius was a Barbarian backed by Barbarians — Celts and
Franks — but he wasn't a born-again Boudica. He was smart enough
not to challenge the Empire, claiming instead that he was a third part-
ner among the emperors. He even minted coins in London bearing the
images of the three emperors and inscribed: ‘Carausius and his broth-
ers’. That probably went down like a lead balloon with Diocletian and
Maximian, who must also have been pretty niggled by the fact that
Carausius’ coins were far superior to their own. The reduction of the
silver content had made Roman coinage a bit of a joke, and although
the Emperor Aurelian (ruled 270-5) had tried to reform the currency,
he could only aspire to an alloy of at best 20 parts bronze to one part
silver. Carausius started producing coins of gold and silver. The silver
content was 90 per cent — a purity unknown since the days of Nero.
At last someone was minting real money that you could trust.

Carausius knew a thing or two about propaganda, and he knew
that his reputation with the army would be made by the distribution
of such coins. Gold coins were not really used for everyday commerce
— they were more like valuable tokens, often distributed as rewards to
the armies. A high content of precious metal made them as valuable
as a pension — not just a ‘thanks for the memory’ souvenir.

In the Roman world such coins conferred legitimacy on whoever
issued them. Carausius had the gold and he used it to best effect. The
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coins he issued were all part of his inspired publicity drive. They made
sure that his image was circulated widely — and so was his propaganda:
the reverse of the coins featured slogans such as ‘Restorer of the
Romans’. The Romans minted coins showing Britannia as a woman;
Carausius produced one depicting her welcoming him. It reads: ‘Come,
awaited one, and below that: ‘RSR’— which is probably a reference to a
line from the Roman poet Virgil meaning ‘Return of Saturn’s Rule’, the
Latin equivalent of the Dawning of the Age of Aquarius, with a couple
of bonus connotations. The Roman treasury was kept in the Temple of
Saturn, so ‘Return of Saturn’s Rule’ could also mean a Golden Age in a
very literal sense: ‘We've got the gold.’ In addition, the passage from
Virgil goes on to say that ‘the child will guide a world made peaceful by
the virtues of his father, which Christians of course took to be a
prophecy of their own religion. So Carausius was also connecting with
highly literate and well-educated Christians without overtly challenging
the imperial cult. The other common message on his coins is: ‘Peace’.

Carausius may have been a Celt, but that didn't mean he wanted
to replace Roman culture with Celtic. Far from it. He aspired to
Roman-ness. For a start, he assumed a very Roman, non-Barbarian
title. There is a milestone at Carlisle with the inscription IMP C M
AVR MAVS CARAVSIO INVICTO AVG'’ — ‘Emperor Caesar Marcus
Aurelius Mausaeus Carausius the Invincible Augustus’. The only bit
that he started life with was his Gallic name, Mausaeus — and even
that was made to sound Latin.

It’s all rather reminiscent of the Czech rebellion of 1968, when,
at the height of Flower Power, Alexander Dub&ek introduced what he
called Socialism with a Human Face, and thought that if he was tact-
ful with the language, Moscow would not have any reason to send in
the tanks. He was wrong, and Carausius’ Romanitas with a Human
Face was equally doomed, though it did last for more than ten years.

The core of Carausius’ power was his control of the sea, based on
well-defended harbours. But the Empire had endless resources — it
just took time to gather them. In 293 Diocletian and Maximian did
indeed expand the number of emperors, but to four rather than three,
and Carausius wasn't on the list. It was at this moment that Carausius
issued the infamous coins bearing the three emperors ... If it was a
conciliatory gesture it didn't work.
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In the west Maximian was joined by Constantius Chlorus, who
was ordered to bring the breakaway empire of Britain to heel. He
captured Boulogne, and probably dismantled Carausius’ reputation at
the same time. At all events, Carausius was soon dead — most proba-
bly murdered on the orders of one of his officers, Allectus, who then
took over as British Emperor. But not for long. In 297 Constantius
landed his army in Britain. Allectus was killed and London seized.

However, the underlying problems had still not been addressed.
Only ten years later, in 306, the legions in Britain again proclaimed
their own emperor, who was immediately accepted in Gaul as the
saviour of social order. He set up a regional government at Trier, close
to the modern German border with Luxembourg. And this time when
the ruler of Rome tried to crush the British-appointed ruler of the
Celtic lands, it didnt work. The man in question, Constantine,
captured Rome and ultimately took over the whole Empire.

ANTI-ROMAN ROMANS

Constantine was the first Christian emperor; his revolution took place
in a Roman Empire that was now fundamentally changed from the
way it was at the time of the conquest of Britain. For a start, it no
longer had an army of Romans ruling and taming the ‘other’. It looks
as though during the reign of the first emperor, Augustus (27 Bc—AD
14), 68 per cent of legionaries were of Italian origin, but this propor-
tion fell steadily until, in the second century ap, only 2 per cent of
citizen soldiers were of Italian origin. And the Empire’s army also
included large numbers of auxiliaries from the Goths of eastern
Europe. The distinction between Roman and Barbarian at the time
when Constantine assumed power was not at all clear.

The conversion of the Empire to Christianity did not alleviate the lot
of the lowly farmer — far from it. Diocletian had introduced the policy of
tying people to their land to safeguard the labour supply, while allowing
landlords to tax the poor on behalf of the central government. Tenants
were now coloni, and these coloni were owned by their landlords along
with the land itself. So were their descendants. Like slaves, coloni had
no right to sue their landlords and were forbidden to sell their own prop-
erty without his permission. A compilation of the laws of the Christian
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emperors says: It is appropriate that those coloni who consider flight be
bound by chains in the manner of a slave, so that they are compelled to
perform duties which are appropriate to a free man while being punished
like a slave.” People with a trade or craft were bound to provide labour
on a specified piece of land in perpetuity, and so were their children.

In such harsh conditions, revolt was endemic. In Britain, towns
were decaying; the public buildings of Wroxeter, south of Chester, for
instance, were used as grain stores, and there was a major breakdown
of public order in the 360s. Although usually described as a huge
attack by a ‘barbarian conspiracy’, it was probably more of a walk-out
by Roman officers, since it was settled by ‘a proclamation promising
immunity to deserters who returned to the colours’.?* Nevertheless,
Britain was preferable to Gaul for the mega-rich, since it still
possessed a standing army big enough to provide some assurance of
safety. Many wealthy people seem to have fled Gaul in the fourth
century and built vast villas in the British countryside.

Back in Gaul, which had once exported grain to the army in
Britain, grain was now having to be supplied from the island.?® The
rural revolt became quite overtly anti-Roman. According to one writer
in 362, people preferred to live under the Barbarians.*

Once more, the army in Britain was called on to rescue the rich
men of Gaul. In 383 Magnus Maximus followed a very similar path to
Constantine’s, again coming out of Britain to take over western
Europe as a paramilitary warlord and moving on to conquer Italy.
Emperor Theodosius and his general Stilicho managed to destroy him,
and the troops that Maximus had taken out of Britain never returned.
Stilicho visited Britain to try to effect a peace settlement in northern
Europe, but he too ended up withdrawing troops from the island.

Early in the fifth century impoverished Germanic migrants were
pouring into Gaul in ever larger numbers, and with the countryside
largely in the hands of guerrilla forces, it was time for Britain to supply
yet another saviour to Gaul's wealthier citizens. Most of the legions
were now gone, and local landowners were directly financing their
own militias. The situation was similar in some ways to the present
state of some Latin American countries, where in the absence of
effective central government, right-wing paramilitaries battle left-wing
guerrillas for control of parts of provinces.
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The British set up a number of local warlords in quick succession
before finally deciding on a soldier who may have been chosen partly
because of his name — he was another Constantine. In 407 they sent
him and what legionary troops they could muster across to Boulogne,
where he quickly seized control of the local area and declared himself
Emperor Constantine III.

He may have called himself emperor, but these people were no
longer playing the Roman game.

The barbarians above the Rhine, assaulting everything at
their pleasure, reduced both the inhabitants of Britain and
some of the Celtic peoples to defecting from Roman rule and
living their own lives disassociated from the Roman law.
Accordingly the Britons took up arms and, with no
consideration of the danger to themselves, freed their own
cities from barbarian threat; likewise all of Armorica [north-
west France] and other Gallic provinces followed the Britons’
lead: they freed themselves, ejected the Roman magistrates,
and set up home rule at their own discretion.”

The Atlantic region broke away completely and became self-governing
for good.

One example of the extent of the political and social change is the
story of a woman called Melania, a Roman matron born about 383 who
took up a life of Christian piety.* Around 410 she sold nearly all her
property in order to donate the proceeds to monasticism. The excep-
tion was her property in Britain — probably because the island was now
beyond the reach of the Roman system.”

The anti-Roman movement had taken over. In the fifth century
we find Salvian holding up the Barbarians as a beacon to illuminate
the corruption and inhumanity of Roman society and values: ‘Almost
all barbarians, at least those who are of one tribe under one king, love
one another; almost all Romans persecute each other.” Of course,
they were still Barbarians and they still smelt. Even Salvian could not
ignore ‘the fetid odour of the barbarians’ bodies and garments’.*

But many Gauls would put up with that, and even with living in
communities of non-Catholics, rather than carry on living as Romans.
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The state has fallen upon such evil days that a man cannot
be safe unless he is wicked ... the poor are plundered, the
widows sigh, the orphans are oppressed, until many of them,
born into distinguished families, and well educated, flee to
our enemies so that they do not have to endure public
persecution. They seek among the barbarians the dignity of
the Roman because they cannot bear barbarous indignity
among the Romans ... So they migrate to the Goths, or to
the Bagaudes, or to some other tribe of the barbarians who
are ruling everywhere, and do not regret their exile. They
prefer to live as freemen under an outward form of captivity
than as captives under an appearance of liberty. Therefore,
the name of Roman citizens, at one time not only greatly
valued but dearly bought, is now repudiated and fled from,
and it is almost considered not only base but even deserving
of abhorrence.*

The rejection of Rome was the basis of the development of a new
western European world, but it was constructed to some extent on the
surviving memories of the world that Rome had tried so hard to
replace, the world of the Celtic ‘barbarians’. A view is now emerging
from historians that to consider ‘Roman’ a synonym of ‘normal’ for
Gaul at any period is simply wrong, and that the Empire’s loss of Gaul
was Gaul’s gain because it could return to its normal state.*

In Britain the shrugging off of Romanitas seems even clearer. In
the sixth century Britain adopted law codes that were not Latin (unlike
the Goth and Vandal codes in southern Gaul and Spain), its urban
system collapsed, the tax system vanished, and while Gaul and Italy
continued with a Christianity based on bishops, in Britain even bish-
ops faded away and Christianity became monastic.

The world of the Druids had been destroyed and would not be
revived. But the power of Rome was so much more brutal, more inhu-
man, more oppressive that it would not need an invasion to get rid of
it. It withered because it was so hated by the people who had to
endure it. And because most of them saw no point to it any more.
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One of the favourite entertainments among the German Barbarians
was the equivalent of the Scottish sword dance — although it seems to
have had more of an edge to it, if you'll forgive the pun. The dance
involved both swords and lances and was apparently capable of prov-
ing fatal. Perhaps the spectators held the swords at different heights,
or brandished them as if in battle, while the dancers wove in and out
of them? We don’t know. All we have is a tantalizing description left to
us by Tacitus: ‘One and the same kind of spectacle is always exhibited
at every gathering. Naked youths who practise the sport bound in the
dance amid swords and lances that threaten their lives. Experience
gives them skill and skill again gives grace ...’

But although the danger to life obviously stuck in his mind, the
thing that really impressed Tacitus was the fact that the dancers took
part for the sheer fun of it — they didn’t expect to be paid! ‘Profit or
pay are out of the question; however reckless their pastime, its
reward is the pleasure of the spectators.” The Germans just had no
interest in money, according to Tacitus. They did not practise usury.
They obtained amber but placed no value on it themselves, and when
they got good money for it they ‘receive a price with wonder’. By the
time Tacitus was writing, Rome was a thoroughly commercialized
society and the profit motive drove many of its wheels. German
culture, on the other hand, seemed to him to be still possessed by
primitive forces such as honour, fidelity, bravery and sometimes
simply joie de vivre!
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THE PROTO-EUROPEANS

These apparently simple, happy folk are arguably the most important
of all the ‘barbarian’ groups in terms of the eventual emergence of a
European civilization that would dominate the globe. They are more
important even than Rome. The Goths, a late Roman name for them,
ended up taking over the Western Empire (see Chapter VIII), and
France (Francia), Germany (Alemannia) and England (Anglia) all
trace their heritage to German peoples — the Franks, Alemanni and
Anglo-Saxons.

But if the word ‘Celtic’ has been treated with suspicion by histo-
rians, they should be even more wary of ‘German’. So far as we know,
there were no people in the ancient world who called themselves that
— it’s a word that comes from Roman and Greek writers. The word
appears much later than Keltoi (Celts); the first person to use the word
Germani is Poseidonius, a Greek historian, in 100 Bc.? It may be a
corruption of an early German word, Gaizamannoz (‘spear-men’), used
as a name by one community.

It seems clear that around 500 Bc the area of north-west
Germany and southern Scandinavia was inhabited by people with a
common lifestyle, root language and mythology (a mythology best
known to us through the Norse sagas), who were spreading south-
wards. The Italians first became aware of them in 113 Bc, when
people called the Cimbri and Teutones moved down into the area of
Austria. Ten years later they arrived in Italy asking for somewhere to
settle. These huge, half-naked warriors inflicted a massive defeat on
the Roman army before being completely crushed themselves.

The first real attempt at describing the Germans comes from
Caesar, by which time they were moving into western Gaul in signifi-
cant numbers. It’s clear that Caesar only knew about the Germans
living close to the Rhine, and his sources of wider information were
distinctly dubious. It’s from them that he got the story of the elk with
no knees, as well as his account of a unicorn in the German forests —
a unicorn whose horn blossoms at the tip into spread antlers. It’s like
no unicorn you've ever seen.

The only other significant Roman source is the historian Tacitus,
whose fascinating little book Germania reads as though he had been
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there. He hadn't: it seems to be based on a work by Pliny — who really
did go and do the research — which has been lost. Of course the
Germans were much better known by Tacitus’ day, a century after
Caesar, and he is less interested in showing how savage they are than
in holding them up as examples of indigenous natural morality to
contrast with sophisticated Roman corruption.

It’s quite clear that the people living in north-west Germany were
very different from the Celts. The Roman descriptions of them tend
to be highly generalized caricatures, but they do contain a kernel of
truth. The Germans lived in small, independent settlements that
depended on keeping livestock and hunting, rather than on farming.
There was not much plunder here for Rome (though the Latin word
for money — pecunia — comes from pecus, cattle).

A DIFFERENT VALUE SYSTEM

The Romans were a little baffled by a society that was so uninterested
in wealth, and this lack of interest in profit even extended on to the
field of battle. The Roman soldier fought on a salary; his generals
displayed their wealth and status by fine living and the exercise of life-
and-death power over their troops. Things were completely different
among the Germans. A leader displayed his position by his courage,
and his wealth by his generosity at feasts and entertainments.

This was a warrior culture in which valour and the esteem of
one’s peers had more meaning than the accumulation of wealth.
Young men, once they reached the age of maturity, did not cut their
hair or beards until they had killed their first enemy in battle. And in
battle, according to Tacitus, the spur to bravery was the approval or
disapproval of one’s kinsmen: ‘What most stimulates their courage is
that their squadrons or battalions, instead of being formed by chance
or by a fortuitous gathering, are composed of families and clans.” He
explained that this was all about loyalty to the chief: ‘To defend, to
protect him, to ascribe one’s own brave deeds to his renown, is the
height of loyalty. The chief fights for victory; his vassals fight for
their chief.’

And with loyalty went courage — the courage of peer group pres-
sure. This led the Germans into rather foolhardy habits: * ... according
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to their practice, nothing is regarded as more unseemly, or more
unmanly, than to use horse armour. Accordingly, no matter how few
they may be, they will advance courageously against any number what-
ever of horse protected by armour.™ It was not only their horses that
went naked into battle. So did they. When they fought fully protected
Romans, their only defence was a wooden or wicker shield.

The German attitude to warfare was chaotic and individualistic
compared to the cold professionalism and disciplined planning of the
Romans. ‘Their view of war seems to have been sporting, in some
aspects almost gentlemanly, and the warfare of the time was waged
with the spirit and devotion of professionals, but with tactics which
did not rise above the amateur.” For the Germans, warfare was domi-
nated by the display of courage rather than the desire for material gain
or political advancement.

It’s easy to see the link between the German attitude to warfare
and the chivalric codes of the Middle Ages. For example, the medieval
concept of choosing two heroes from opposing sides to decide the
outcome of a battle in single combat has its roots back in the
Barbarian wars against Rome. ‘Having taken, by whatever means, a
prisoner from the tribe with whom they are at war, they pit him against
a picked man of their own tribe, each combatant using the weapons of
their country. The victory of the one or the other is accepted as an
indication of the issue.”

They had no military organization; war was entirely a game of
personal heroics. However, they didn't sound particularly dangerous,
especially as their weapons were rubbish. ‘Even iron is not plentiful
with them,” says Tacitus, ‘as we infer from the character of their
weapons. But few use swords or long lances. They carry a spear
(framea is their name for it), with a narrow and short head, but so
sharp and easy to wield that the same weapon serves, according to
circumstances, for close or distant conflict.” .

Even when the Germans captured superior equipment from the
Romans, they didn’t necessarily use it themselves in battle. The
archaeological evidence shows that they tended to smash it and then
throw it into a bog as an offering to the gods. The Germans ‘stood in
the same technical relationship to the Roman army as the hosts of
Matabele and Zulu to the nineteenth-century armies of Britain’.* And
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even then their lances were often no more than a pointed stick with a
sharpened end hardened in fire.

Of course, Tacitus was exaggerating the admirable qualities of
the Germans in order to castigate the Roman morals of his own day.
But when he describes the structure of Germanic social institutions
his account is borne out by other evidence.

GERMAN EGALITARIANISM

Tacitus’ picture of a remarkably egalitarian German society is
supported by the archaeological evidence. Few German settlements of
his day have been uncovered in which a single dwelling dominates —
the buildings all seem to be very much the same size. It is only after
Tacitus’ day, when contact with the Romans had been prolonged, that
individuals start accumulating wealth and marking themselves off
from the rest of the clan by superior living quarters.

Similarly, there was little private ownership of land. According to
Caesar, each year the clan leaders would dole out land among the vari-
ous families, and then the following year would totally redistribute it to
different people. He offers several reasons for this. In the first place,
he suggests, it might be to stop families getting too attached to the
land and becoming keener on agriculture than on fighting. But the
main reason, he feels, is the pursuit of a more equal society. They keep
the land moving around amongst the families of the clan in order to
stop individuals trying ‘to acquire extensive estates’; if they did, the
more powerful would ‘drive the weaker from their possessions’.
Constant reallocation of resources also prevents ‘the desire of wealth’
from springing up, ‘from which cause divisions and discords arise’, and
in this way they ‘keep the common people in a contented state of
mind, when each sees his own means placed on an equality with
[those of] the most powerful.”

Mark you, Caesar was a fine one to talk about equality in society!

Romans saw society in terms of two kinds of people: free men
and slaves. But that is a property-based relationship. Among the
Germans, people were not bought and sold, but owed duties, and that
was something as baffling to the Romans of those times as wearing
trousers.
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The master is not distinguished from the slave by being
brought up with greater delicacy. Both live amid the same
flocks and lie on the same ground till the freeborn are
distinguished by age and recognized by merit ... The other
slaves are not employed after our manner with distinct
domestic duties assigned to them, but each one has the
management of a house and home of his own. The master
requires from the slave a certain quantity of grain, of cattle,
and of clothing, as he would from a tenant, and this is the
limit of subjection."

Above all, this egalitarianism was reflected in German political insti-
tutions. The basis of political power lay in the folk-moot, at which,
according to Tacitus, minor matters were discussed by the chiefs but
the major decisions were put to the entire assembly. ‘Yet even when
the final decision rests with the people, the affair is always thoroughly
discussed by the chiefs.™

He goes on to explain that the independence and freedom of the
people make it very difficult to get everyone to agree to meet at the
same time, so a meeting can take up to three days to get started. Once
it does, however, it is the priests who are in charge. They call for
silence, and then the king or chief is usually the first to speak, but he
is heard ‘more because he has influence to persuade than because he
has power to command. And there is, apparently, no Roman-style
fawning or flattery in a German folk-moot. The hearers are at liberty
to show what they think of a leader’s speech: ‘If his sentiments
displease them, they reject them with murmurs; if they are satisfied,
they brandish their spears.™?

And it is this liberty of the people and the strictly limited powers
available to their leaders that makes the sharpest contrast between
Germanic society and Roman. The performance of kings and leaders
in battle had to be by example, and the powers to coerce were entirely
vested in the priesthood.

These kings have not unlimited or arbitrary power, and the
generals do more by example than by authority. If they are
energetic, if they are conspicuous, if they fight in the front,
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they lead because they are admired. But to reprimand, to
imprison, even to flog, is permitted to the priests alone, and
that not as a punishment, or at the general's bidding, but, as
it were, by the mandate of the god whom they believe to
inspire the warrior.”

THE POVERTY OF THE GERMANS

Caesar was adamant that there was no comparison between the stan-
dard of living of the Germans and that of the Gauls: ‘Neither must the
land of Gaul be compared with the land of the Germans, nor must the
habit of living of the latter be put on a level with that of the former’."*
Of course, he had good reason for distinguishing clearly between
Gauls and Germans, and for building up the image of the Rhine as a
real dividing line (which it wasn’t). That was how he justified his inva-
sion of Gaul. The Gauls were obviously no threat to Rome, but he
wanted people to think of the Germans as very different, savage and
dangerous. In fact, the Romans had a duty to protect Gaul from them!
‘These wild and savage men had become enamoured of the lands and
the refinement and the abundance of the Gauls, more were brought
over, and there were now as many as 120,000 of them in Gaul.**

Having little in the way of possessions (a fact that is clear from
archaeology as well as from the Roman writers), they were highly
mobile. It was not hard for Caesar to build up the threat from which
he needed to defend Rome by ‘protecting’ Gaul.

Caesar saw it would be dangerous to the Roman people if
the Germans became accustomed to crossing the Rhine, and
a great body of them should occupy Gaul. He reckoned that if
such wild and savage people took over the whole of Gaul,
they would not feel constrained from then invading the
Province and thence marching into Italy itself (as the Cimbri
and Teutones had done before).'

Tacitus remarked that Germany contained no town-like settlements,
but only isolated and scattered habitations, and the buildings tended
to be unremarkable. They did keep cattle, but according to Caesar
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they were ‘poor and ill-shaped’ and used as draught animals. The chil-
dren in every household grew up naked and filthy which, claimed
Tacitus, endowed them with ‘those stout frames and limbs which we
so much admire’.

They dressed in cloaks and, if they were well off, trousers — a form
of dress that seemed very odd to Tacitus — ‘a dress which is not flowing
like that of the Sarmatians and Parthians [Easterners who wore baggy
pants], but is tight, and exhibits each limb’. He also noticed that the
more contact they had with the Romans, the less care they took over
their clothing. ‘They also wear the skins of wild beasts; the tribes on the
Rhine and Danube in a careless fashion, those of the interior with more
elegance, as not obtaining other clothing by commerce.’

This sounds rather like indigenous people today, wearing tradi-
tional dress until T-shirts and baseball caps start appearing. And, as
with modern indigenous people, he describes them learning the value
of money for the first time.

I would not, however, affirm that no vein of German soil
produces gold or silver, for who has ever made a search?
They care but little to possess or use them. You may see
among them vessels of silver, which have been presented to
their envoys and chieftains, held as cheap as those of clay.
The border population, however, value gold and silver for
their commercial utility, and are familiar with, and show
preference for, some of our coins."”

But although there was no money to be made out of them, the
Germans had to be taken seriously as the most dangerous of foes.
Eventually the words ‘barbarian’ and ‘German’ would become
synonyms in the West.

HERMANN THE GERMAN

Hermann (whom we shall in future call Arminius) was a young prince
of the Cherusci clan, who inhabited an area of Germany around pres-
ent-day Hanover. For a great national hero he has one major drawback
— nobody knows his real name. In the classical sources he is called
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Arminius, but that’s a Roman name — probably a Latin attempt at his
Cheruscan one. The Germans, from the time of Luther on, decided to
call him Hermann, but that’s based on a mistaken etymology for
Arminius. One guess is that he might have been called Erminameraz,
but since that's no more than a guess, we'll stick to the name by which
he was known to the Romans.

Arminius was adopted as a hero by nineteenth-century German
nationalists because he is one of the first identifiable (and likeable)
German leaders who scored a military success against the Romans. He
is also a prime example of the sort of own goal the Romans started
scoring once they relied on training Barbarians to do their fighting for
them. Because Arminius was a Roman soldier.

After the Roman conquest of Gaul in the mid-first century Bc, the
raids and incursions by Germans from across the Rhine became a
nuisance, conceivably threatening, and Augustus thought it should not
be difficult to civilize them. They were, after all, simple hut-dwelling
savages without any organization to speak of. ‘Germania’ was a huge
area — in Roman geography it stretched to the Danube in the south and
from the Netherlands to western Russia further north — but the theory
was that to create a new Roman province there, to be called Germania
Magna, did not really involve a military conquest at all.

The advantages of Roman civilization were so obvious that it
could all be done by a little bit of force and a lot of flattery and
bribery. In 12 Bc an army crossed the Rhine, fought a few skirmishes,
did deals with local leaders and three years later was safely on the
Elbe. There was obviously no money to be made out of the Germans,
but once they had been brought to heel they could certainly provide
some useful military manpower. In fact, Augustus recruited his own
personal mounted bodyguard from a German community on the
lower Rhine, the Batavians, because they were totally fearless and,
once they had sworn personal loyalty, they could be trusted more than
any Romans.

The Roman army had once been composed of upper-class
Romans doing their civic duty, but it was now a fully professional
force, a large part of which was no longer Roman at all. Auxiliary
troops had always been a necessary supplement to the legions, but
hitherto they had mostly been recruited from allied cities within Italy.
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Barbarians and Romans — the first
encounter (see page 17)

According to the historian Livy, Brennus’
Celts entered Rome and found the
patricians seated like statues. The simple
Barbarians stared at them dumbfounded,
until one stroked Marcus Papirius’ beard,
whereupon the Roman hit him with his
staff. Detail from Paul Jamin, The Sack
of Rome by the Gauls in 390 Bc, late
nineteenth century.

The ‘Corlea trackway’ (see page 30)
Built across an Irish bog in 148 Bc, it was

1% miles long and about 12 feet wide. It is
estimated to have involved the cutting of
some 500 trees, to make an oak plank
road on a birch substructure fastened by
some 5000 pegs. The ninth-century Irish
saga The Wooing of Etain includes an
account of the making of just such a road.




Celtic mathematics (see page 34)
This Gallic calendar, made between
AD 50 and 150, is evidently copied
from an original dating to the first
century BC and was probably part of a
temple complex. A fragment of a

similar calendar was found in Jura in
1807, also linked to a temple. It
appears that the calendar was
eventually carefully broken and the
pieces distributed to different people.

Romantic Barbarians (see page 26)
This life-sized marble Dying Gaul,
now in the Capitoline Museum in
Rome, is a Roman copy of a Greek
original, probably bronze, that was
part of a large victory monument
created around 230 BC on the
acropolis at Pergamon in modern
Turkey. Although the figure is
obviously a Gaul wearing a torque, it
was assumed in the nineteenth
century to be a Roman gladiator.




Gallic machinery (see page 36)

This fragment of a tombstone, dating from
around AD 240, was found in 1958, embedded
in medieval ramparts in the Ardennes in
northern France. It provides concrete evidence
of the Gallic harvesting machine described by
Pliny, although this one seems to be being
pushed by a mule rather than by oxen.

France’s homage to Vercingetorix (see page 21)
The statue at Alesia, over 20 feet tall, was erected
in 1865 at the commission of Napoleon III,

and the face appears to be modelled on his own.
It is inscribed with Caesar’s ‘quotation’ from
Vercingetorix, slightly adapted — ‘Gaul united,
Forming a single nation, Inspired by a shared
spirit, Can defy the world’. In 1870 Napoleon
111 led France to defeat by Germany.




The Gauls’ antique tradition
(see page 41)

Four copies of this gold ‘stater’
have survived; it was struck
shortly before Vercingetorix's
defeat. One was sold in 1997
for approximately £40,000. In
the tradition of Gallic coins,
the image is based on the head
of the young Apollo on the gold
staters of Philip II of Macedon,
300 years earlier. It represents
power, wealth and a high level
of sophistication.

Britannia's hidden wealth (see page 59)

The Snettisham treasure is a careful deposit of torques, coins, and metal ingots bent to
form bracelets. In all there was a total weight of 65 Ib, much of it gold and silver. The
coins date to about 70 BC, but the enclosure ditch surrounding them contains pottery of

the period of Nero — and so of Boudica.




Britannia, the new future (see page 81)

A silver denarius of Carausius showing Britannia (with
a trident) clasping his hand saying ‘Expectate Veni’—
‘Come, awaited one'. This may be from a passage in
Virgil's Aeneid, where Hector, the slain Trojan hero,
returns as a ghost and, in effect, instructs Aeneas to
create the new city of Rome. Carausius is evidently
now passing that responsibility on to Britannia!

The missing dead (see page 105)
This tombstone, found in Xanten (on the Rhine),

shows a centurion with his two freedmen. It says:
‘To Marcus Caelius, son of Titus, of the Lemonia
district, from Bologna, First Centurion of the 18th
Legion, aged 53%. He fell in Varus’ war. His bones
may be interred here. Set up by his brother Aelius,
son of Titus of the Lemonia.’ His bones were
presumably never identified.




Rome's Barbarian soldiers (see page 97)

A German auxiliary fighting alongside

Roman legionaries, from Trajan’s Column.

The Romans wear armour and helmets, apart
from a central figure with a sling and lead shot

— this had a range of 300 yards, so armour was

unnecessary. The German auxiliary (wearing
tight trousers), however, fights half-naked at
close quarters, using a small wooden shield
and a club.

Germany'’s homage to Arminius

(see page 96)

Arminius’ monument, the Hermannsdenkmal,
was consecrated by Kaiser Willhelm I in 1875,
shortly after the defeat of France and the
creation of a unified German Empire. It is much
bigger than Vercingetorix's statue (it stands over
175 feet high) and boasts a winged helmet. The
huge sword is engraved ‘Germany’s Unity is my
Strength — My Strength is Germany’s Unity’.




The Roman frontier (see page 127)

Rome’s border with the Germans, the Limes, was a line of demarcation rather than a fortification,
defined by a rampart and ditch, some stone walling, watch-towers and forts. Ignoring the
topography of the land, the central sector runs dead straight for 50 miles.

Killing Dacians (see page 126)

Trajan’s Column is 125 feet high, and the story of his conquest of Dacia is told in a spiral of story-
telling over 656 feet long. This scene, over half-way up, is quite typical — Roman soldiers are
industriously killing the natives, whose attempts to defend themselves are hopeless and pose no
threat at all. The Romans should be holding metal weapons, but it seems the fixing-points

for them were never drilled.




Trajan's Forum (see page 125)
The modern ruins convey a romantic confusion very different from the original look of

Looting Dacia

(see page 124)

This image, almost at the
very top of the Column,
shows loot being carted
off in the form of
precious vessels that have
been loaded on to a
donkey. It hardly does
justice to the many tons
of treasure that Trajan
collected, but it seems he
was less interested in
celebrating his war as one
of plunder than in
stressing the splendid
slaughter he inflicted.

the Forum — a complex of libraries, a court and public spaces. Imported coloured marble
emphasized imperial power and wealth, and the entire Forum celebrated Trajan’s heroic life

and his divinity.
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Now auxiliaries were raised from the ‘barbarian’ population of the
provinces. What’s more, after 25 years of service they could even
become Roman citizens.

The ranks of soldiery swelled to perhaps 250,000 or 300,000,
which enabled the army to cope with the widening borders of Roman
influence. But, at the same time, it meant that the Romans were dili-
gently training, equipping and assimilating the very Barbarians they
were trying to keep at bay. It's not surprising that some Barbarians took
advantage of their Roman acculturation and tutoring. They included
Arminius — Hermann the German.

His family's home must have become part of ‘Germania Magna’
when he was a small child. His people were induced to send their
young warriors into the army, and there he served for five years, along
with his brother Flavus, probably from ap 1 to 6. The hand-outs on
offer to Rome’s new German subjects were huge. As a leader’s son, he
was a prime candidate for special treatment; we are told he had the
rank of equites, ‘Sir Arminius’, which meant that the emperor must have
granted him Roman citizenship and property in Italy worth at least
400,000 sesterces — nearly 900 b of silver. That would yield an annual
rent of 20,000 sesterces — 20 times the pay of a legionary. It's amazing
what a high-born young Barbarian could do in those days.

And the new Roman province was coming along nicely. Historians
used to believe that the province of Germania Magna was little more
than a fantasy in Augustus’ mind, but in 1997 a Roman town — a real
civilian town, that is, not a military camp — was discovered east of the
Rhine, about 30 miles north of Frankfurt at Waldgirmes. At its heart
were a basilica and a forum with a gold-plated equestrian statue,
presumably of Augustus. The finds suggest that very upper-class
Romans were living there alongside Germans, which indicates that the
new province must have been up and running."

Arminius’ brother bought into the Roman system lock, stock and
two smoking barrels (if you'll forgive the anachronism). Flavus
remained a career officer in the Roman army, but Arminius didn’t. He
learnt all he needed to know about Roman military techniques, arms
and organization, and (perhaps just as importantly) how the army
responded to different forms of attack, and then hot-footed it back to
his own people. Of course, he remained very polite to the Romans,
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and spoke Latin and knew all the right things to say, but he never
forgot his Cheruscan upbringing.

By a wonderful stroke of good luck another Roman soldier, who
fought in a number of campaigns in Germany around this time, later
wrote about his experiences. Velleius Paterculus served in Tiberius’
army in Pannonia in AD 6 and, since it is likely that Arminius did too,
Velleius quite possibly knew him personally. Despite the fact that the
man became an enemy — and a successful one at that — Velleius paints
him in glowing colours: ‘A young man of noble birth, brave in action
and alert in mind, possessing an intelligence quite beyond the ordinary
barbarian; he ... showed in his countenance and in his eyes the fire of
the mind within."® The historian Tacitus, writing some 40 years later,
recognized that Arminius had put his Roman training to good use: ‘The
old German unsystematic battle-order and chaotic charges were
things of the past. Their long wars against Rome had taught them to
follow the standards, keep troops in reserve, and obey commands.™

Velleius Paterculus also seems to have been well aware of the
threat posed by Roman-trained Barbarians such as Arminius. The
most dangerous of all the Germanic peoples, he claims, were the
Marcomanni in central Germany, led by their charismatic and ambi-
tious king Maroboduus. Maroboduus too had learnt his military craft
in Rome, and that was what made him so much to be feared: ‘The
body of guards protecting the kingdom of Maroboduus, which by
constant drill had been brought almost to the Roman standard of
discipline, soon placed him in a position of power that was dreaded
even by our empire.”'

Velleius Paterculus tells us that he had the honour of accompa-
nying the great Tiberius in the military advance that created Germania
Magna. The Roman troops swept through Germany, crossed the river
Weser, and penetrated an unbelievable 400 miles beyond the Rhine to
liaise with the fleet on the river Elbe. The fleet itself had sailed ‘from
a sea hitherto unheard of and unknown'’. Such great deeds!

By AD 8, nothing else was left to conquer except for Maroboduus
and his Marcomanni, and they had securely staked out a new territory
for themselves in Bohemia. Otherwise Rome was now master of
Germany, and all that remained was to impose some good old Roman
law and order and to get the natives paying their taxes.

But it wasn't to be like that. Not at all. Terrible things were in store.
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GERMANS 3 ROMANS 0O

Germany had always held a horrible fascination for Roman writers.
They saw it as a dark and treacherous land of bog and forest — a wild
and savage place. ‘The North Sea is the roughest in the world and the
German climate the worst,” wrote Tacitus.”? And in Roman eyes the
people were much the same: ‘The Germans ... with their great feroc-
ity combine great craft, to an extent scarcely credible to one who has
had no experience with them, and are a race to lying born ...’ These
were Barbarians for the connoisseur.

Which is how they came to dupe an innocent Roman adminis-
trator by the name of Publius Quintilius Varus. Varus had been
appointed governor of Germania in AD 7, with the aim of imposing law
and order and extracting the usual taxes. Fifteen years of peace had led
Augustus to overestimate the extent to which the people of Germania
had accepted their new status. Varus was to provide Arminius with his
great chance for fame. Not a nice man, Varus ‘was born of a noble
rather than illustrious family. He was of a mild disposition, of sedate
manners, and being somewhat indolent as well, in body as in mind,
was more accustomed to ease in a camp than to action in the field.**
Varus had been Governor of Syria just after the death of Herod the
Great, and there he had apparently lined his own pockets. ‘He entered
the rich province a poor man, but left it a rich man and the province
poor,’ says Velleius Paterculus. Tish! An epigram for a soldier-turned-
historian to be proud of!

As a patrician and plutocrat, Varus was well aware that the
Barbarians of Germany were scarcely human — ‘men only in limbs
and voice’ — but he assumed that they had grasped the idea of licking
Roman boots gratefully. He therefore ‘entered the heart of Germany
as though he were going among a people enjoying the blessings of
peace, and sitting on his tribunal he wasted the time of a summer
campaign in holding court and observing the proper details of legal
procedure’.”” He also assumed he could treat the Germans as the
inferiors they clearly were, and a later historian, writing with
hindsight, declared that this arrogance sowed the seeds of his
own destruction: ‘He not only gave orders to the Germans as if
they were actual slaves of the Romans, but also levied money from
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them as if they were subject nations. These were demands they
would not tolerate.”

Another Roman historian of the early second century ap is even
tougher on his character, and says that the Germans ‘began to detest
the licentiousness and pride not less than the cruelty of Quintilius
Varus’.”” That rings true, especially when you consider that this was
the man who, in the course of putting down a revolt in Judea, had
burnt the town of Emmaus and crucified 2000 Jews.?® When it came
to institutionalized cruelty on an industrial scale, the Romans could
teach the Barbarians a thing or two.

But there can be no doubt that the Germans well and truly pulled
the wool over Varus’ eyes. According to Velleius, they put on a wonder-
ful show for the governor’s benefit, entering into fictitious lawsuits in
order to keep Varus busy in the courts. And when he diligently sorted
out the cases to everyone’s apparent satisfaction, they ‘expressed their
gratitude that Roman justice was settling these disputes, that their
own barbarous nature was being softened down by this new and hith-
erto unknown method, and that quarrels which were usually settled by
arms were now being ended by law’.”’

Whoever was behind this stratagem — and it could have been
Arminius himself — it worked a treat. Varus, not in the safe zone of
Waldgirmes but further to the east, was being lulled into a false sense
of security. He came to look upon himself as a city magistrate ‘admin-
istering justice in the forum, and not a general in command of an army
in the heart of Germany'.

To make matters worse, he had even been tipped off by one of the
other Cheruscan chiefs that he was being taken for a ride. The traitor
was a man by the name of Segestes, who had long since decided to
throw in his lot with the Romans. A remarkably loyal collaborator, he
had been rewarded with Roman citizenship by Augustus. Presumably
he was on the receiving end of other substantial kick-backs as well
because he was adamantly opposed to the whole idea of rebellion
against the Romans.

Segestes warned Varus that, no matter how friendly and compli-
ant his fellow Cheruscans appeared, they were actually plotting his
downfall. During a feast shortly before the uprising, Segestes even
suggested that the Roman governor should arrest Arminius and the
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other Cheruscan leaders — including himself (presumably to allay
suspicion) — ‘on the grounds that their removal would immobilize their
accomplices and Varus could then take his time in sorting out the
guilty from the innocent’.*® But the man wouldn’t listen: ‘Fate now
dominated the plans of Varus and had blindfolded the eyes of his mind
... And so Quintilius [Varus] refused to believe the story, and insisted
upon judging the apparent friendship of the Germans by the standard
of his merit,’ writes Velleius Paterculus, adding darkly: ‘And, after this
warning, there was no time left for a second.”

When news of an uprising in the north came to Varus’ attention
he set out with his three crack legions to teach the rebels a lesson. But
the uprising was just a ruse. As the Roman governor proudly marched
his men through the dense forests of the upper Weser river basin,
Arminius ambushed them. The site of the battle lay hidden from archae-
ologists until 1989 because for generations they assumed that it must
have been a guerrilla attack in a forest, with wild men leaping out of
the trees on to the unsuspecting legion-aries. In fact, this was a
planned battle on a large and complex battlefield, with fortified posi-
tions that the Germans had prepared in advance.

‘Barbarian’ didn't mean wild and simple. Arminius had learnt
Roman strategy and battle tactics, and persuaded his warriors to act in
a planned, coordinated way rather than to rely on the usual individual
acts of rash heroism. The result was stunning. Three legions, with
their general and all their officers and auxiliary forces, together with
the general staff, were massacred almost to a man by Arminius’
Barbarians: ‘An army unexcelled in bravery, the first of Roman armies
in discipline, in energy, and in experience in the field, through the
negligence of its general, the perfidy of the enemy, and the unkindness
of fortune ... was exterminated almost to a man by the very enemy
whom it had always slaughtered like cattle ...’

Of course it was all right for the Romans to slaughter their enemy
‘like cattle’, but for the Barbarians to do the same to the Romans was
unnatural and profoundly shocking. The Romans were being given a
taste of their own medicine by a man they had trained and educated.
It was a humiliation they would never forget, and for centuries
Romans reviled the name of Varus. Overwhelmed by the enormity of
the catastrophe for which he was responsible, he did the decent thing
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(in Roman eyes): he committed suicide. His partially burnt body was
‘mangled by the enemy in their barbarity; his head was cut off and
taken to Maroboduus’ who sent it to Augustus.*

Writing some 40 years later, Tacitus had no doubt that the disas-
ter checked Roman ambitions in Germany, and the archaeological
evidence supports him. From this year, Waldgirmes and all the forts
east of the Rhine disappeared.*® The Roman historian also makes it
quite clear that Rome’s objective was the enslavement of the world,
and he admires the Germans who resisted: ‘It was beyond question
that the annihilation of Quintilius Varus had saved Germany from
enslavement ... Nature had given even the dumb brutes freedom, and
courage was the peculiar excellence of man. Heaven helped the braver
side.”® The shock waves swept through the Empire, smashed through
the gates of the Eternal City and even lapped against the feet of the
Emperor Augustus himself.

According to the historian Suetonius, Varus’ disgraceful defeat
‘nearly wrecked the Empire’ — a statement that has acquired new
meaning since the discovery of Waldgirmes and the realization that it
was not just some soldiers that had been lost, but an entire province.
Augustus immediately ordered patrols on to the streets of Rome and
put into effect other security measures to make sure there were no
uprisings on the back of the catastrophe. He even sent away his
Batavian bodyguards. He ‘mourned greatly,” wrote Dio Cassius 200
years later, ‘not only because of the soldiers who had been lost, but
also because of his fear for the German and Gallic provinces, and
particularly because he expected that the enemy would march against
Italy and against Rome itself’.** Suetonius says: ‘Indeed, it is said that
he took the disaster so deeply to heart that he left his hair and beard
untrimmed for months; he would often beat his head on a door, shout-
ing: “Quintilius Varus, give me back my legions!” and always kept the
anniversary as a day of deep mourning.™

The shame was so great that the loss of Germania Magna was
never referred to. And although the abandoned city at Waldgirmes has
finally been discovered, the Romans left no record of what it was actu-
ally called — even though it was, presumably, the capital of Germania
Magna. No one dared say that Rome had lost more than its legions.
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THE QUISLING AND THE FREEDOM
FIGHTER

Curiously enough, despite the magnitude of the victory against Varus,
it did not immediately establish Arminius as supreme and unrivalled
leader of the Cherusci. There were still plenty of Germans who saw
their main advantage in collaboration with Rome rather than opposi-
tion. And Segestes, the man who had tried to warn Varus of the
impending disaster, was one of the leaders of this faction.

He had naturally joined Arminius in the attack on Varus, since
not to have done so would have looked suspicious, but his sympathies
had always remained where his interests were: with the Romans.
Segestes had become Arminius’ chief antagonist among the Cherusci,
and now the rivalry between the two men grew personal. This was
because Segestes had involuntarily become Arminius’ father-in-law,
and he didn't like it at all. Segestes’ daughter, Thusnelda, had been
engaged to marry a man whom, one presumes, Segestes approved of.
Arminius, however, had come along and stolen not only her affections
but her person, and had married her despite her father’s protests.*®
Arminius really seems to have been fond of her, and Tacitus tells us
that Thusnelda herself ‘was temperamentally closer to her husband
than to her father. Segestes and Arminius had always worked for
different political ends, but now they thoroughly detested each other.

The Romans were well aware of this dissension. When Augustus
died, the new Emperor Tiberius’ nephew, Germanicus, returned to
Germany to take revenge on the Cherusci. He fully intended to exploit

the division. As Tacitus put it: ‘These two leaders stood respectively for

treachery and goodwill to Rome. Arminius was Germany’s trouble-
maker. Segestes had often warned Publius Quintilius Varus that
rebellion was planned.” *

Germanicus kicked off his revenge on the Cherusci by extermi-
nating the Chatti people — ‘helpless women, children and old people
were at once slaughtered or captured’ and their capital was destroyed.*
In the meantime, Arminius had seized power and was besieging
Segestes, who appealed to Germanicus for help. Segestes was clearly

| an important ally of Rome, since Germanicus rescued him and

escorted the collaborator back across the Rhine with many relatives and
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several women of high rank, including his daughter Thusnelda,
Arminius’ wife. It’s not clear how she came to be in Segestes’ company,
but he must have taken her forcibly from Arminius, presumably at the
time when Segestes (as he later claimed) had thrown Arminius in
prison. Segestes admitted that Thusnelda was not in his company of her
own free will.

In the pages of Tacitus, Thusnelda emerges as a remarkable and
strong-minded woman. There she stood, pregnant and separated from
her husband, forcibly abducted to the enemy camp by her quisling
father — and yet she gave no quarter. From her came no appeals, no
submissive tears; she stood still, her hands clasped inside her robe, star-
ing down at her pregnant body.*" It's easy to imagine that such a woman
would have admired her husband, the leader of their country’s inde-
pendence movement, and despised her father, the spy and informer.

Segestes himself steps on to Tacitus’ stage as ‘a huge figure, fear-
lessly aware he had been a good ally’, who then delivers himself of a
self-serving speech of the kind Tacitus imagines he would have made
to justify his treachery:

Ever since the divine Augustus made me a Roman citizen,
my choice of friends and enemies has been guided by your
advantage. My motive has not been hatred of my people — for
traitors are distasteful even to the side they join — but the
belief that Roman and German interests are the same, and
that peace is better than war. That is why I denounced to
your former commander Varus the man who broke the treaty
with you — Arminius, the robber of my daughter!®

Germanicus promised Segestes a safe-house in Gaul for himself and
his family. Thusnelda bore Arminius a son, who was brought up in
Ravenna. Tacitus promises to tell us of ‘the ironical fate in store for him’,
but never does.

ARMINIUS FIGHTS BACK

Arminius was, understandably, a bit hacked off by Segestes’ behaviour.
In fact, he was more than hacked off. Tacitus says he was ‘maddened
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by his wife’s abduction and the prospect of servitude for their unborn
child’. So he made a rapid tour of the Cherusci demanding a renewal
of war against the Romans. The words that Tacitus puts into Arminius’
mouth make stirring reading; ‘Germany will never tolerate Roman
rods, axes and robes between Rhine and Elbe. Other countries, unac-
quainted with Roman rule, have not known its impositions or its
punishments. We have known them — and got rid of them!

Whatever it was that Arminius did say, it seemed to do the trick.
Germanicus grew alarmed by the size of the rebellion building up
against him, and launched attacks on several different fronts to
disperse the enemy. One column, while peacefully burning, looting and
killing in the lands of the Bructeri, discovered the standard of the 19th
Legion, which had been lost with Varus. Eventually they reached the
Teutoburgian Forest, where the remains of Varus’legions were still lying
unburied. Survivors guided the living to the dead, and, according to
Tacitus, ‘the scene lived up to its horrible associations ... On the open
ground were whitening bones, scattered where men had fled, heaped
up where they had stood and fought back. Fragments of spears and of
horses’ limbs lay there — also human heads, fastened to tree-trunks. In
groves nearby were the outlandish altars at which the Germans had
massacred the Roman colonels and senior company-commanders.*

During the next year's campaign, an extraordinary encounter took
place. Tacitus dramatized it, encapsulating the tensions that must
have been rife within many Barbarian families as the Empire advanced
on them. He describes Arminius coming to a river bank and demand-
ing to speak to his brother Flavus, who was in the Roman camp on the
other side. Flavus had lost an eye some years before while fighting
under Tiberius. When he came forward Arminius

asked his brother to explain his face-wound. The place and
the battle were told him. Then he asked what reward Flavus
had got. Flavus mentioned his higher pay, chain and wreath
of honour and other military decorations. ‘The wages of
slavery are low’ sneered Arminius.

Then they argued their opposing cases. Flavus spoke of
Rome’s greatness, the emperor's wealth, the terrible
punishment attending defeat, the mercy earned by
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submission — even Arminius’ own wife and son [both now
living as captives in Ravenna] were not treated like enemies.
His brother [Arminius] dwelt on patriotism, long-established
freedom, the national gods of Germany — and their mother,
who joined him in imploring that Flavus should not choose
to be the deserter and betrayer, rather than the liberator, of
his relatives and his country.”

Tacitus says that the discussion soon became abusive and would have
ended in blows (despite the brothers being on opposite banks of the
river) if Flavus had not been restrained. Arminius was left ‘shouting
threats and challenges to fight — a good many of them in Latin’. The
next night one of the Cherusci — possibly Arminius himself — rode up
to the Roman stockade and taunted the soldiers in Latin, promising
every deserter a wife, some land and a hundred sesterces.

The battle, when it came, ran for the Romans. Arminius was
wounded, but, having smeared his own blood over his face to avoid
being recognized, broke through the ranks of Roman bowmen by sheer
physical strength and the impetus of his horse. Germanicus claimed
to have defeated Arminius, even though he hadn't killed or captured
him. The Romans burnt what they could, killed who they could, got
into their boats and went home.

GERMANICUS’ TRIUMPH

Tiberius insisted that his commander return to Rome and celebrate a
Triumph for his victories over the Germans — quite possibly the
Emperor was jealous of his nephew getting too successful and popu-
lar with his troops. So even though the war in Germany was not really
concluded, Germanicus Triumph took place on 26 May ap 17. It was
quite an occasion. ‘

Arminius must have felt a bit left out, since not only was it the big
social event of the year, but his wife and the son he had never seen were
there ... not as spectators, you understand, but paraded as captives.

The Greek geographer Strabo wrote an account of the Triumph
shortly after it took place. Public humiliation was the penalty the
Cherusci paid for their guile in destroying Varus’ legions: ‘They [the
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Cherusci] all paid the penalty, and afforded the younger Germanicus
a most brilliant triumph — that triumph in which their most famous
men and women were led captive, I mean Segimuntus, son of Segestes
and chieftain of the Cherusci, and his sister Thusnelda, the wife of
Arminius ... and Thusnelda’s three-year-old son Thumelicus.’ Looking
on was the arch-traitor Segestes himself, forced to witness the public
disgrace of his own son and daughter: ‘But Segestes, the father-in-law
of Arminius, who even from the outset had opposed the purpose of
Arminius, and, taking advantage of an opportune time, had deserted
him, was present as a guest of honour at the Triumph over his loved
ones."** Perhaps the Romans were ‘rewarding’ him for his treachery to
his own people.

THE END OF ARMINIUS

It seems that the Germans’ opposition to Rome was not simply the
expression of love of freedom; it was also linked to their adamant
refusal to accept an imperial or even royal structure in place of the
traditional tribal social arrangements, with their folk-meetings, law-
giving and election of war leaders. Whenever a leader seemed to get
too big for his boots and to aim at kingship, he was resented by the
rank and file of the Germans. And this is what, in the end, happened
to Arminius.

He and the other war leaders had done enough to keep the
Romans off their backs, which meant that they could turn to more
traditional pursuits, such as fighting each other. As Tacitus put it
rather succinctly: ‘now that the Romans had gone and there was no
external threat, national custom and rivalry had turned the Germans
against one another.””

With Segestes out of the way, Arminius’ only real rival amongst the
other clans was Maroboduus, who was by now leading a group of
peoples under the collective name of the Suebi. He seems to have
been vain, ambitious and formidable. Velleius Paterculus tells us he
was ‘a man of noble family, strong in body and courageous in mind, a
barbarian by birth but not in intelligence’. He imposed Roman disci-
pline on his own forces, which in his heyday numbered some 70,000
infantry and 4000 cavalry.
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What is more, according to Velleius, he had ‘in his mind the idea
of a definite empire and royal powers’.** He actually used the Roman
title rex. Of course, the Romans prided themselves on their hatred of
kings (that was why Caesar had been assassinated when he seemed to
want a crown), so a Roman spin may have been put on the surviving
accounts of what happened, including that of Tacitus: ‘The Suebi did
not like the royal title of their leader Maroboduus, whereas Arminius
was popular as champion of freedom. So in addition to his old soldiers
— the Cherusci and their allies — two Suebian tribes, the Semnones
and Langobardi, from the kingdom of Maroboduus also entered the
war on Arminius’ side.”*

Maroboduus ended up sending an SOS to the Emperor Tiberius,
requesting his help against the Empire’s enemy Arminius. It was the
act of a desperate man, and Tiberius quite reasonably pointed out that
when Rome had asked Maroboduus for support against the Cherusci
he'd turned them down, so why should they help him now?
Maroboduus eventually asked for asylum. Tiberius assured him he
would be welcome and free to leave whenever he chose, but in the
Senate he denounced Maroboduus as one of the greatest threats to
Rome. The German spent the next 18 years as a pampered captive in
Ravenna, ‘growing old, his reputation dimmed by excessive fondness
for life’.*

After that, Arminius’ dislike of monarchy seems to have evapo-
rated, and he now tried to create a German kingdom of his own to face
down Rome. He discovered, however, that the Germans were not
prepared to knuckle under even to him. And since the Romans had
withdrawn from Germania Magna, it seems as though people did not
need to surrender their independence even to a home-grown overlord.
‘His freedom-loving compatriots, writes Tacitus, ‘forcibly resisted. The
fortunes of the fight fluctuated, but finally Arminius succumbed to
treachery from his relations.” In other words, they killed him.

Tacitus leaves us with a very generous assessment of Arminius,
which shows how much impact his personality and career had upon
his enemies: ‘He was unmistakably the liberator of Germany.
Challenger of Rome — not in its infancy, like kings and commanders
before him, but at the height of its power — he had fought undecided
battles, and never lost a war. He had ruled for twelve of his thirty-
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seven years. To this day the tribes sing of him.”' A worthy national
hero for Germany. If only we knew his name ...

A LESSON LEARNT

Having abandoned Germania Magna, the Emperor Augustus realized
that endless expansion of the frontiers was not an option. Accordingly,
he advised his successor, Tiberius, to keep the Empire within the
natural borders formed by the Rhine, the Danube and the
Euphrates.”> He said ruefully that to strive after a small profit with
expensive resources was like fishing ‘with a golden hook, the loss of
which, if it were carried off, could not be made good by any catch’.”®

But the Empire needed to keep bringing in new catches.
Otherwise the costs of a military system would grow without the profit
of new conquests and Rome would be heading for bankruptcy.

Britain, invaded in AD 43, turned out not to be much of a money-
spinner. But fortunately for Rome there remained one more land that
promised rich pickings for any emperor who could take it. But this
time there would be no foolish attempt to civilize its inhabitants. They
would be eliminated.
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VI
DACIA AND THE
VANISHED WORLD

At the heart of Rome was death. There’s an imperial monument right
in the middle of Rome that was erected by the Senate in the early
second century AD to celebrate the Emperor Trajan. It is a mysterious
object; although it has stood in the heart of the city for almost 2000
years, we don't really understand it. But we do know that it commem-
orates Roman ruthlessness on a grand scale.

Down at ground level, which is all that most people can see in
detail of Trajan’s Column, the passing stranger is invited to gaze upon
the civilized face of Roman society. Dignified statesmen mingle with
their wives and children in a peaceful scene of sober celebration. As
we look higher, however (which will need some binoculars), we start
to glimpse the reality behind the power — the death and destruction of
battle depicted in thousands of realistic images. Remember the
Emperor Augustus and his distress over Varus’ lost legions? That was
not sentimentality. Augustus was unmoved by death, as he made plain
at the Temple of Augustus in Ankara in Turkey. Today the walls are
crumbling and being eaten away by pollution, but here is Augustus’
own description of his achievements: ‘Three times I gave a gladiator-
ial show in my own name, and five times in the names of my sons or
grandsons, in which shows about 10,000 men fought to the death.’

The German Barbarians never came near this for savagery. The
lust for blood, the entertainment of watching men kill each other, was
something uniquely Roman. Arminius and his followers had massa-
cred the legions because it was the only chance they stood of
defending their lands, their society, their way of life — and it worked.
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But the Romans massacred people for the sheer pleasure of watching
the blood. They decorated their rooms with expensive mosaics of the
gladiatorial slaughters they had sponsored, and they gathered in their
thousands to watch criminals being ripped apart by wild animals that
were captured and shipped in especially for that purpose.

To enjoy watching people suffer and die was the very essence of
Roman identity. In particular, to watch Barbarians suffer and die -
Barbarians and other monsters from the savage world beyond the fron-
tier. That's what gladiator costumes were all about. They were stock
types: the Thracian Barbarians; the Essedari, kitted out as Celtic
charioteers; the Mirmillones, who represented sea monsters; the
Andabatae, who were armoured like Persians — and so on. When the
Emperor Nero blamed the great fire of Rome on followers of a new reli-
gion, Christians, he decided on what he felt was a suitably entertaining
punishment. According to Tacitus, some of the Christians were dressed
in the skins of wild animals and then thrown to the dogs to be torn to
pieces, while others were ‘made into torches to be ignited after dark as
substitutes for daylight’. Historians suggest that Tacitus was repeating
exaggerated stories put about by Nero’s enemies, but the fact that such
a story was credible is what matters. People associated their emperor
with a scale of horror fully comparable with Auschwitz — and perhaps
worse. They were prepared to believe that living men and women
nailed to posts, soaked in oil and set on fire were used to light a party,
because the public enjoyment of torture was part of the fabric of their
state. Death screams were part of the fun.

Ruthless brutality, a complete indifference to human suffering,
pleasure in watching torture — these were not Barbarian qualities. They
were Roman. And the Romans were proud of it. War and the celebra-
tion of Triumphs, the slaughter of tens of thousands and the parade of
prisoners and loot, the enslavement and public murder of prisoners —
all these were important to the dignity of emperors. Augustus was
proud of his clemency, but was murderous nonetheless. He states on
that temple wall: ‘1 frequently waged wars by land and by sea, both
civil and foreign, throughout the whole world. In the case of foreign
peoples whom it was safe to pardon, I preferred conservation to exter-
mination.” Extermination — genocide — was an option, obviously. And
sometimes it was the preferred option.
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GENOCIDE

Many of the images on Trajan’s Column depict Romans slaughtering
Dacians. It is ironic that we are left with so many contemporary
images of a Barbarian people about whom we otherwise know so little.
The Column celebrates Trajan’s campaign in ApD 101-6, in which he
entered the kingdom of Dacia and destroyed the entire Dacian nation.
Or at least that's what the Romans liked to think.

Nowadays some historians are reluctant to accord Trajan the
honour of achieving total genocide. They point to inscriptions and
written documents that indicate sufficient Dacians escaped the
Roman holocaust to have ensured some continuity from those days to
the present, when what remains of the country of Dacia is known —
ironically enough — as Romania. There are records, for example, of at
least 12 units of Dacian soldiers being subsequently posted to various
parts of the Roman Empire — many of them, according to the archae-
ological record, to Britain. What's more, the Column itself concludes
with an image of Dacians peaceably returning to graze their sheep on
the emptied land.

The snag is that in ancient Rome it was common knowledge that
Trajan had annihilated the Dacians. The Emperor’s doctor, Crito,
claimed that Trajan had done the job so well that only 40 Dacians
remained — at least that's what the writer Lucian said he said. Crito
did write an account of his adventures in Dacia with Trajan, but the
book is now lost, and Lucian, who was a satirist and wit, may have
been employing comic hyperbole to make a point.

But later writers continued to perpetuate the idea. They included
the Emperor Julian (better known as Julian the Apostate) who, in one
of his works, imagines Trajan announcing: ‘Alone, I have defeated the
peoples from beyond the Danube and I have annihilated the people of
the Dacians.” The fourth-century historian Eutropius wrote that,
when Dacia had been defeated, all that remained was a wasteland that
Trajan then repopulated with people from various other parts of the
Empire. ‘Trajan brought countless masses of people from the whole
Roman world to live in the fields and in the cities, since Dacia was
exhausted of men after the long war.”

Since this was a widely known story; it could well be that the last
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images on Trajan’s Column depict not the return of Dacians to their
native soil, but the repopulation of the empty country by Roman
settlers. It has also been suggested, however, that the images may be
of Dacians being relocated in the Empire.

As for the deployment of Dacians in the Roman army, that too
could be taken as a sign that very few Dacian males were allowed to
remain in the country after the campaign. Another writer, who based
his information on Crito’s account, claims that Trajan pressed half a
million Dacians into the Roman army. Although this is probably an
exaggeration, it indicates that the Romans were determined to leave
very few males on their native soil — a fact confirmed by Eutropius.?

One archaeologist, Linda Ellis, describes it as a kind of Year
Zero, with the Romans wiping Dacia clean and building a new civi-
lization as though this were terra nova, new land. ‘There was no
continuation of Dacian traditions, either religious tradition or
economic or political tradition, so Dacian civilization had been liter-
ally wiped from the surface and a new Roman order had been
emplaced upon it.” Whether they killed off the entire population or
not, the Romans did a thorough job of removing Dacian culture and
identity from the world map.

The Dacians, then, have the distinction of being one of the few
nations on earth whose destruction has been lovingly recorded in
pictures for posterity. So just how barbarous were they?

A LOST CIVILIZATION

It's a bit hard to know who the Dacians were because the Romans did
such a good job of extinguishing their society.* Trajan’s conquest of Ap
106 ended with the suicide of their king Decebalus, and the flight of
most of the survivors over the Carpathian mountains. The new Roman
province, Dacia Traiana (Trajan’s Dacia), was a military state run by a
general and occupied by Roman troops in new barracks-cities. A new
population, mainly of slaves, was imported to work the land and
exploit the mines. Even the language disappeared. All that remains of
it are a few names and a list of herbs.

So unless you happen to be Romanian, you've probably never
even heard of the Dacians. In fact it may come as a bit of a shock to
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learn that it was one of the great civilizations of the ancient world,
following the teachings of a religious leader that one Greek historian
compared in importance with Moses. The world of the Dacians, with
all their achievements and teachings, has vanished as though it never
was. Thanks to Rome.

You would never guess, from those images of Dacian Barbarians
on Trajan’s Column, that this kingdom was one of the wealthiest in
Europe. Before the Romans had relieved them of the chore, the
Dacians had been superb metal-workers — a craft they perhaps learnt
from the large number of Celts who made up a sizeable proportion
of the population.® And they had precious metals in profusion to
work with.

The only clue given on Trajan’s Column is some ‘snapshots’ of
the booty seized. This was a legendary treasure — much more than
enough to pay for the whole war. A sixth-century writer,® quoting
Crito, claimed that the treasure amounted to 1650 tons of gold and
3310 tons of silver, in addition to priceless artefacts. Maybe that’s an
exaggeration, but even so it was a huge amount. And no wonder, since
Dacia was rich in gold, silver and iron. The Dacians had been work-
ing the rich seams since long before the Romans invaded, and
wooden supports inside one mine have been dated back to the third
century BC.

Dacia was not only wealthy, but socially on a par with Rome. It
was a highly developed society out of which, at different points in its
history, powerful rulers created a confederacy that was able to chal-
lenge Rome.

From our modern perspective, it's easy to imagine a Roman army
that was vastly technologically superior to the armies of the backward
Barbarians who surrounded them. But this wasn’t how it was at all.
Apart from the artillery, perhaps, these Barbarians’ equipment was
equal to that of the Romans, and in one area in particular — metallurgy
— sometimes better.

They had also been involved in trade with the Romans since the
second century BC, and their links with Greece went even further
back. They were by no means a backward, isolated bunch of savages.
Their aristocracy was literate, and, like the Celts, they used the Greek
and Roman alphabets for their own language. They had been minting
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their own coins for 150 years, and produced elegant pottery that
would have graced any sophisticated home.

Their country provided them with rich farmland, and they felt
secure enough to build cities that were not totally surrounded by
protective walls. Dacian settlements had a smaller fortified citadel at
the centre, with religious and industrial areas lying outside the walls.
Recent excavations have revealed elaborate Dacian constructions in
the mountains of Transylvania, built in a way that is similar to Greek
building but clearly distinctive, using limestone blocks transported
up to 15 miles on well-made roads through this most difficult terrain.
Even back in the first century Bc, the powerful Dacian ruler, who
probably went by the name of Burebista, lived in a palace that
boasted piped plumbing and was ringed by fortresses, although it has
disappeared so completely that until recently no one was even sure
where it was.

Burebista was the first to forge the Dacians into a confederacy
and to stamp his authority over the disparate communities of the area.
He subordinated the neighbouring peoples and, according to Strabo,
‘began to be formidable even to the Romans’.

A LOST RELIGION

Strabo describes Burebista as a charismatic, ruthless leader who was
sophisticated enough to realize that political power was greatly
enhanced when supported by religion and the priesthood: ‘To help him
secure the complete obedience of his tribe he had as his coadjutor
Decaeneus, a wizard, a man who not only had wandered through
Egypt, but also had thoroughly learned certain prognostics through
which he would pretend to tell the divine will; and within a short time
he was set up as a god.” This religior was as remarkable as it was
home-grown.

High in the mountains was the sanctuary of the priests of
Zalmoxis (or Zamolxis). According to the Greeks, Zalmoxis had been
a pupil of Pythagoras.® Strabo says he was Pythagoras’ slave. He
spent some time in Egypt — obligatory for anyone in the classical
orld entering on a career inventing religion — and when he returned
o his Dacian homeland he was ‘eagerly courted by the rulers and the
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people of the tribe, because he could make predictions from the
celestial signs’. To begin with he was simply the priest of the chief
Dacian god, but as time went on, Zalmoxis himself began to be
venerated as a god. He lived as a hermit in a cave, visited only by the
king and his attendants.

Strabo then gives an analysis of the relationship between
Zalmoxis and the king that explains how Burebista was able to
harness religion and politics to his advantage. The use of religion to
boost political power still goes on today, of course; Burebista was
clearly expert at it.

The king cooperated with him, because he saw that the
people paid much more attention to himself than before, in
the belief that the decrees which he promulgated were in
accordance with the counsel of the gods. This custom
persisted even down to our time, because some man of that
character was always to be found, who, though in fact only a
counsellor to the king, was called a god among the Getae
[Dacians].’

Zalmoxis seems to have been regarded in a similar way to the
Buddha, who was Pythagoras’ exact contemporary (both are believed
to have lived from 560 Bc to 480 Bc). But Buddhism survived and
Zalmoxism didn’t — the Romans were far from India, and distress-
ingly close to Dacia. There was a sanctuary, but there were no
statues of gods, and no altars or sacrifices. One Greek contemporary
of Caesar, Diodorus Siculus, lists Zalmoxis as one of the three great
non-Greek philosophers (the others being Moses and the Persian
Zoroaster), but we know almost nothing of his teachings. We do
know that he said the soul was immortal. According to Plato, writing
around 380 Bc, Zalmoxis taught that all illness flowed from the body
being out of balance: ‘The part can never be well unless the whole is
well. For all good and evil, whether in the body or in human nature,
originates in the soul. So if the head and body are to be well, you
must begin by curing the soul; that is the first thing. And the cure
has to be effected by the use of fair words which plant temperance
in the soul.™
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To give some idea of how much power Burebista gained from this
union of religion and politics, Strabo tells us that he was even able to
deal with the problem of alcoholism amongst his people by persuad-
ing his subjects to cut down their vines and — horror of horrors — ‘live
without wine’! Teetotal Barbarians? Obviously the word ‘barbarian’
doesn’t mean quite what we assume.

Burebista was also sophisticated enough to realize that the rising
star of Julius Caesar was a potential threat, even when Caesar was still
struggling for power in Rome. This, of course, was back in the days
when ‘Caesar wasn't a title — it was just a man’s name, meaning, oddly
enough, ‘long-haired’. You know, like Barbarians.

At all events, Burebista was sufficiently concerned about
Caesar's ambitions to send a message to Caesar’s arch-rival, Pompey,
offering him military support in return for the recognition of his state.
A Barbarian leader offering to intervene in a Roman civil war? Again,
the word ‘barbarian’ seems to have shifted its meaning.

In the event, Burebista’s offer came too late and Caesar took over
Rome, which must have been a bit of a worry for the Dacian king.
Having declared his hand for Pompey against Caesar, he must have
known that he would be number one on Caesar’s personal list of the
Axis of Evil. Caesar had already conquered Gaul and set up client
rulers in southern Britain — Dacia and Burebista were the next target.

Caesar, however, was assassinated before he could act, and
(perhaps in some sort of divine symmetry) so was Burebista. The
Dacian confederacy fell apart, and it would be another 100 years
before a powerful ruler could unite the forces of Dacia to confront
Rome again. In the meantime, however, political disunity didn’t mean
a relapse into ‘Barbarism’ or anything uncivilized like that. It is said that
the great Emperor Augustus betrothed his five-year-old daughter to
one Dacian chief, and was himself supposed to be interested in marry-
ing the man’s daughter.

Whether the story is true or not, it gives some indication of the
equality that was then perceived to exist between the societies of
Rome and Dacia. Whatever Trajan was doing when he annihilated the
Dacians, he was not ridding the world of ignorant savages.
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DECEBALUS AND THE DEMENTED
DOMITIAN

Dacia’s next charismatic leader, a century later, may not actually have
been a Dacian. By the second half of the first century ap the Dacians
in the area appear to have been in the minority, outnumbered by Celts,
Iranians and Bastarnae (an easternmost Germanic people). So what-
ever ethnicity Decebalus was, it should be no surprise that he sported
a non-Dacian name.'

A clever war leader, he proved himself capable of bringing all
these disparate population elements together and forging them into a
single coherent military force. According to Dio Cassius, Decebalus
was ‘shrewd in his understanding of warfare and shrewd also in the
waging of war; he judged well when to attack and chose the right
moment to retreat; he was an expert in ambushes and a master in
pitched battle; and he knew not only how to follow up a victory well,
but how to manage well a defeat.? He also imported a considerable
amount of military expertise from the most obvious place: Roman
legionaries who felt like changing sides were offered attractive terms,
and these deserters became the backbone of his formidable army. He
‘had been acquiring the largest and best part of his force by persuad-
ing men to come to him from Roman territory'."* It has been estimated
that he could bring into the field an army of 40,000 soldiers himself,
plus another 20,000 from his allies.

Decebalus certainly ran rings around the megalomaniac Emperor
Domitian. In Ap 85 the Dacians crossed the Danube and killed the
local Roman governor. Domitian decided to take reprisals, whereupon
Decebalus offered to negotiate. Domitian ignored these overtures and
marched against the Dacians. Of course he didn't actually go himself
— that wasn’t the way Domitian did things. He sent one of his gener-
als, Cornelius Fuscus, with a large army. Meanwhile, Domitian
himself ‘remained in one of the cities of Moesia [on the Roman side
of the Danube], indulging in riotous living, as was his wont. For he was
not only indolent of body and timorous of spirit, but also most profli-
gate and lewd towards women and boys alike.”* Decebalus, on
learning of this, promptly sent another embassy to Domitian with the
insulting proposal to make peace with the Emperor on condition that
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every Roman should pay ‘two obols’ a year to Decebalus. Otherwise,
he said, he would wage war on the Romans and inflict ‘great ills’.

Fuscus crossed the Danube in ap 87, and tried to penetrate into
the heart of Dacia by crossing the Transylvanian Alps at the pass
known as the Iron Gates. Here he was attacked by the Dacians at a
place that the chronicles identify as Tapae. Fuscus was killed in the
attack and one of his legions wiped out, its banners and war machines
being captured by the Dacians. It seems that some of the Romans
then joined the Dacian army.

Two years later, Decebalus found himself on the receiving end of
emissaries from the Emperor requesting a truce. The Barbarian king
was a skilled negotiator and didn’t hesitate to use his current advan-
tage over Domitian, who had suffered reverses in his recent campaign
against the Suebian Germans. By the terms of the treaty Decebalus
extracted large sums of money from Domitian, as well as ‘artisans of
every trade pertaining to war and peace’ and guarantees of future
payments. In return, Decebalus was supposed to hand over captives
and arms and pay homage to the Emperor. Decebalus, however, was
too canny to present himself personally before the demented
Domitian; instead he sent a certain Diegis to Rome as his representa-
tive — along with a few captives and some arms that he ‘pretended
were the only ones he had’.” In fact, he was treating the Roman
Emperor with complete contempt, for the envoys he sent were not
Dacian noblemen, who were distinguished by wearing caps, but lesser
persons who sported the long hair that, in Dacia, indicated lower rank.
Maybe Domitian was unaware of the insult, or maybe it suited his
purpose to ignore it. Whatever the truth, the normally thin-skinned
Emperor did not take offence and accepted the agreement.

The fact was that Domitian was planning to make this shambolic
peace deal look like a great victory. He had already put on a sham
Triumph over Germany in AD 83, in which he is supposed to have
dressed up slaves to look like German captives. Now he did the same
thing as a Triumph over the Dacians. He crowned the emissary,
Diegis, as king of Dacia §just as if he had truly conquered and could
give the Dacians anyone he pleased to be their king, handed out
honours and money to the soldiery, and displayed objects from the
imperial store of furniture, pretending they were the spoils of war. He
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then put on triumphal games at which, the indubitably biased Dio
Cassius informs us, there was ‘nothing worthy of historic record
except that maidens contended in the foot-race’! However, he also put
on a mock naval battle in a new arena, during which ‘practically all the
combatants and many of the spectators as well perished’. A violent
storm with heavy rains engulfed the proceedings, but the Emperor
wouldn’t allow anyone to leave or change their clothes — though of
course he did himself. As a result, ‘not a few fell sick and died’. Dio
Cassius also adds that dwarves and women often fought each other,
although it’s not quite clear whether it was dwarf against dwarf and
woman against woman, or dwarf versus woman.'®

Six hundred miles away, back in Dacia, Decebalus found himself
confronted by a new Roman commander, Julianus. This general
licked the Roman army into shape and secured a victory against the
Dacians — once again at Tapae. Decebalus was thrown back on the
defensive, and yet once again managed to turn the tables on the
Romans — this time by a trick. Fearing that Julianus was about to
storm his royal residence, Decebalus cut down all the trees in the
area, then stood the trunks up in formation and hung armour on them
‘in order that the Romans might take them for soldiers and so be fright-
ened and withdraw, says Dio Cassius."” And that, apparently, is exactly
what happened.

This bizarre military confrontation marked the end of Decebalus’
contact with Domitian. He was still notionally a vassal of Rome, but
Rome was paying him for the privilege. It was an arrangement that
must have suited the Dacian king, but it was not one that the next but
one Roman emperor was prepared to tolerate. Domitian was assassi-
nated — to everyone's relief — in Ap 96. He was followed by the elderly
Nerva, who only reigned for two years, but wisely chose as his succes-
sor an eminently sensible Spaniard — Trajan.

DECEBALUS AND TRAJAN

Trajan was as sane as Domitian had been demented, and he was
determined to show the Dacians who was boss. In fact you could say
that the conquest of Dacia was something of an obsession with him.
It was said that when he wanted to lay particular emphasis on
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anything, his oath would be ‘as I hope to see Dacia reduced to a
province’ or ‘as 1 hope to cross the Danube and the Euphrates on
bridges’."®

Decebalus must have realized he was going to be in for a rough
ride as soon as Trajan became commander of the world’s largest army.
It was a tradition for any new emperor to kick-start his reign with a
little military adventure — and Trajan especially wasn’t going to be left
out. Kicking ass on the frontiers helped an emperor to stamp his
authority on the Empire, built his reputation and kept the army busy.
Besides, Trajan took ‘delight in war’."

Decebalus must also have been aware that the Empire, when
Trajan took over, was in economic melt-down. It needed a cash infu-
sion and it needed it soon. And in Dacia Decebalus was sitting on a
gold mine — literally. Yet instead of Rome benefiting from all these
riches, Decebalus had managed to negotiate large annual payments
from Rome as the price of massaging Domitian’s crazed ego. This,
says Dio Cassius, was a key reason why Trajan marched against the
Dacians: he ‘was grieved at the amount of money they were receiving
annually, and he also observed that their power and their pride were
increasing’.*

As Trajan advanced, Decebalus became worried. He knew that in
the new Emperor he was facing a foe who was at the height of his
powers and who — unlike Domitian — commanded some respect among
his own soldiers. ‘Decebalus ... knew that on the former occasion it
was not the Romans he had conquered, but Domitian, whereas now
he would be fighting against both Romans and Trajan, the emperor.”
The Dacian king must have been watching in dismay as Trajan set
about his conquest with competent thoroughness. Decebalus’ spies
would have reported that the Emperor had built his much-promised
bridge over the Danube (possibly two) and was now constructing
roads across the Dacian landscape.

But Decebalus was not one to be cowed easily, and still showed
his spirit by taunting the Romans. As Trajan reached the Iron Gates,
Decebalus sent him a warning inscribed rather surprisingly, according
to Dio Cassius, on ‘a large mushroom’. This was probably a mush-
room-shaped dish used for ritual purposes, and sadly not the only
instance in history of diplomatic correspondence by fungi. The
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inscription advised Trajan to turn back and ‘keep the peace’.”?

Decebalus, of course, wasn't expecting Trajan to accept his
advice — in fact he would probably have been very surprised if he had
— and Roman forces eventually reached the Dacian capital
Sarmizegetusa. They seized some mountain forts, as well as discover-
ing a few captured artillery catapults and even the standard that had
been lost by Fuscus. And they also captured Decebalus’ sister.

The Dacian leader was beaten. He presented himself before
Trajan, fell on the ground and did obeisance to the Emperor. An
armistice was drawn up by the terms of which he agreed to become a
Roman ally, to surrender the territory that Rome had seized, to demol-
ish forts, and to stop recruiting Roman soldiers and engineers and
return them to Trajan. He also sent envoys to the Senate in Rome to
secure ratification of the armistice. There, in the Senate, these
Barbarian statesmen — presumably still wearing their caps — ‘laid down
their arms, clasped their hands in the attitude of captives, and spoke
some words of supplication’.”® The treaty was ratified, and they were
given back their arms.

Decebalus, however, had no intention of abiding by any of the
peace terms that he had agreed — perhaps no more than Trajan had
any intention of allowing all that gold to remain in Dacia. Decebalus
must have known that Trajan’s ‘delight in war’ would not be assuaged
until he had totally subjugated Dacia. The Barbarian king could see
the Roman fortifications along the Danube being strengthened, and
knew they were there in readiness for the total conquest of his coun-
try. At this time, Trajan also replaced the wooden bridge across the
Danube with a stone one. It was clear that the Romans were in Dacia
to stay.

Decebalus did perhaps the only thing he could — he took the
initiative and invaded Roman Moesia, taking control of the forts. The
Senate declared him an enemy of Rome, and Trajan once more
marched against him. This time, however, the outcome must have
looked more inevitable, for large numbers of Dacians began deserting
to the Roman side.

Decebalus sued for peace, but yet again would not surrender
himself in person — he was too busy doing the rounds, desperately
trying to raise a Barbarian army against Trajan. He also tried to assas-
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sinate the Emperor while he was in Moesia. Some Roman deserters
were despatched to see if they could do away with Trajan, who,
according to Dio Cassius, made himself far too accessible to all and
sundry and, during ‘the exigencies of warfare, admitted to a conference
absolutely every one who desired it But one of the plotters was
arrested and — under torture — informed on the others.

However, Decebalus then pulled another of his crafty tricks. He
invited the commander of the Roman army in Dacia, Longinus, to
meet him, assuring him that he was now prepared to comply with all
the Roman demands. Instead, however, Decebalus coolly arrested
Longinus and publicly questioned him about Trajan’s plans for the
conquest of Dacia. Longinus refused to admit anything, so Decebalus
took the Roman commander around with him, unfettered but under
guard, and sent word to Trajan that he could have his general back in
return for all the Dacian land as far as the Danube that was now under
Roman rule. Decebalus also demanded to be indemnified for all the
money he had spent so far on the war. Well — it’s always worth asking!

Trajan returned an ambivalent reply.

Longinus did what he thought was the honourable thing in an
intolerable position. He had obtained some poison from a freed-
man. Before taking it he promised to win Trajan over, and with
Decebalus’ blessing gave the freedman a petition to take to Trajan to
this effect. By the time Longinus committed suicide, the freedman
had got away.

Decebalus must have been furious at losing such a prestigious
and important prisoner, and he demanded that Trajan return the
freedman in return for Longinus’ body and ten captives. But Trajan
was, above all, a practical man who wanted to encourage Dacian
deserters. He deemed the safety of the brave freedman, who had taken
such a great risk in getting hold of the poison for Longinus, to be ‘more
important for the dignity of the empire than the burial of Longinus’, and
refused to return the freedman to his death.

Throughout Ap 105 Trajan pursued the war ‘with safe prudence
rather than with haste, and eventually, after a hard struggle,
vanquished the Dacians’.* When Decebalus realized that the end had
come, he committed suicide and his head was taken to Rome.
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LOOT

In Gaul and Britain, Rome had expanded by a war of conquest accom-
panied by a policy of Romanizing the Barbarian inhabitants. But the
policy had come badly unstuck in Germany, and in Dacia Trajan had
quite different plans. This was an invasion. He wanted the land and
resources, and had no intention of Romanizing the existing inhabi-
tants. The land was swept clean. Survivors fled northward, while
Trajan imported a new population of legionaries, peasants, merchants,
artisans and officials from Gaul, Spain and Syria. A new Roman Dacia
was built, with new cities, new fortresses and new roads.

And the Romans set about extracting all the gold and silver they
could as fast as they could, and shipping it out of the country on a
massive scale. The mines were worked by huge numbers of slaves,
whose bodies were heaped in mounds at the end of their short
working lives. The Romans stripped Dacia not only of its deposits
of precious metals, but also of all the gold and silver objects that
they could lay their hands on. And they must have done a thorough
job because hardly any gold has since turned up in the archaeo-
logical record.

Among the most important treasures that Trajan hauled back
from the bloodshed would have been the Dacian crown jewels. Before
committing suicide Decebalus had taken care to bury his hoard of
treasure, and he had done so in a pretty foolproof location. Dio
Cassius takes up the story:

The treasures of Decebalus were also discovered, though
hidden beneath the river Sargetia, which ran past his palace.
With the help of some captives Decebalus had diverted the
course of the river, made an excavation in its bed, and into
the cavity had thrown a large amount of silver and gold and
other objects of great value that could stand a certain amount
of moisture; then he had heaped stones over them and piled
on earth afterwards bringing the river back into its course.
He also had caused the same captives to deposit his robes
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and other articles of a like nature in caves, and after
accomplishing this had made away with them to prevent
them from disclosing anything. But Bicilis, a companion of
his who knew what had been done, was seized and gave
information about these things.*

So prodigious was the amount of booty that Trajan brought back from
Dacia that the bottom fell out of the gold market and its price plum-
meted throughout the Empire.

When Trajan had taken over the imperial throne the Roman
economy had been in dismal straits, but with his Dacian windfall he
was able to start throwing money around — which was not something
that this Emperor did lightly. He lavished gifts on his people and
financed games in the circus for a record 123 days, during the course
of which 11,000 wild and tame animals were slaughtered and 10,000
gladiators fought. Roman ideas of a good time usually involved
killing things.

But he didn't just fritter the winnings away in fun ~ that wasn’t
Trajan’s style at all. He also embarked on a huge programme of build-
ing works that would change the face of the Eternal City for ever. In
fact today, when you look at the glories of ancient Rome, you are look-
ing at the proceeds of the loot plundered from the Barbarian Kingdom
of Dacia in the year 106.

Trajan erected the Forum that took his name and constructed a
road of stone through the Pontine marshes. He rebuilt Rome’s port at
Ostia, created huge new public baths and put up a giant amphitheatre
that could be filled with water to mount sea battles as popular shows.
What do you mean, there’s not enough water to fill it? Money’s no
object to Trajan — he’s got the Dacian treasure. He built an aqueduct
for the purpose, bringing water from 60 miles away. We need a canal
to link the Mediterranean to the Red Sea? Dig it!*” We need a bridge
over the Danube? Build it! We need another legion? Make that two
more! Trajan was suddenly the richest man in the world.

The Forum looks impressive enough even now. When Trajan built
it, with its brass roof, it expressed all the might and majesty of the
greatest power on earth. And, in the Forum that bears his name, Trajan
erected his extraordinary Column so that the Roman world could cele-
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brate the elimination of the once-powerful Dacians.

THE MYSTERY OF TRAJAN’S COLUMN

Potentially, the Roman campaigns in Dacia of Ap 101-6 could have
been one of the best covered of any war in antiquity. Trajan produced
his own account, and another was written by his doctor, Cirito.
Unfortunately, both have been lost. Our main source for the war is the
Roman History compiled by Dio Cassius more than half a century
later. It is ironic that we possess so little written evidence, and yet
more images than for any other single event in antiquity. And therein
lies the great mystery of Trajan’s Column.

The images at the base of the Column can be viewed from
ground level. The stairway on the inside of the Column allows you
to ascend to the top and obtain a magnificent view of the city, but
does not permit you to see the images on the outside of the Column.
This means that, since there is no viewpoint from which you can
observe them with the naked eye (and as far as we know never has
been), for most of the 1900 years that the Column has been stand-
ing in the Forum Traiani the majority of the images have effectively
been invisible.

So why carve them? Did the designers simply not realize they
would be invisible from the ground? Or were temporary viewing plat-
forms erected to enable people to see them on special occasions? Or
was there some other reason? Carvings — especially such lifelike ones
— were expensive, and not to be undertaken lightly. Could it be that,
by paying for them and then putting them out of sight, Trajan was
actually making a sacrifice — an offering to the gods who had
presented him with such a great gift as the destruction of an entire
nation? But the gods, as the Greeks had frequently pointed out, have
a cruel sense of irony. Dacia would be the soil from which Rome’s
nemesis would spring.

THE INVENTION OF THE FRONTIER

Down through the centuries, there are accounts of Barbarian hordes
that swept across Europe bringing death and destruction to the civi-
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lized world — as well as total confusion to anyone who tries to follow
what was going on. Goths, Visigoths, Vandals, Franks, Lombards, Jutes,
Suebi, Marcomanni and Saxons — some 80 Germanic ‘tribes’ — charge
through the pages of history and leave the reader with little chance of
coming to grips with them. But at least we can comfort ourselves with
the thought that, if that’s how it appears now, it’s also how it appeared
to the Romans.

So they drew a line. In an attempt to bring order where there was
chaos, they created the Western world’s first frontiers. This side of the
line was their world — the world of Romanitas. Beyond the line lay the
‘other’ — the world of the Barbarians. The further those frontiers were
from Rome, the safer Rome would be ... or at any rate the safer it
would feel and the richer it would be. At least that was the theory.

The idea of frontiers between one people and another was very
much a Roman one. The rest of the Western world tended to live in
national or family groups that observed certain areas of operation, but
would not have been familiar with the concept of a line you did not
cross. The Germans never regarded the Rhine as a boundary or even
a barrier, and regularly crossed it for all kinds of reasons. So did the
Romans, but to them it eventually came to represent the frontier
between civilization and barbarity.

The story of Brennus and his occupation of Rome around 390 Bc
had burnt into the Roman psyche the determination never again to
allow Barbarians to violate the sacred heart of their world.

Until at least the fourth century the Roman Empire was the city
of Rome writ large, and the frontiers of that empire began to be
thought of as extensions of the city walls. To cross the frontier was like
entering a city. But it was never a frontier that Rome itself felt in any
way bounded by. Heaven forbid! Rome’s frontier was not a limit, just
a trip-wire to alert the authorities to movements of goods and people,
and a series of staging-posts to enable incursions to be made into the
lands beyond.*®

Roman efforts turned away from trying to absorb and change the
Barbarians, or to eliminate them; instead, they tried to maintain a
defensive line to hold them out. Trajan’s successor Hadrian built
physical limits: a wall of stone in the north of Britain, and a wooden
fence and series of watch-towers in Germany. The barrier, physically
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simple but heavily patrolled and well armed, was called the Limes,
the Limit.

The German Barbarians had fundamentally changed Rome’s view
of its Empire. Once it had been a work in progress that would ulti-
mately civilize all mankind to protect the mother-city. Now it had
limits, a frontier. The world would remain divided.

But when Trajan pushed Rome over the Danube, he had
conquered a land bordered by mountain ranges that had no defensible
frontiers at all. Dacia would be the permeable membrane through
which untold numbers of Barbarians would seep into the Empire. The
province would be abandoned after 165 years, but that was only the
beginning. Rome had ceased the Romanization of the Barbarians.
Now the reverse process would begin: the Barbarianization of Rome.
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The Goths sacked Rome in AD 410. It was an event of historic signif-
icance, and yet it's probably one of the most misrepresented moments
in history.

The Goths didn't destroy Rome, nor did they massacre the popu-
lation. On the contrary, the Barbarians took particular care to provide
safe-houses for civilians and not to harm public buildings. Nor was
Alaric the Goth a savage pagan intent on smashing the heart of
Christianity — he was, in fact, a Christian who admired Rome and was
simply trying to find a place in the Roman system for his people. In
fact, far from being an alien invader, Alaric had actually been one of
the commanders-in-chief of the Roman army! And only the year
before, he had been able to enthrone his own candidate as emperor,
with the Senate’s blessing, and then dethrone him a few months later!

The reasons why we harbour such misconceptions about the sack
of Rome are as interesting as the story of the sack itself. And it all
begins back in Dacia.

THE GOTHS IN DACIA

Trajan had conquered Dacia early in the second century ap, and had
filled it with Roman settlers. But it was one thing to conquer Dacia
and another to hold on to it. The problem was that its northern and
eastern borders were so porous ... impossible to defend.

Trajan’s successor, Hadrian, seriously considered abandoning the
province and making his frontier on the Danube, which would have
made good economic and strategic sense. The problem was the huge
number of Roman citizens who had already been brought in to colonize
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Dacia; Hadrian felt he couldn’t simply abandon them. It would not be
until Ap 272 that the Emperor Aurelian officially gave up the colony,
and by then the population was no longer Roman, but Barbarian —
among them a sizeable number of Goths.

No one really knows when or how the Goths came to Dacia, but
the archaeological evidence shows that even by the time of the
Emperor Philip the Arab (ruled 247-8) most of the Romans must have
already quit the area. There are no Roman inscriptions after 258 and
no large contingents of troops stationed there after 260. Throughout the
century there had been increasing numbers of migrants moving into
Dacia, and the Romans were unable to deal with them either by diplo-
matic manoeuvrings or military action.

The Roman Empire inevitably acted as a magnet to the
Barbarians who surrounded its borders. Roman wealth, the trading
prospects and the possibility of employment all helped to draw
Barbarian peoples to the fringes of the Empire. Thus population pres-
sure was often more concentrated in those regions than elsewhere.

A large number of Goths had settled on the northern banks of the
Black Sea, but there they found their farms and villages blocking the
natural migration routes of the nomadic herdsmen of the steppes. So
they began to make incursions into Roman territory in Dacia.

The Romans tried to stop them, and claimed military victories,
but Dacia was fundamentally indefensible and there were other more
important parts of the Empire that needed controlling, which was why
Aurelian finally threw in the sponge and pulled the borders of the
Empire back to the Danube. To save face, however, he renamed
another province Dacia so that he could claim that it was still Roman
territory.

It was in the real Dacia, however, that Alaric was born, around a
hundred years later, to a noble Goth family. By this time the Dacian
Goths were living in a settled farming society, literate, prosperous and
Christian. The Byzantine historian Procopius tells us that the Goths
‘all have white bodies and fair hair, and are tall and handsome to look
upon, and they use the same laws and practise a common religion.”

Many Goths had converted to Christianity while still outside the
Roman Empire. In the fourth century Ap their bishop, Ulfila, translated
the Bible into Gothic, using an invented alphabet of Greek, Latin and
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Runic letters. Ulfila omitted the Book of Kings, however, because he
claimed it was too violent. He said the Gothic people were fond
enough of war as it was, and since the Book of Kings was simply a
narrative of military exploits, it might encourage them in their belli-
cosity. They ‘were in more need of restraints to check their military
passions than of spurs to urge them on to deeds of war'?

This may have been a Barbarian approach to Christianity; it
certainly wasn’t the Roman approach. Roman Christianity was forged
in the fire of the Roman Empire and the ideology of that Empire — an
ideology of power and world dominance.

THE GOTHS JOIN THE EMPIRE

In Dacia the Goths lived in prosperous villages, and, as usual with the
Germanic peoples, some of them allied themselves with Rome. But
around the time of Alaric’s birth their world fell apart as Hun horse-
men began to appear on their farms. A contemporary described the
general stupefaction and terror of those days: ‘a race of men hitherto
unknown had now arisen from a hidden nook of the earth, like a
tempest of snows from the high mountain, and was seizing or destroy-
ing everything in its way'.> No one was quite sure where they came
from, although nowadays most authorities think they came from the
Asian steppes or possibly southern Siberia. One thing was for sure:
nothing would be the same again.

Alaric’s parents retreated to an island in the Danube delta, and
it was there that he was born. In 375, when he was about six years
old, the Huns appeared in greater numbers than ever before. Some
Goths resisted, others threw in their lot with the invaders, but the
majority of them fled, with one very large group cautiously requesting
permission to cross the Danube into the safe haven of the Empire.
These are the people we know today as Visigoths — the Western
Goths. And their request has become, in folk memory, the invasion of
the Barbarian hordes.

The Empire they entered was in the throes of reorganization after
a catastrophic defeat in Persia in 363. Valentinian, a soldier who took
control in 364, had decided to concentrate on the defence of northern
and western Europe and appointed his brother Valens to rule the East
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from Constantinople. Valens was in no position to try to stop a mass
migration on the lower Danube. He agreed to allow the Visigoths
entry, and promised that they would be fed — on condition that they
disarmed and provided troops for his army, and that the pagans among
them became Christians.

Valens even provided transport for the immigrants across the
swollen Danube, which was in flood due to heavy rains. The Visigoths
were grouped into companies and then over several days and nights
were ferried across ‘in boats, rafts and in hollowed tree-trunks’.
The officials in charge often tried to reckon their number, but gave
up the attempt.

Who wishes to know this would wish to know How many
grains of sand on Libyan plain ... *

Because of the vast crowd some tried to swim, but were swept away
in the dangerous current — ‘and they were a good many, says
Ammianus Marcellinus.’

Valens’ motives were not, however, humanitarian. He had
committed huge resources to fighting Persia, and had been persuaded
that the influx of ‘so many young recruits from the ends of the earth’
would expand his legions into an invincible army. It was hoped that
the annual levy of soldiers from each province could be suspended,
and that the resulting savings would swell the coffers of the treasury.®

What happened next to the Goths was certainly very far from
‘humanitarian’. The refugees were put into holding camps where
conditions quickly became intolerable — mainly, it was said, as a result
of corrupt practices by the officials in charge: Lupicinus, the
commanding general in the Balkans, and a certain Maximus. These
two took advantage of the starving Goths and ‘devised a disgraceful
traffic’. They withheld the food supplies that had supposedly been
earmarked for them, and forced the refugees to provide slaves in
return for dog-meat — one dog for one slave. ‘And among these were
carried off also sons of the chieftains.”

Whether or not the exploitation was totally the responsibility of
these two generals rather than the result of imperial policy, it is clear
that the Visigoths were at this point nothing but vulnerable refugees —
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‘foreign new-comers, who were as yet blameless’. What's more, they
were starving. And then an even larger group of Goths was allowed to
cross the Danube.

Trouble was bound to break out sooner or later. The vulnerable
refugees turned into an avenging horde, which the Romans would find
impossible to contain. At this point Ammianus rather endearingly
writes: ‘I earnestly entreat my readers (if I ever have any) not to
demand of me a strictly accurate account of what happened or an
exact number of the slain.”®

For the next two years, instead of becoming the backbone of the
Roman army, as Valens had hoped, the various Gothic groups ‘like
savage beasts that had broken their cages, poured raging over the wide
extent of Thrace’.” Ammianus said it was a madness of the times — as
if the Furies were stirring up the whole world to rebellion against
Roman rule. Valens’ nephew Gratian, now ruler of western Europe and
19 years old, successfully put down a revolt in Germany, and in Thrace
the general Sebastianus destroyed some predatory bands of Goths and
captured an enormous amount of booty.

THE GOTHS TRIUMPH AT HADRIANOPLE,
AD 378

Finally, in 378, Valens was stirred into action, though not, naturally, for
any noble reasons. He was, reportedly, consumed with envy of his
young nephew and desperate to do some glorious deed to equal him.
He therefore quit the comfort of the imperial villa outside
Constantincple, and marched a huge army west to confront the
Visigoths outside the city of Hadrianople. Here he set up a strong
rampart of stakes, and impatiently awaited the arrival of his nephew
with the Gallic army.

At this point a fatal piece of misinformation sowed the seed of
the coming disaster for the Romans. Spies mistakenly reported that
the Goths, whose families and warriors were protected by a huge
circle of wagons, numbered only 10,000. The emperor, eager to score
a point over his nephew, must have seen the chance of winning an
easy victory for which he could claim total responsibility. When a
message arrived from the young Gratian, urging his uncle to be patient
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and not to expose himself rashly to more danger than he need, it prob-
ably didn't help matters.

In the battle that followed, the Roman legions were routed by
the arrival of a huge force of well-equipped Goth cavalry. Ammianus
leaves us with a stirring (though doubtless totally concocted) descrip-
tion of a fatally wounded Barbarian fighting to the last gasp: ‘Here
one might see a barbarian filled with lofty courage, his cheeks
contracted in a hiss, hamstrung or with right hand severed, or pierced
through the side on the very verge of death threateningly casting
about his fierce glance.”

But it was the Romans who suffered by far the worst. The
Emperor Valens himself was killed in the rout. One report said that he
picked his way through the dead bodies, ‘slowly treading over heaps of
corpses’," and died amongst the common soldiery. His body was never
found. The Eastern Empire lost two-thirds of its military force,
perhaps 40,000 men — twice as many as Varus had lost in the
Teutoburgian Forest — and would never be the same again. The old-
fashioned infantry legions had proved useless against Gothic heavy
cavalry. The Empire would have to get them on side.

Valens’ successor, Theodosius, made peace with the Visigoths,
offering them an entirely new status as an independent people inside
the Roman Empire living in what is now Bulgaria, with their own laws
and their own rulers. They were required to supply what were called
federal troops to the Empire in exchange for a cash subsidy. It was a
hard deal for Romans to swallow, and an imperial spin doctor
proclaimed that although Theodosius could have killed them all if he
wanted, it was better to fill Thrace with peasants than corpses — with-
out mentioning that the peasants were Barbarians.” But the Goths
would eventually discover that it was a lousy deal, putting them into a
kind of Barbarian reservation on land that could not support them.

THE RISE OF ALARIC

All this happened while Alaric was in his early teens. He quickly became
an officer in the Gothic federal forces under imperial command, and
was clearly a very capable commander of men. By 394, while still very
young, he had become a general at the head of 20,000 troops.
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The army in which he served was no longer recognizably Roman
at all. His emperor, Theodosius, was a Spaniard and the Christian
ruler of a glittering Christian city, Constantinople. When Alaric
marched to war under Theodosius, alongside his own Visigoths there
were Hun mercenaries, German Vandals, Iranian Alans and Iberians,
all led by the imperial supreme commander, Stilicho, himself the son
of a Vandal. This army didn't even look like a Roman army. The
legionaries were kitted out in leather trousers and heavy cloaks, while
their officers wore huge chest ornaments and sported swords with
cloisonné-worked hilts like those of the Goths. And the whole army
used the German battle-cry, the barritus, which started as a low
murmur when their attack began and rose to a great roar like an ocean
crashing on to rocks.

Nor was the enemy they marched against some savage Barbarian
— their foe was, in fact, the new Western Emperor Eugenius, a former
teacher of rhetoric, whom the army commander in the West had
placed on the throne after murdering the legitimate emperor, the 19-
year-old Valentinian II.

Eugenius was not only a usurper but also a pagan, fighting under
the banner of the pagan gods Hercules and Jupiter. Most of the senators
of Rome were on his side. They had resisted Christianity, and now
hoped to save the Empire from what they saw as the fatal destruction
of its most fundamental traditions. Theodosius, on the other hand, was
an ardent Christian, who had recently banned all worship of pagan
gods — whether in public or in private — and had closed down the
temples. His name means ‘Gift of God’ in Greek, and he was deter-
mined to establish the authority of the Greek Christian civilization of
‘New Rome’, Constantinople, over the Latin Pagan ‘Old Rome’. Now,
with the aid of Alaric’s Goths, he closed down the pagan Emperor in
the West.

The Christians hailed the victory as a miracle, but from Alaric’s
point of view it was a disaster that cost too much Gothic blood —
10,000 of them were said to have been killed in one day. This was
probably an exaggeration, but there were suspicions (probably well
founded) that Theodosius had deliberately exposed the Goths to
danger in order to reduce their numbers. As the contemporary
Christian historian Orosius saw it, Theodosius won two victories — one
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against the usurper and one against the Goths."” There was certainly
resentment amongst the Goths, and Alaric decided that the time had
come to extract much more out of the Empire than they were being
offered. This was when Alaric had his troops declare him their king
(Alaric seems to mean ‘All-king’), and he began a new career as a
forceful negotiator and campaigner for Gothic rights.

Alaric must have known his main chance had come when
Theodosius died on 17 January 395, and left the Empire divided
between his two sons. The East was nominally ruled by the 17-year-
old Arcadius, though the government was entrusted to a regent. In the
West the Emperor was the ten-year-old Honorius, but the real power
was wielded by Stilicho, Theodosius’ most trusted general. Stilicho
claimed that on his deathbed Theodosius had appointed him as
guardian over both sons. There was clearly a power struggle brewing
in the Empire, and what better time for the new leader of the Gothic
people to assert his command? In the spring of 395 Alaric revolted,
first leading his Visigoths towards Constantinople and then storming
into Greece.

It would be a mistake to imagine Alaric and his Visigoths as a
wandering band of flower-gathering peaceniks, rebelling against the
iron heel of Roman rule. The Gothic invasion of Greece was not a
Sunday School outing. Having invaded, ‘they immediately began to
pillage the country and to sack all the towns, killing all the men, both
young and old, and carrying off the women and children, together with
the money,’ wrote the pagan historian Zosimus 100 years later. ‘In this
incursion, all Boeotia [a region of central Greece], and whatever coun-
tries of Greece the Barbarians passed through ... were so ravaged, that
the traces are visible to the present day.**

Alaric’s rampage through Greece went on into 397. But he wasn't
just giving his troops a treat by allowing them to run wild; he was play-
ing a longer game, forcing the Roman Empire to recognize the Goths
as players. At the same time he was playing off the Eastern Empire
against the West, and doing so with consummate skill.

In the summer of 397, Stilicho left Rome and took his army by
sea to drive Alaric out of Greece. Whereupon Alaric started negotia-
tions with the regent of the Eastern Empire, a eunuch by the name of
Eutropius. This man was no fool: he knew that if Stilicho defeated
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Alaric, the victor’s next step would be to take over Constantinople. So
Eutropius struck a deal with Alaric in which it seems that he gave
Alaric the post of magister militum — head of the Roman army — in
Ilyricum (the region that for much of the twentieth century became
Yugoslavia). It was the kind of thing that Gothic leaders had been
dreaming of since 376.

But there was something different about Alaric.

ALARIC TURNS WEST

The position of magister militum made Alaric an illustris — a person of
the first rank in both the Senate and the highest assembly of the
Church, the Consistory. He thus became a significant figure in impe-
rial politics, and — whatever personal ambitions he might harbour — he
was thus better able to lobby for Gothic interests in the Empire.

The truth is that Alaric the Goth was never fighting to destroy
Rome. One contemporary described him as ‘a Christian and more like
a Roman’.”” No, Alaric was fighting for the right to join the club. But
he also wanted to change the nature of that club. The Empire was no
longer a melting-pot in which everyone was supposed to be part of
Roman culture and civilization. It now embraced two major cultures:
Latin in the West and Greek in the East. Alaric wanted his Visigoths
to be recognized as a third, with a proper homeland that could support
them. He was quite unscrupulous, however, in playing off the two
powers in the Empire against each other, and he didn’t mind which
side gave him room — East or West.

For the moment Alaric had allied himself to the East, but the
political turmoil there, as regents killed and replaced each other in
quick succession, undermined the stability of any deals he might make.
So in the autumn of 401 Alaric and his Goths took a momentous deci-
sion. They resolved to pack their bags back in the wagons, leave the
land they had occupied for the last 25 years, and begin a new migra-
tion: over the Alps into the unfamiliar political landscape of Italy. It
would mean severing their connections with Constantinople and forc-
ing a deal on the man who until now had been their enemy — Stilicho.

After plundering the countryside, Alaric’s Goths marched on
Milan, which had been the seat of government in the West for over
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100 years. Stilicho’s 17-year-old ward, the Western Emperor
Honorius, fled to the safety of marsh-bound Ravenna. The Roman
world was genuinely afraid of this unstoppable Gothic army. A few
years later, in the Library of the Temple of Apollo in Rome, the poet
Claudian recited a poem to celebrate Stilicho’s defeat of Alaric in 402.
Even allowing for the poet’s role as Stilicho’s major spin-doctor, he
could not have been totally inventing the very real fear of Alaric’s army
that he describes: ‘You and you alone, Stilicho, have dispersed the
darkness that enshrouded our empire and restored its glory. Thanks to
you, civilization — which had all but vanished — has been freed from
its gloomy prison and can again advance ... We no longer gaze from
the ramparts, herded together like sheep by our fears, watching our
fields ablaze with the enemy'’s fire."

There was a real fear that the Empire was on its last legs, and that
all the fierce Barbarians who surrounded it were just waiting for their
moment to pounce. Before the battle Claudian has his hero, Stilicho,
encourage his troops by claiming that all the other Barbarians are wait-
ing for the outcome of this fight and that if the imperial forces won it
would deter those Barbarians from rebellion in the future: ‘ ... all the
fierce peoples of Britain and the tribes who dwell on Danube’s and
Rhine’s banks are watching ... Win a victory now and so be conquerors
in many an unfought war. Restore Rome to her former glory; the frame
of empire is tottering; let your shoulders support it."’

Stilicho attacked Alaric’s Goths on Easter Sunday 402, while they
were at prayer outside the city of Pollentia, just south of modern-day
Turin. Although Claudian and others claimed the battle as a great
Roman victory, in truth Stilicho allowed Alaric to escape with his
forces more or less intact.

Some Romans became convinced that Stilicho was not doing all
he could to suppress Alaric and his Goths. There was even a report
that Alaric had done a deal with Stilicho to attack Constantinople, and
this could well have been the case. It was certainly only two or three
years later that Stilicho and Alaric officially became allies. Alaric
pledged his forces to help Stilicho wrest the eastern part of Illyricum
from the Eastern Emperor, Arcadius. He and his Goths waited in
Epirus (the coastal region of north-western Greece and southern
Albania) for Stilicho to arrive. His ally, however, never came. He had
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too many other battles to fight, as the Western Empire suffered one
upheaval after another.

Eventually, late in 407, Alaric lost patience and marched his army
to the province of Noricum (present-day Austria). From here he
demanded 4000 Ib of gold — not only as back-pay for the time he'd kept
his troops in Epirus (which was reasonable) but also to pay the expenses
of his journey to Milan and then on to Noricum. This was tantamount
to demanding that Rome pay for the privilege of being invaded.

At the imperial palace in Rome Stilicho persuaded a reluctant
Senate to vote Alaric a compromise of 3000 Ib of silver. One high-
ranking senator by the name of Lampadius was heard to mutter: ‘This
is not peace, but a bond of servitude.” '*

Lampadius was not the only one to think the whole thing stank.
Doing deals with Barbarians had become politically untenable, and
Stilicho began to lose his hold on Honorius. In May 408 the Eastern
Emperor Arcadius died. The heir to his throne was his seven-year-old
son Theodosius II, but Honorius was by now obsessed with the idea
that Stilicho had imperial ambitions. He had Stilicho’s associates
murdered and gave orders for the general’s arrest. Stilicho sought
sanctuary in a church. However, the Emperor’s soldiers swore to the
bishop that they had come not to kill Stilicho but only to put him in
custody. Once the general was handed over, though, the sentence of
death was read out to him and he was led off to his execution. His
remaining supporters tried to prevent it, but Stilicho told them not to
fight and went calmly to his death in the finest tradition of old Roman
stoicism. He was in origin a Vandal and they called him a Barbarian,
but he wanted to show that he was the last of what Rome had once
been, and that with his death, Rome died.

From here, that looks about right. The 23-year-old Honorius had
just executed the one general who was capable of dealing with the
threat posed by Alaric. And the execution of this Vandal general trig-
gered a catastrophic anti-Barbarian pogrom throughout the Eternal
City. The victims were the wives and children of the Barbarian auxil-
iaries in Stilicho’s army.

Having, as by a preconcerted signal, destroyed every
individual of them, they plundered them of all they
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possessed. When this was known to the relations of those
who were murdered, they assembled together from all
quarters. Being highly incensed against the Romans for so
impious a breach of the promises they had made in the
presence of the gods, they all resolved to join Alaric, and to
assist him in a war against Rome."

[t was said that 30,000 Barbarian soldiers deserted the Roman army to
join Alaric’s forces. In addition, the thousands of fighting men who
had been sold into slavery after the defeats of other groups of Goths
now took advantage of the general chaos and fled captivity to swell
even more the numbers of Alaric’s army.

ALARIC BESIEGES ROME, AD 408

The moment seemed ripe for Alaric to extract the sort of agreement
with Rome that he had been looking for. To increase the pressure, he
now set out on the long march to Rome. He ordered his brother-in-
law, Athaulf, to join him with his considerable body of Goths and
Huns. The march south was unchallenged, and even had something
of a festival atmosphere about it, according to Zosimus.

Honorius’ only reaction was to intensify the witch-hunt against
anyone and everyone who had had anything to do with Stilicho. He
ordered the general’s son to be taken to Rome and executed. Then he
rewarded the two eunuchs who performed the deed with the positions
of imperial chamberlain and vice-chamberlain. Next he murdered the
commander of the troops in Libya because he was married to Stilicho’s
sister, and gave the post to the man who had killed Stilicho.

The Senate joined in the madness. Instead of taking practical
measures to counter the approaching Goths, it voted to have Stilicho’s
wife, Serena, put to death. The noble senators had become convinced
that it was she — and she alone — who was bringing the Barbarians
against their city. Their argument ran like this: ‘Alaric, upon Serena
being removed, will retire from the city, because no person will remain
by whom he can hope the town to be betrayed into his hands.” She was
duly executed.* Which only goes to show that political idiocy is not
peculiar to the present day.
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To the senators’ surprise, Serena’s death did nothing to check the
advance of the Goths. Alaric besieged Rome, took control of the Tiber
and cut off supplies from the port of Ostia. The senators prepared to
hold out, assuming that forces would be sent by the Emperor in
Ravenna to relieve them. They were either too optimistic or else ill
informed about the Emperor’s sense of priorities. No help came from
the imperial headquarters.

The inhabitants of Rome were equally badly informed about who
was besieging them. In the paranoid world of Honorius’ obsessive witch-
hunting, a rumour had sprung up that the Barbarians at the gates were
led not by Alaric at all, but by some relative of Stilicho who had come
to wreak revenge. Conditions in Rome became desperate, and the citi-
zens ‘were in danger of being eaten by each other’.?' St Jerome recalled
hearing a story of one mother eating her newborn child.

Eventually the Romans sent an embassy to Alaric saying that they
were prepared to fight but would negotiate peace. Zosimus tells us that
the envoys were ashamed at how badly informed they were about who
was attacking them. Alaric was contemptuous. He laughed in their
faces, and replied to their proposals with ‘arrogance and presumption’.
He demanded that the Romans hand over all the gold and silver in the
city, all the household goods and all the Barbarian slaves. One of the
ambassadors asked: ‘If you take all these, what will you leave for the
citizens? Alaric replied: ‘Their souls.”

They agreed to pay 5000 Ib of gold, 30,000 of silver, 3000 scarlet
sheepskins (the Goths must have been a very well turned out army) and
3000 Ib of pepper (they were already, of course, well seasoned). To pay
the ransom, the Romans stripped the temples of all their silver and
gold, and even resorted to melting down the gold and silver statues.
Amongst these was the statue of Valour or Fortitude — ‘This being
destroyed, all that remained of the Roman valour and intrepidity was
totally extinguished,” says Zosimus.?

Once the money was handed over, Alaric allowed the citizens safe
passage between the city and the port, and suspended sales taxes and
duties for three successive days. When the Goth leader learnt that
some of the Barbarians were interfering with the citizens’ right of
passage ‘he used his utmost endeavours to prevent such proceedings,
which were without his knowledge or consent’.*
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Alaric seemed to be on the point of getting what he really wanted.
The praetorian prefect of Italy, Jovius, hammered out a peace agree-
ment on Honorius’ behalf. Alaric and his Goths would be granted a
certain amount of gold every year, a quantity of corn, and be allowed
to settle in the Veneto, Austria and Croatia. This was the deal that
would create harmony in the new, three-nation Empire of Latins,
Greeks and Goths. It was the only way forward, and Jovius sent it to
the Emperor with an accompanying letter advising Honorius to
appoint Alaric commander of both his armies, as they needed his
troops, and without a suitably high position for Alaric, there would be
no peace.

The Emperor, however, was more adept at taking bad advice than
good. He reprimanded Jovius for his forward temerity’ and said ‘that
no dignity or command should ever be conferred on Alaric, or any of
his family’.? Alaric, baffled, could think of no other form of persuasion
than another threat to Rome. Desperate, he sent a deputation of bish-
ops to Honorius ‘to advise the emperor not to suffer so noble a city,
which for more than a thousand years had ruled over a great part of
the world, to be seized and destroyed by the Barbarians, nor such
magnificent edifices to be demolished by hostile flames, but to prefer
entering into a peace on some reasonable conditions’.?* They then
presented Alaric’s peace proposals, which were as reasonable as he
could make them: he dropped the demand for special treatment,
desired only to be settled in two areas at the extremity of the Danube,
which ‘are harassed by continual incursions, and yield to the treasury
a very small revenue’. In addition ‘he only demanded as much corn as
the emperor should think proper to grant, and would remit the gold.
And that a friendship and alliance should subsist between himself and
the Romans, against every one that should rise to oppose the empire.?’

It was too good to be true. How could anyone in their right mind
turn down such proposals? Was Alaric really so desperate to get his people
settled? Or did he realize that Honorius was never going to come to
terms, and therefore put the most outrageously reasonable peace offer
on the table in order to exonerate himself from whatever happened
next? If Rome suffered, it would clearly be the Emperor’s fault.

But Honorius had his reputation of obdurate foolishness to main-
tain, and the proposals were rejected. Alaric once again marched on
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Rome and took over the port. Rome was fed on corn shipped from the
Empire’s vast colonial estates in North Africa, and the citizens, faced
with certain starvation, capitulated. He was allowed to enter the city.

ALARIC THE EMPEROR-MAKER

It was an extraordinary — almost unbelievable — situation. A Barbarian
chieftain was now master of Rome, able to dispose offices and
appointments at his will. With the agreement of the Senate, Alaric even
set a new emperor on the imperial throne. His candidate was the
prefect of the city, a traditional Roman pagan named Attalus, and for
the time being the city celebrated a momentary improvement in its
government. Alaric was appointed co-commander of the Roman army,
and everything looked promising. Except, of course, for the fact that
Honorius had not agreed to any of this. And since he controlled Africa,
Rome’s source of grain, Attalus’ first job had to be to take over
Carthage.

But Attalus was to prove a disaster. He was told by some sooth-
sayer that he would subdue Carthage and all Africa without fighting,
so he simply sent out to the imperial army in Africa his own
commander — who was killed when he got there. Then he sent a whole
lot of money to Africa with the hope that it might somehow sort things
out. At this point Alaric began to realize that he had placed on the
imperial throne a man ‘who formed his projects with the most foolish
temerity, without either reason or prospect of advantage’.® And
Honorius, whose orders were obeyed in Africa, ensured that no corn
or oil left for Rome. Famine in the city was even greater than in the
previous year. The common joke in the Hippodrome was to shout out:
‘Fix a price on human flesh!”

Eventually Alaric couldnt stand his protégé’s nonsense any
longer. He marched to Rimini on the Adriatic, where Attalus was
currently sunning himself, and there, in public, stripped his chosen
emperor of his diadem and purple robe. Alaric, the Gothic chief, could
make and unmake a Roman emperor — just like that. It wasn’t bad
going for a humble Barbarian from the Danube delta. Alaric’s attrac-
tiveness as a leading player in history is nowhere more evident than
in his treatment of the infuriating Attalus. Having stripped him of
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his office, the Goth leader took him back to Rome and installed the
ex-emperor and his son under house arrest in the palace he had requi-
sitioned there. Attalus was to be kept safe until a peace was eventually
reached with Honorius.*

Perhaps he had already reached an agreement with Honorius to
remove the rival emperor in return for peace. At all events, Alaric sent
Attalus’ diadem and robe to Honorius, and started out for Ravenna to
confirm a treaty between them. However, as he was approaching the
city, he was attacked, evidently with Honorius’ blessing.*' Alaric, find-
ing peace once again removed from the agenda, fell back on the last
resort. He returned and sacked Rome. The sack of Rome was not a
triumph of Gothic military might — it was the last desperate act of
Alaric’s diplomacy, and it failed.

ALARIC SACKS ROME, 410

Everything about Alaric’s sack of Rome is extraordinary. How the
Goths got in, what they did once they were in, how they left ... it’s all
a little beyond belief.

Alaric now found himself for the third time outside the gates of
Rome, but on this occasion there was no long siege. The Goths got
into the city during the night of 24 August 410. The Romans still
remembered tales of the Celts who had captured the city 800 years
earlier. Ever since that traumatic occasion, the whole purpose of
Rome’s conquests had been to prevent such a thing ever happening
again — to push its power outwards in all directions, Romanize or kill
the Barbarians who surrounded it, and make the city safe. And now
the whole of that history had turned to failure.

In Bethlehem, St Jerome wrote that he was speechless with grief:
‘The whole world perished in one city.’ Pelagius the heretic, who was
actually in Rome at the time, could only compare it with the Last
Judgement, when all humans will stand equal in their terror:

Rome, the mistress of the world, shivered, crushed with fear,
at the sound of the blaring trumpets and the howling of the
Goths. Where then were the nobility? Where then were the
supposedly unchanging divisions in society? Everyone was
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mingled together and shaken with fear. Every household had
its grief and an all-pervading terror gripped us. Slave and noble
were one. The same spectre of death stalked before us all.

Really? Because the odd thing is that, once they got into the city,
Alaric and his Goths seem to have behaved like no other invading army
before or since.

In the first place Alaric had given strict orders to limit bloodshed.
Orosius, writing while the memory of the sack was still fresh, reported
that Alaric ‘gave orders that all those who had taken refuge in sacred
places, especially in the basilicas of the holy Apostles Peter and Paul,
should be permitted to remain inviolate and unmolested’.** There were
a few fires, but the city was hardly damaged.

Alaric also, of course, allowed his men to plunder and loot, and
yet even here restraint was shown. One of the Goths, who was a
Christian, asked an old woman where he could find gold and silver,
whereupon she brought out the sacred plate of the Apostles Peter and
Paul and gave them to the soldier saying: ‘Now you must look after
them since I can’t.” When Alaric heard the story he ordered a great
procession to be held through the city, in which the sacred plate was
paraded above everyone’s heads and under the guard of ‘a double line
of drawn swords; Romans and barbarians in concert raised a hymn to
God in public’.*

Gold and silver in houses was left strictly alone if it was used for
religious purposes, and would-be rapists backed off in shame when
they were told off by Roman ladies. Amongst the booty carried off by
the Goths was the Emperor Honorius’ sister, Galla Placidia, whom
Alaric treated ‘with all the honour and attendance due to a princess’*
It wasn't much of a ‘sack, really.

Honorius, in Ravenna, seemed to catch the spirit of the occasion.
When one of the eunuchs, who kept the poultry, burst in to inform
him that Rome had perished, the Emperor cried out: ‘But it has just
eaten from my hands!”” The eunuch, realizing that the Emperor was
thinking of a large cockerel he had that was called Rome, explained
that it was the city that had gone down. The Emperor sighed with
relief and replied: ‘But I, my good fellow, thought that my fowl Rome
had perished.” Which only goes to show that Honorius had no idea
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how to produce a good punch-line.*

It was, all in all, a pretty weird storming of a city, and the ending
was just as extraordinary. After three days of this sedate mayhem, Alaric
simply upped sticks and left. The Goths obviously could not live in a
starving city, and it seems that his plan now was to ship them all to
Africa and settle there. But it was not to be. After a successful march
down into Calabria, and a rather less successful attempt to organize a
naval expedition across the Straits of Messina, Alaric fell ill and died.

For all his attractive qualities, Alaric had been basically unsuc-
cessful. The Gothic people still had no permanent home, and all
Alaric had done was sack the city he was so keen to be a part of.

WHAT THE SACK OF ROME MEANT

There is no doubt that Alaric’s sack of Rome came as a profound shock
to everyone. ‘What will remain if Rome falls? wailed St Jerome. But
the significance of Ap 410 to those who lived through it was not as we
see it today.

The main topic of conversation amongst Alaric’s contemporaries
was not what economic or political pressures had brought about this
catastrophe, but who was to blame for this terrible event — the pagans
or the Christians. In 410 the Empire had been officially Christian for
less than 100 years. It was only 86 years since pagan sacrifice had
been banned, and a mere 19 years since all worship of pagan gods had
been prohibited. When Alaric appeared at the gates of Rome, the
pagans in the city ‘flocked together, saying ... that the City was forsaken
and would soon perish because it had completely abandoned its gods
and its sacred rites,” wrote Orosius, ‘and the name of Christ was
publicly loaded with reproaches as if it were a curse upon the times’.”

It was a tough one for the Christians to deal with. The evidence
was cut and dried. For 800 years Rome had kept the Barbarians at
bay. Then it had abandoned the old gods and embraced a new-fangled
religion that just seemed to get the worshippers into trouble. And
what happens? The unthinkable happens. The story of Brennus is
repeated, and the Barbarian hordes once more strut through the
sacred streets of Rome. :

The primary significance of the sack of Rome for people at the
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time was that it appeared to deal a body-blow to the Christian religion.
Perhaps that’s why Alaric, who was after all a Christian himself, aban-
doned the glittering prize. He simply couldn’t bear being the destroyer
not only of the city but of the faith of the Christians who inhabited it.

The Bishop of Hippo in North Africa complained that many of
those who laid the blame for the sack of Rome at the door of the
Christians had only escaped by pretending to be Christians them-
selves.® The good bishop was later consecrated a saint, and is now
known to history as St Augustine. So concerned was he about the
damage done to the Christian faith by Alaric’s sack of Rome that he
wrote 22 books to counteract it, of which the overall title was The City
of God Against the Pagans.

A central argument of Augustine’s work is that, far from proving
the inadequacy of Christianity compared to the old pagan rites, the sack
of Rome in 410 was a glorious vindication of the newer religion because
Alaric — unlike any other invader — showed such mercy to the people.
Under the chapter heading ‘In no previous wars have the victors spared
the vanquished for the sake of their gods’, he writes: ‘What set a new
precedent [was] the aspect, novel in history and so gentle, that barbar-
ian cruelty displayed, in that basilicas of the most generous capacity were
selected and set apart by decree to be occupied as asylums of mercy for
the people, where no one should be smitten, whence no one should be
ravished.™ Of course, Augustine adds, God forbid that anyone should
attribute this forbearance to the Barbarians themselves — of course not!
It was Christ who bridled their ferocity and made them act so merci-
fully — for, of course, Alaric was a Christian.

THE VISIGOTH KINGDOM

Augustine was wrong: he protested too much. In fact the city survived
the non-sack perfectly well, and was living its old life again within a
few years. But the Western Empire was crumbling with or without the
‘sack’, and Rome’s identity was destroyed by Christians imposing their
new civilization on the pagan city. Alaric’s Goths had come on to that
stage in the service of Theodosius, destroying the pagan Roman army
of the Emperor Eugenius.

Augustine and the other Church theologians crusading against
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paganism and ‘heresy’ were creating a new political order, which was
intended to replace the old Empire. The city of Rome was of senti-
mental rather than practical importance in this new world; emperors
were rarely seen there, most senators stayed away, and by the time
Alaric arrived, the city’s population had fallen by about two-thirds
from its peak of around one million. In the East, the new order
became the Christian Empire of Byzantium. In the West, it became a
patchwork of Christian kingdoms that identified themselves as Roman
but that acknowledged no power in Rome except the Church’s. And
here the Goths did eventually find their place.

After Alaric’s death the Goths moved to southern Gaul under the
leadership of his brother-in-law. Athaulf had apparently once taken a
different view of Rome from Alaric, wanting to replace it rather than be
accepted by it. But now he seemingly despaired of his own people and
decided they needed the firm hand of Roman authority. His mature polit-
ical ambitions were reported in 415 by a citizen of Narbonne to St
Jerome, a conversation overheard by the historian Orosius. Apparently

Athaulf had said:

In the full confidence of valour and victory, I once
aspired to change the face of the universe; to obliterate
the name of Rome; to erect on its ruins the dominion of
the Goths; and to acquire, like Augustus, the immortal
fame of the founder of a new empire. By repeated
experiments, [ was gradually convinced, that laws are
essentially necessary to maintain and regulate a well-
constituted state; and that the fierce, untractable
humour of the Goths was incapable of bearing the
salutary yoke of laws and civil government. From that
moment I proposed to myself a different object of glory
and ambition; and it is now my sincere wish that the
gratitude of future ages should acknowledge the merit of a
stranger, who employed the sword of the Goths, not to
subvert, but to restore and maintain, the prosperity of the
Roman empire.*

One wonders about his repeated experiments.
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Athaulf decided to marry Galla Placidia — presenting her with 50
bowls of gold and 50 of jewels — and, just to be on the safe side with
his new loyalty to Rome, to install an Augustus of his own choosing.
But by 415 he had been murdered. Roman armies drove his Visigoths
into Spain and destroyed Athaulf’s puppet emperor. But Athaulf’s
successor Wallia made peace with Honorius, who finally agreed the
deal that he had so stubbornly refused Alaric. Wallia returned
Honorius’ sister Galla Placidia to him, and in 417 was granted
Aquitaine as a region where the Visigoths would be based as foederati
— independent Roman allies who, for the first time, were not part of a
frontier. This was what Alaric had struggled so hard to achieve — a
negotiated Gothic territory within the Empire, not on its margins.
Wallia established his court in Toulouse, which became the capital of
a Christian Visigoth kingdom.

It was Christians who finished off the Western Empire. And it
was Barbarians who gave us the Europe we live in today.
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VIII
HELLENES

The Romans were virtually surrounded by Barbarians! There were
Barbarians to the west of them, Barbarians to the north of them and
Barbarians to the east of them. They dismissed those to the north and
west (the Celts, the Goths and the Germans) as primitive and uncivi-
lized. When they did the same to the Barbarians to the east, however,
they found theyd bitten off more than they could chew. The east is
where the Roman Empire met its match.

And it met its match in two different ways: militarily and intel-
lectually. The empire of the Persians blocked Roman territorial
ambitions in the east. The Hellenic world, on the other hand, was
politically subsumed into Rome, but then proceeded to transform
Roman intellectual life. As the Roman poet Horace put it: ‘Greece
enslaved, enslaved her savage conqueror.! In both cases, Rome’s
belief in its own superiority was challenged by what it encountered.
But the story we have been left with, a story of the greatness of Rome,
has somehow managed to ignore that.

The conquest of Greece led to Rome becoming ever more Greek,
until it seemed the most natural thing in the world for the imperial
headquarters to relocate to the Greek city of Constantinople. As Rome
developed into a predominantly Eastern power, its great conflict with
Persia became the biggest item on the imperial agenda — a struggle
that lasted for centuries and eventually drove the Empire to suck the
West dry to pay for its Eastern defence.

But while the Roman Empire became Greek, Greece was trans-
formed by Rome. Although the Romans came to see it as the home of
culture, literature and the arts, Greece had also been the most inno-
vative scientific and engineering civilization on earth; but wherever

ISI




BARBARIANS FROM THE EAST

they ruled, the Romans rejected the new. Nowhere is the dead hand
of Roman stasis more clearly demonstrated than in its dealings with
the Hellenic world.

THE ANTIKYTHERA MECHANISM

In 1900 a man by the name of Elias Stadiatos was diving for sponges
off the Greek island of Antikythera. When he was hauled back on to
the deck of the rusty vessel that served as a diving station, he was wild-
eyed and babbling about having seen a ‘heap of naked women’ down
on the sea floor.? It turned out that the poor fellow was not halluci-
nating. He had stumbled across the wreck of a vessel that had gone
down in ancient times with a priceless cargo of artistic treasures —
presumably on their way to Rome.

Over the next few months the divers hauled up an amazing treas-
ure trove: jewellery, tableware, furniture, pottery and dozens of other
items, including stone statues as well as smaller bronze ones. Amongst
the riches was a lump of marine growth and corrosion surrounding
what looked like some kind of gearing. A diver brought it up to the
surface because there appeared to be some bronze under the corro-
sion, but it seemed hardly worth anyone’s attention amongst so many
wonderful classical works of art. Besides, it broke into several pieces
shortly after its exposure to the atmosphere, and what may have been
its wooden casing shrivelled up. Many years later, however, it would
be realized that this was the most valuable object of all because it
would revolutionize our view of the ancient world.

It had astronomical inscriptions etched on it, and for some 50
years it remained a mysterious puzzle that occasionally furrowed the
odd academic brow. Some people suggested it was a sort of astrolabe
(an early navigational device), but other scholars insisted that this
would have been beyond the capacities of the ancient Greeks. And
anyway, it was much more complicated than an astrolabe. It obviously
wasn't Greek at all, they insisted.

Eventually, however, a British physicist and historian of science,
Derek de Solla Price, went to the Athens Museum to carry out a long-
term study of this bizarre object. After eight years he announced that
it was some form of intricate clockwork.’ It contained about 30 gear
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wheels, yet had lettering that could only be dated to the first century
BC. Such a suggestion was so unthinkable that one professor told him
the only way his hypothesis could be true was if someone sailing over
the shipwreck more than 1000 years later had dropped the thing over
the side.

In 1971, still convinced he must be right, Price persuaded the
Greek Atomic Energy Commission to experiment with the new tech-
nique of gamma rays to examine the corroded piece of bronze.
Photographic plates were produced from which he was able to recon-
struct the device and prove when it had been made. Price found
himself rebuilding a mechanism that looks like an eighteenth-century
instrument — but is actually a clockwork computer created, most prob-
ably, on the island of Rhodes off the south-west tip of modern Turkey
around 80 Bc. It shows the positions of the sun and moon on dials that
are marked not for a day or a week but for four years.*

And suddenly it was clear that historians had got the non-Roman
world very, very wrong. At a time when the Roman calendar was out
by over 80 days, so that people were told to celebrate spring festivals
in the height of summer, a Greek workshop on Rhodes was designing
and making a device to show the exact positions of the heavenly
bodies and to provide a simple read-out on dials.

Michael Wright, former curator of mechanical engineering at the
Science Museum in London, has built a conjectural reconstruction of
the Antikythera mechanism, which has 76 gear wheels and one
pointer that completes a rotation every 76 years! It is a sophisticated
working model of the solar system. ‘The user could dial in any date he
or she wanted,’ he says, ‘and the instrument would show the positions
in the sky of the sun, the moon and all of the five planets then known.’

Its use is not at all clear. Perhaps the device was just a way of
predicting the phases of the moon or eclipses; or perhaps it was used
for astrological predictions. Astrology was a fundamental science of
the ancient world. It was the driving force behind the astronomy of
Egypt and Babylon, and led to the development of advanced mathe-
matics to compute the apparent movement of the stars and planets.
(In fact, the link between astrology, astronomy and mathematics
remained strong until after the age of Newton in the seventeenth
century.) But perhaps it was simply a tool for exploring the mysteries
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of the cosmos — the Greeks were fascinated by abstract scientific and
philosophical speculation.

Whatever it was used for, its design and construction were
certainly well beyond the capabilities of the Romans. Despite what
most people think, other cultures could and did make extremely
complex machines — until the Romans took over.
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