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A city built on bones: Roman coffins recycled as garden ornaments in the Museum Gardens.
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AD 71



ORIGINS OF YORK


THE MILITARY FORTRESS OF EBORACUM



Even in the beginning there was fighting and bloodshed. York was not founded as a town, but as a Roman military fortress, from which the 5,000 crack troops of the IX Legion Hispana could crush the local tribes, the Brigantes, and take their territory for Rome.


It was decided to build the fortress on undeveloped land at the meeting point of two rivers, the Foss and the Ouse, and it was a perfect location for the purpose. It had excellent communications via land as well as river for the transport of men and supplies and there were farms nearby which would be able to supply food. It was close to the border of the Brigantes’ territory and that of their neighbouring tribe, the Parisii, which perhaps made it more neutral. And importantly, it was also ideally situated for launching strikes on rebel outposts in the Pennines and the North York Moors.


[image: images]


The Multangular Tower, one of the two huge corner towers attached to the front of the military fortress after it was rebuilt in stone. The original Roman brickwork can still be seen on the lower part.
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Romans in battle with barbarians.


So in AD 71, the fortress known as Eboracum (Celtic meaning: ‘place of the yew trees’) was built by the river Ouse. Within its walls were barracks, an administrative headquarters, a forum, a bath house and workshops. The fortress established the location of York’s future town centre and some of the streets of today’s city. Once the fortress was built, the superior weaponry and military tactics of the Roman army could be brought to bear on the Brigantes.


The Brigantes had not always been the Romans’ enemies. Their queen Cartimandua was a Roman ally, but her husband Venutius, a powerful warlord in his own right, did not share her Roman sympathies. Gradually, with encouragement from Venutius, Cartimandua’s people turned against her. Trouble first broke out in AD 51 when she turned the British rebel leader Caractacus over to Rome. Then, in AD 69, a new scandal involving the queen led to her downfall. Cartimandua was having a very public affair with the armour bearer of her husband. With the support of the people, whose sympathy lay on his side, Venutius launched an attack on Cartimandua. The Romans managed to rescue her, but only just, leaving a now hostile people on the borders of their conquered territory. It was a situation which could not be allowed to persist.


Enter the IX Legion, under the command of Petilius Cerialis. Although there are no detailed accounts of those first bloody campaigns against the Brigantes, we do have the following summary:





Petilius Cerialis struck terror by an attack upon the Brigantes, who are reputed to compose the most populous state in the whole province. Many battles were fought, some of them attended with much bloodshed; and the greater part of the Brigantes were either brought into subjection or involved in the ravages of war.


(Tacitus, Agricola, 17)





The Brigantes were certainly up against a formidable foe. The Roman army was highly professional, its infantry soldiers trained to fight together as a single unit, a veritable killing machine. Each soldier was armed with a dagger or pugio, a short sword or gladius, a semi-cylindrical shield, the scutum, and two javelins, or pila. Both pila would be thrown one after the other at the beginning of battle, and would bend on impact with the enemies’ shields, rendering them useless so they would have to be discarded. Then the Romans would move in, marching forward, shoulder to shoulder in tight formation. They used their shields to knock their opponents off balance and then stabbed with the gladius, thrusting forward horizontally rather than stabbing, aiming for internal organs through rib cages. Once fallen, the Romans trampled the enemy under foot with hobnail sandals. After the initial rout by the foot soldiers, the cavalry moved in to complete the attack.


In this way the Brigantes were conquered. As each area fell and its people were brought to submission, Roman towns were established throughout the region, including an administrative centre for the Brigantes at Aldborough.




THE MYSTERY OF THE LOST LEGION
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Not long after founding York, the IX Legion Hispana famously disappeared from history. In a document compiled in the AD 160s which lists all serving regiments, the IX is not mentioned. It has apparently vanished, or ceased to exist.


This disappearance is one which has captured people’s imagination ever since it was made famous by Rosemary Sutcliffe’s 1954 novel The Eagle of the Ninth. According to the novel, the legion was sent north on campaign to Scotland, where it was brutally wiped out by native tribes. In the 1950s this was thought to be a reasonable historical explanation. More recently, historians have argued that the IX was strategically transferred to Holland, and later Palestine, where it met with its bloody end. But now, some academics are questioning the evidence for the new theory, and believe it is more likely the legion was annihilated in Britain after all.


The last place to which the IX Legion can be accurately dated is York in AD 108; its name is mentioned on an inscription commemorating the completion of building work. But by AD 122 we know it had left the city, as the XI Legion Victrix arrived at Eboracum as the new garrisoning force. What ultimately became of the IX Legion is still the biggest mystery of Roman Britain. But it was ‘last seen’ in York, the city it founded.
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Roman stamp: one of several objects in the Yorkshire Museum relating to the IX Legion. (© York Museums Trust, Yorkshire Museum)








AD 100–410



DAILY LIFE IN ROMAN YORK


GRISLY GLADIATORS AND BLOODY RELIGION



As the Roman military fortress became established at Eboracum, a thriving civilian town grew up on the opposite bank of the river Ouse. By the early third century, it was given the high Roman town status of colonia and was the capital of Britannia Inferior, the northern part of the province (the word inferior refers to the greater distance of the north from Rome, while the south, being closer, was Britannia Superior).


The colonia of Eboracum was an impressive and sophisticated place, with residential houses in both wood and stone, temples, a baths complex, a good drainage system, food storage facilities, and busy workshops. But it was also a place which would be in many ways quite alien to us today, a place where violence and a certain amount of blood and gore went with the territory and the time.


Nowhere is this more evident than in one of the Romans’ favourite spectator events: the gladiatorial combat. Gladiators were fearsomely armed, highly trained slaves, who battled to the death in the arena for the entertainment of the public. Although an amphitheatre has never been found in York, it is almost certain that there will have been one in such a large and important town. But a recent discovery has provided other evidence for gladiators in York, in the form of some rather grisly human remains.




BURIED BABY IN BLAKE STREET
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In Blake Street, under the remains of a Roman military barrack block, archaeologists found the body of a human infant, most likely buried as a votive offering to the gods during the construction of the building. It is assumed, but not known for sure, that the baby had already died of natural causes. It was common for Romans to bury the bodies of babies inside houses, as they were not yet considered to be fully human, and therefore did not need to be buried in a cemetery. But it is unusual to find one in a military fortress, which is why this is thought to be a votive burial.
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Roman arena. The location of the Roman arena in York is unknown, but it is thought that it could be under the Yorkshire Museum.


In 2004-2005, excavations in Driffield Terrace on the south-western outskirts of the town unearthed eighty skeletons from the Roman period, almost all of them male. They were taller and more heavily built than most men of the time, and their bones showed signs of gruesome injuries. Forty-five had been decapitated and twenty had suffered other kinds of violent death. At first it was thought that the men could have been executed soldiers – but then other, more unusual, features started to suggest a different explanation. These men, it seemed, were very possibly gladiators, brutally killed in the arena for the entertainment of the citizens of Roman York.


Some of the men had been killed with a hammer blow to the head, a way that wounded or dying gladiators were often dispatched, by a slave dressed as the god of the underworld. And one, very significantly, had been bitten around the hip by a large animal such as a lion, tiger or bear. Man vs animal fights were common in the arena, performed by specialised gladiators called bestiariii or venatores. Around a third of the bodies had one arm significantly longer than the other, suggesting one-sided work such as sword practice from an early age. It is interesting, also, that all the bodies had been buried carefully, along with grave goods such as food and pottery vessels, unlike normal victims of execution. This could fit with the gladiator theory as gladiators were revered by society, despite their slave status and bloody exploits. Whether these men were actually gladiators is not known for sure, but much of the evidence certainly seems to point to it.


Bloodiness in Roman York was not just confined to the amphitheatre, however. It also played a part in religion, which was an important part of daily life. The soldiers at the military fortress will have attended compulsory ceremonies, where the commander, as the Emperor’s representative, presided over ritual animal sacrifices. Once an animal was killed, the fortress’s haruspex, a priest who practised divination, will have examined its entrails to see what they foretold. Less gorily, the fortress’s augur foretold the future by studying the flight of birds. But when the soldiers were off duty, they could take part in whatever religious practices they chose, and there were many temples in Eboracum.




SEVERE SEVERUS
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In AD 208 the Roman Emperor Septimius Severus took up residence in York with his family, elite guard and extensive entourage. Severus was a ruthless ruler. When faced with a rebellion during his time in York he ordered his army to march north, killing every Briton they encountered: ‘Let no one escape total destruction at our hands, not even the child carried in its mother’s womb.’





Severus’s purpose in York was to conquer the territories north of Hadrian’s Wall for Rome – something he could not achieve, despite numerous campaigns. When he became ill and was forced to retire from military campaigning, Severus urged his son Caracalla to battle on. But Caracalla, aware that his father was going to die, was more interested in seizing the imperial crown. Septimius Severus died in York on 4 February AD 211. According to one source, his death was ‘not without a certain amount of help, it is said, from Caracalla.’
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The town was a centre for several of the mystery cults which became popular in the second and third centuries, one of which was that of the fertility goddess Cybele. According to the myth of Cybele, her lover was the shepherd boy Atys. He was unfaithful and castrated himself to express his remorse. The priests of the cult of Cybele would also ritually castrate themselves as an act of devotion. A fragment of a monument depicting Atys was found in The Mount in York. The mystery cults of Isis and Mithras were also practised in the town and a temple to Isis’s consort Serapis was located near the baths in the civilian colonia.
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Roman Mithraic relief from Micklegate, one of the many interesting objects from York’s Roman past on display in the Yorkshire Museum. The slaughter of a bull is central to the mystery cult of Mithras. (© York Museums Trust, Yorkshire Museum)





AD 866



VIKINGS TAKE YORK


KING AELLE MOST HORRIBLY MURDERED



On 1 November 866, the Vikings took York. The ‘Great Heathen Army’, thought to have numbered as many as 10-15,000 men, was led by Ivar the Boneless and his brother Halfdan. And this attack was different from the many Viking raids which had occurred over the past century. The invading army was not just after booty: its aim was to seize power and to stay here, as the rulers of England.


Ivar the Boneless was a fearsome warlord, described by his contemporaries as ‘most cruel’ and ‘never having lost a battle’. His strange nickname, ‘the boneless’, is not fully understood, but historians have considered a variety of possible explanations for it, from brittle bone disease to impotence. Whatever the case, Ivar was certainly not an impotent force when it came to warfare.


The reason for the conquest of England, according to the Viking sagas, was to avenge the death of Ivar and Halfdan’s father Ragnar, at the hands of King Aelle of Northumbria. York – or Eorfwic, as it was called by the Anglo-Saxons – was at the heart of the kingdom of Northumbria, a territory which stretched upwards from the river Humber, through the north-east of England and to the Forth in Scotland. York was the seat of the Northumbrian kings, and also of archbishops who wielded a considerable amount of power. According to the scholar Alcuin, York was also an ‘emporium’ full of the fruits of trade, both at home and with lands overseas. Vengeance aside, it was a tempting prize for the Vikings.
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The Viking raiders strike in York.


Ivar and his army attacked York on All Saints’ Day, a day when leaders and dignitaries would be there to attend church, and could be all dealt with together. According to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, ‘they sought the enemy at York, and broke into the town, and some of them got in and there was an unmeasurable slaughter of Northumbrians; some inside, some outside; and both kings were slain.’


The Viking sagas recount how Ivar and Halfdan had their revenge on King Aelle. He was the victim of the ‘blood eagle’, a gruesome, stomach-churning ritual sacrifice to the god Odin, where a living person had his back opened up, his ribcage cut open, and his lungs pulled out of his back to look like bloody eagle’s wings, still inflated and moving; ‘all his ribs were severed from the backbone with a sword, so that his lungs were pulled out’. As Sighvat says in the poem Knutsdrapa:





Ivar he who


held court at York,


had eagle hacked


in Ella’s back.





York was taken, brutally and swiftly. But the conquest did not stop there. The Great Heathen Army continued its rampage in the south, and went on to force the kingdoms of Mercia (the Midlands) and East Anglia into submission. In 876, part of the army returned to York. The Vikings rebuilt the town and settled in it, and Halfdan shared out the lands of the Northumbrians. In 878 a truce was agreed with Alfred, the Saxon King of Wessex, by which the Vikings now officially governed an immense territory. It was known as the Danelaw. York, renamed Jorvik, was its most important city – the capital of the Vikings in England.
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