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CHAPTER I


Introduction


[image: illustration]




‘Ad spathas et ad pila’


To broadswords and to javelins!


Vegetius 3.4





The wording for the sub-title of this book was chosen with care. This book concerns an individually named Roman soldier. There are few of those mentioned by the ancient historians, and of those we know nothing about their lives. Other names come to light in written records preserved by the sands of Egypt, by the anaerobic soil of Vindolanda or by chance in other places, but little, again, can be discovered about the careers and individuals of named soldiers. At best they provide snapshots of many separate lives. My greatest desire has been to build up a broad picture of the typical life of a legionary. Selecting a time and a place, deciding upon a soldier’s origins, and following that legionary using historical texts and archaeological finds to piece together a hypothetical career – a kind of patchwork life.


The book covers all aspects of Late Roman military life, from recruitment to weaponry, marriage to wages, warfare to religion. We follow the career of a new recruit, Gaius, who stands as an ‘everyman’ figure stationed at a coastal fort in the north of England. His career becomes the backbone of the book, and as he encounters new aspects of life in AD 400, the reader shares in that information.


Gaius’ narrative gives structure to the book, but it also becomes a reflection of the information being presented. Other books pass on their information discretely, discussing inflation, tunics and invasions separately, with some occasional cross-referencing. In The Last Legionary, the brief sections of fictionalised text allow the reader to see how all these separate strands come together to impact on one man’s life: how one thing can lead to another and how lives are affected, even in small ways.


The evidence used to create Gaius’ life has been gathered from several sources. By far the most prolific source is archaeology, which should be expected in a book that seeks to illuminate daily life. By focussing on military life in Britain specifically, I have been able to draw on the vast amount of archaeological work that exists today, equalled only, perhaps, by the finds made in Germany on the Rhine frontier. The written sources, ancient authors such as Ammianus Marcellinus, Zozimus and Procopius, are of inestimable value in putting archaeology into context and providing a firm framework of events, and also of describing cause and effect in the ancient world. Much about military life in AD 400 can also be gleaned from the detailed writings of a contemporary writer named Vegetius, and also Maurice, a sixth century Byzantine Emperor.


But gaps remain. In reconstructing the details of a life, one finds unanswered questions at every turn. What was Scarborough signal station called? Did Late Roman soldiers have tents? How did Gaius light a fire? Did the soldiers use their spears under-arm, crouching low; or over-arm, standing on tip-toe? What is one to do? The historical novelist can simply invent a likely answer that fits the genre, but in trying to create the life of one man using evidence, that route isn’t an option. Living history can instead provide those answers that archaeology cannot, and that the ancient texts do not. Living history interpretation is the modern recreation of archaeological finds with the aim of exploring the use of those finds, whether it be a spindle whorl, spearhead, wicker chair or bread oven. In order to answer many of the questions that arose, I turned to living history. First I began to experiment with the material world of the Late Roman army: I hand-stitched Late Roman tunics, made shields, mixed authentic paints and (amongst other things) made a set of Roman hobnailed boots. Next I turned to a number of well-established Late Roman historical research groups that were very well thought of by the academic community. Their practical and common-sense help in filling in the missing details of Gaius’ life was extremely valuable.


The Last Legionary focuses on one man in a unit of border guards, on the fringes of empire. Is that representative? Does Gaius give us a true example of what life was like in AD 400 for a Roman soldier? The frontier forces, the limitanei, were once the great legions of the Principate, the legions that conquered half the world. At the beginning of the fourth century these proud legions became static frontier forces, over time farming land and carrying on crafts and trades around the fort. Other more mobile units were created that quickly overtook and outshone the old legions. The limitanei are attractive to explore here, firstly, because they were so ubiquitous, and secondly, because their troops blurred the distinction between military and civilian life. And in fact, the unit detailed, the Legio Praesidiensis, was later transferred from Britain to a regional field army, and this ‘elevation’ to the mobile reserve allows us to explore something of life in that type of military unit, too.


Gaius is also representative of his age. This period was a time of great upheaval, yet there are no eyewitness accounts of legions marching onto boats to cross the Channel, never to return. There are no accounts of Saxon attacks on Romano-British farms or towns. No accounts of soldiers marched from the frontier all the way to Italy to defend it against vast armies of Visigoths. What was it like to be there? What was it like to be one of the last soldiers to leave Britain? What was life like for the last legionary?




CHAPTER II


Joining Up: 383 AD
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I am writing to you about my wife’s brother. He is a soldier’s son, and he has been enrolled to go for a soldier. If you can release him again it is a fine thing you do … since his mother is a widow and has none but him. But if he must serve, please safeguard from him going abroad with the draft for the field army…


The Abinnaeus Archive





Gaius was born in AD 362 to a Romano-British father and mother. His father was a legionary and stationed at a fort on the coast. His mother lived in the vicus, the small settlement just outside the walls of this fort. Now that she is widowed, she lives with Gaius in Eboracum, the greatest city of northern Britannia. Diocletian, who ruled the empire in his grandfather’s day, made it law that in many trades and professions, the son should follow the father. Gaius has little choice but to join up and join the legions. His friends are also the sons of veterans, and some of these are planning to go into hiding, to dodge the conscription and avoid the army. The Code of Theodosius states that all veterans’ sons between the age of twenty and twenty-five were eligible for recruitment. If only these lads could lay low, move away, take up another trade (albeit illegally) until they reached their twenty-fifth birthday, they might avoid the fate of their fathers. Later edicts would broaden this age range to try and catch the draft dodgers, sons between the ages of eighteen and thirty-five were later forced to join their father’s unit.


The legions still had willing recruits, of course, but many legionaries had been obliged to join the ranks. A life in the legions was no longer the prized career-of-choice that it had been a century or two ago. The official height regulation of 5ft 10in was regularly flouted, and the preferred candidates for the ranks (farm-workers, labourers, craftsmen, hunters and butchers, for example) were sometimes in short enough supply that city-folk were instead recruited. This of course meant that the basic training and toughening-up process took longer than normal – up to four months, according to Vegetius. Prisoners of war, captured Picts, Scots or Saxons, were a good source of recruits, and foreign tribes that were not at war with Rome might also provide recruits. To these hardy barbarians, a life in the legions was not a penance, but a prize.


Many conscripts came from agricultural estates, the villa-farms that dotted the rich rural landscape of the Western Roman Empire. Landowners were forced to supply a suitable recruit (usually a tenant farmer or his son). Since the cost was so high, several landowners could club together, taking it in turns to furnish a candidate for the legionary recruiters. Recruiting officers were always wary of being fobbed off with a stand-in, perhaps a vagrant or a slave, or with a troublesome and unproductive tenant that the landowner was keen to get rid of. Alternatively, a levy of thirty-six solidi could be paid to the government instead. Not all the recruits went willingly. Self-mutilation was frequent enough to be legislated against. The hacking off of a thumb rendered a conscript useless as an infantryman, and for the past fifteen years the offender was punished by being burned alive. Only two years ago, however, the Emperor Theodosius, desperate for manpower, decreed that two ‘thumbless’ recruits can stand in for one unmutilated candidate.


Accompanied by his friend Severus, also a veteran’s son, Gaius answers the call-up and is sworn in at the gigantic legionary fortress in Eboracum with all of the gravitas of a solemn religious ceremony.




We swear by God, Christ and the Holy Spirit, and by the Majesty of the Emperor which second to God is to be loved and worshipped by the human race … we swear that we will strenuously do all that the Emperor may command, will never desert the service, nor refuse to die for the Roman State.


Vegetius 2.5





Once enlisted, Gaius and Severus are herded together with seven other conscripts (all unwilling draftees from the local farms) and marched off to the fort of Praesidium which may have been situated on the east coast. It is a three day journey, and each night the nine recruits are chained together, or, if the travellers sheltered at a villa, locked in a single room, with a guard posted outside.


The fort of Praesidium (if it was indeed sited on the coast) guarded the beaches of Gabranticorum, a wide curving bay with a series of stone signal stations at regular intervals to warn of sea-borne raiders. The Roman road from Eboracum ended here. Gaius, Severus and the other recruits were taken immediately through the big double gates into the fortified compound and settled into one of the barrack rooms.


Praesidium would have been one of many stone-built forts that were constructed in the first century AD. In AD 383 these forts still served to garrison troops ready to defend against attacks from barbarian invaders, or from disgruntled rebels. Much of northern Britannia had been heavily fortified and garrisoned following the invasion, and it remained so through to the fourth century AD. Britain was actually made up of four separate provinces at this date. What had previously been ‘Upper Britain’ (Wales, the West Country and the South East) became Britannia Prima, with its capital at Cirencester; and Maxima Caesariensis, with its capital at Londinium. Further north, what had once been ‘Lower Britain’ (the Midlands and East Anglia, and the North as far as Hadrian’s Wall) became Britannia Secunda, with its capital at Eboracum; and Flavia Caesariensis, with its capital at Lindum.


The fort of Praesidium was home to the Praesidiensis legion, an infantry unit of around 1,000 men tasked with frontier defence.1 The red star on the blue field was the shield emblem of the Legio Praesidiensis, but it is still a mystery where this legion might have been based. It could have been Bridlington on the East Yorkshire coast, or Newton Kyme near Tadcaster, or elsewhere. A barely known legion, a footnote to history, is barracked in a lost Roman fortress somewhere in the north-east of England. Where was it? And what was it actually like?


The Legio Praesidiensis is mentioned only once in the Notitia Dignitatum, a list of all units and officers of the empire circa AD 400. The Praesidiensis appears in the listing for the mobile field army of Gaul (one of the powerful comitatenses), under the command of the Master of Infantry. So was it a Gallic unit? Many of the unit names give an indication of their origins, and in Britain there are three historical accounts of a fort called ‘Praesidium’ or ‘Praetorio’. With so many British units being marched across the Channel to fight in Gaul (Magnus Maximus, Constantine III and Stilicho all took troops to join the field army in Gaul), it is reasonable to assume that the Praesidiensis came from Praesidium. So it is a British unit, but where is this Praesidium?


Lots of Roman forts in Britain have been only tentatively identified. We know for certain that South Shields is Arbeia, that Doncaster is Danum, that York is Eboracum; but some forts remain unidentified. We have no epigraphical evidence of their Roman name. In other cases, we know the names of several Roman forts, but are in the dark as to their whereabouts. Praesidium is one of these.


The name of the fort occurs in the Antonine Itinerary of the second century (essentially a list of stopping points on journeys across Roman Britain). It is also mentioned in the Notitia Dignitatum as a base for a cohort of Dalmatian cavalry. Lastly, the mysterious fort of Praesidium is mentioned in the seventh century Ravenna Cosmology between two other unidentified entries, Camulosessa and Brigomono. Praesidium is also referred to as ‘Praetorio’.


The First Antonine Itinerary (Iter I), plots a course from Bremenium (High Rochester, north of the Wall) to Praetorio, a distance of 161,000 paces: ‘A limite id est a vallo Praetorio usque mpm clvi’ (From the frontier, that is, from the entrenchments [i.e. Hadrian’s Wall], all the way to Praetorio one-hundred and fifty-six thousand paces).


The list of stopping points is as follows: Bremenium (High Rochester), Corstopitum (Corbridge), Vindomora (Ebchester), Vinovivum (Binchester), Cataractoni (Catterick), Isurium (Aldborough), Eboracum (York), Derventione (Malton), Delgovicia (suspected posting station near Millington, East Yorkshire), Praetorio. Delgovicia is listed some thirteen miles from Derventio (Malton) and twenty-five miles from Praetorio. Tracing this route on a map one finds that it is straight-line travel to York, followed by a North East trip up to Malton, a southerly trip to Millington and then…? Praetorio or Praesidium is in the area somewhere.


The next stage of this investigation is to identify a suitable unnamed fort in the area. This task is not too difficult. Newton Kyme near Tadcaster has been identified by crop marks as a Roman fort of the period. It is unattributed and could be a candidate for Praesidium, but it lies west of York, which means that the Iter I would have to back-track through Eboracum to get there. Also, is Newton Kyme a suitable stopping place for a route? Would not York or Brough or somewhere on the coast make more sense? There are no other suitable forts in the East Riding. The fort at Brough-on-Humber was abandoned AD 125. The fort at Lease Rigg in North Yorkshire was abandoned AD 120. There are unattributed forts at Hayton and also Roall Manor Farm (discovered 1991) but both are under 1.5 hectares, suitable in size only for a quingenary cohort of 500 men). Praesidium was probably constructed for a milliary cohort (1,000 men), since our thousand-strong Legio Praesidiensis must have been accommodated there. Note that the fort at Newton Kyme is, at 4 hectares, easily big enough to hold the Praesidiensis.


But the Iter I route is moving eastwards, and the Roman roads head east too, straight toward Bridlington and Flamborough Head. There are no Roman remains in the vicinity, however, so why do two roads converge here? Ptolemy’s Geography (early second century) describes Bridlington Bay as ‘Gabranticorum Sinus’ (with many harbours). None have been found, and it is thought that coastal erosion has destroyed all trace of these ports as well as a possible Theodosian signal station at Flamborough and a fort in the general vicinity of the harbour or beyond. Could this be Praesidium, now lost to the North Sea? If the Praesidiensis was based at a now missing fort at Bridlington, what did it do there? What did the fort look like?


Praesidium/Praetorio was most likely a Flavian construction, of standard playing card shape, built to hold a milliary cohort (double cohort) of 1,000 men. Like Housesteads, Birrens, Crammond, Lyne and Chesters, it would cover at least 2.1 hectares, possibly 2.3 or more, and have dimensions somewhere in the region of 200m × 130m. As with most milliary forts it would have ten barracks blocks, not six (for a standard quingenary cohort). Its fortifications and inner buildings would be of stone, and would follow the plan of other forts of the same size. Look to Housesteads, which has many outstanding remains, and which has been faithfully reconstructed by Peter Connolly and Ronald Embleton. Praesidium was of the same size and must have looked very similar.


In the fourth century, Count Theodosius established signal stations on the North Yorkshire coast to warn of Saxon raids. Many believe that Flamborough Head would also have had one of these stations (probably on Beacon Hill, now a gravel quarry). From the Headland you can see Filey, Scarborough Castle and the Whitby promontory.


A fort at Bridlington would be well placed to act as centre of operations for these forts. A network of signal stations stretching south around the broad Bridlington Bay has also been suggested. This counterpart to the northern chain would guard this huge and accessible anchorage from barbarian piracy. Would Praesidium have some part to play in manning and supplying these southerly stations? Unfortunately, all of Bridlington’s Roman remains (except a little pottery and several coin hoards) have gone into the sea, and Scarborough’s signal station is headed the same way (figure 1).


Gaius’ new home of Praesidium, then, is a large auxiliary fort of Flavian date, on flat ground out past the present-day Bridlington harbour where the Gypsey Race stream meets the sea. This position is a reflection of the forts at Ravenglass, Dover, Porchester and elsewhere, which don’t dominate from cliff tops, but place themselves directly where people, vessels and supplies will congregate: by the seashore, near fresh water. Troops of the Praesidiensis like Gaius and Severus might be assigned to signal stations, to inland or cliff-top patrols, to guarding warehouses, or searching ships. They might be sent to chase rebels in the North Yorkshire Moors or reinforce northern units on the Wall ready for raids into Pictland. Swan-necked cargo vessels might transport supplies out to the harbours and signal stations along the southern stretch of coast as far as Spurn Point. The beacon might sit ready at the top of Flamborough’s own signal station, a towered fortlet that would resemble the Scarborough station in many ways. Finally, a bustling vicus on the landward side of the fort, with small temples, perhaps inns, tradesmen and a bath-house fill in the picture.
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Figure 1. Plan of the Scarborough signal station. The north-eastern portion has gradually been lost as the cliff has eroded away.





The British provinces (‘the Britains’) were proving difficult to defend. A generation ago, when Gaius was a boy (AD 367), a combined attack by tribes of the Picts, the Scots, Saxons and the Attacotti brought the island’s defences to its knees. Gaius remembered the flights of refugees, the burning of villages and farms, the butchery and the chaos. His father, Maritus, had deserted the legion to get his family further south to the capital city of Londinium.




…at that time the Picts … together with the warlike people of the Attacotti and the Scotti, were roving at large and causing great devastation.


Ammianus Marcellinus 27.8





As with previous raids, the barbarians had not been interested in settlement or conquest, but in booty and in prisoners. With forts on fire, populations enslaved and refugees crammed into the southern towns, no-one could believe that Britain could be ever be restored. But troops came from the mainland. Count Theodosius, with senior officers including a certain Magnus Maximus, routed the barbarian raiding parties and seized their spoils. Theodosius then freed the desperate people of Londinium and brought order to the south. Gaius was suddenly forced to say goodbye to his father, Maritus. With the arrival of Theodosius and four legions of the Gallic field army, many of the deserters from the ruined forts went into hiding. If found away from their units, they would be summarily executed. His father threw away the wide military belt that marked him out as a legionary, threw off his military cloak (sagum), and pulled on a baggy, hooded cloak more commonly used by civilians. The vast numbers of deserters, however, meant that it was impossible for the relief force to execute every man they found who had left his post. To do so would leave the British provinces without any viable military force once the relieving troops had departed. Maritus was finally discovered hiding in a cellar, but the gods were with him:




[Theodosius] issued a proclamation promising immunity to deserters who returned to the colours and summoning many others who were dispersed in various places on furlough. This secured the return of the majority.


Ammianus Marcellinus 27.8





With a reconstituted force of British troops to join his four legions, Theodosius and his officers moved northwards to drive out, kill or enslave any barbarian raiders they found. Families of the British troops, including Gaius and his mother, followed the army as part of the baggage train. Seven months after they had fled Praesidium, Gaius and his family returned. The rebuilding began in earnest, but Theodosius was not content just to rebuild; he was intent on improving the island’s defences, and toured the provinces for almost a year directing new building work.


Forts along Hadrian’s Wall had been overrun and torched, Fullofaudes, the military commander in charge of the frontier forces (the ‘dux’ or ‘duke’) had been besieged at Eboracum. Nectaridus, the ‘Comes’, or Count, of the Saxon Shore had been killed in action. These two military posts illustrate the way in which Britain had so far tackled the barbarian problem. A Roman dux was a general in charge of defensive frontier forces. These limitanei troops were static and garrisoned in legionary forts and watchtowers and ranged along the frontiers. In Britain, Hadrian’s Wall and the forts in the north of Britain that supported it, were all manned by limitanei troops. Gaius and Severus, and the other soldiers of the Legio Praesidiensis were all limitanei. They did the job of the old-style legions, standing guard against barbarian attacks. There were Dukes all over the empire commanding limitanei soldiers. A Roman comes was a general with greater powers. Theodosius had been a count and he had led several legions of the Gallic field army across the Channel to relieve a beleaguered Britain. The Count of the Saxon Shore, meanwhile, had the responsibility to garrison the heavily defended forts dotting the south-east coast of Britain. These were placed to deter Saxon raids on northern Gaul and southern Britain. Forts like Rutupiae (Richborough), Regulbium (Reculver), Branodunum (Brancaster), Portus Adurni (Porchester) and Dubris (Dover) were massively constructed and well garrisoned. They may also have serviced the Channel fleet.
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Figure 2. Ravenscar. Inscription discovered at the Ravenscar signal station. One translation of this text records that Justinianus, the commander and Vindicianus, the magister, constructed the tower (burgus) (after R.P. Wright).





Count Theodosius did not leave the British provinces until after he had restored and re-garrisoned its forts. It is likely that the chain of fortified signal stations on the North Yorkshire coast were commissioned by Theodosius, and, as already mentioned, there may have been a similar chain of stations stretching south to Spurn Head. Remains of signal stations have been found at Huntcliff, Goldsborough, Ravenscar, Scarborough and Filey (figure 2). A sixth is likely to have been built on Flamborough Head, from where four of the others could be seen. The station at Scarborough is the best preserved, although some of the building has already vanished over the cliff. In AD 383 a central watchtower stands in a courtyard defended by a ditch and circuit of stone walls with corner towers. They are in effect small forts with the addition of a watchtower. Presumably a beacon fire was kept ready atop the tower, ready to be lit when Saxon or Pictish boats were spotted (plate 39). Some reconstructions have estimated the height of the stone tower at 20m.


How these forts and their beacon fires operated is a mystery. They may have been used to send a signal inland to the cavalry fort at Derventio (Malton) which might then dispatch a rapid reaction force. Alternatively, the beacons may only have signalled a warning to local settlements inland. One theory is that the signals passed along the coast to warn ships of the Roman fleet docked along the Holderness coast or in the Humber estuary. Perhaps all of these theories are correct and the signal stations could serve several purposes at once. The garrisons were small, but seem to have been purely military. The fortifications were significant enough, and must have easily deterred Saxon raiders from besieging and then disabling them.


Members of the Praesidiensis legion, including Gaius’ father, Maritus, built the stations over the next few years. Peace and prosperity returned to the British provinces. The legion had fresh recruits to replace men killed or enslaved by the barbarian invaders. Many were locals, but some were in fact Picts and Saxons, barbarians captured by Theodosius and drafted into the limitanei frontier force. They became willing legionaries and were eager to embrace Romano-British culture. As had been the custom for centuries, some took Roman names to ease the transition into Roman life. Others retained their foreign-sounding name. No stigma was attached to this; the general Fullofaudes who had been killed in the attacks had carried a barbarian name. Recruits from the Germanic tribes had been accepted into the legions for many years, and their numbers had steadily increased until, by the fourth century, it is estimated that a third of the total legionary numbers were made up of men of Germanic origin. In Britannia the ratio is not that high, but the influence of Germanic culture is evident everywhere, in the clothing, in the style of leather belts, in the types of knives and weapons preferred by the legions. Once the barbarians embraced the legions, there was no longer a ‘them and us’ attitude. The men of the legions stuck together, lived together and fought together. Their origins were irrelevant.


Within five years of the barbarian attacks and the restoration of the province by Count Theodosius, Gaius’ father was struck down by disease. Both his widow and ten-year-old son left the small village outside Praesidium to live with relatives in Eboracum (York). There Gaius was brought up by his uncle Augustus, a butcher, until his twentieth birthday. Events were in motion, however, that would change Gaius’ life, the fate of the British provinces, and possibly the future of the entire Western Empire forever. The Picts had come once more out of the Highlands to raid settlements on the Wall. Scotti from across the waters in Hibernia, Land of Winter, were landing on the west coast, south of the Wall, and attacking in force.


In AD 382, as the corn ripened, the Duke of the Britains, who had his headquarters at Eboracum, gathered together a large army to face this threat. The city bustled with military activity. Mules, ponies and oxen were procured. Rations were shipped in and loaded onto wagons. Skirmish troops and cavalry units arrived from forts across the northern provinces to swell the ranks of the mighty Sixth Legion. At the head of this great army rode Magnus Maximus, the junior officer from Hispania (Spain) that had accompanied Count Theodosius to Britain fifteen years previously. Maximus had been sent to organize the province’s defences only three years ago, after Theodosius’ own son had gained the imperial throne.


The entire city turned out to see the legion assemble and large crowds of local people waved the soldiers off. There was much lamenting. The people of Eboracum worried that this war might end as catastrophically as the last one. Gaius and his uncle watched the soldiers file past with a look of grim determination on their faces, wearing ringmail, and carrying large oval shields.


Days passed. News came in of attacks on the east coast by Pictish raiders. And then messengers began to arrive at Eboracum from the north. Victory over the Picts and Scotti! Magnus Maximus had been victorious. Fear and anticipation of what might have befallen the army, of what had occurred fifteen years earlier, and that was still fresh in the memory of many, turned quickly into ecstatic relief. And it was a deep and overwhelming relief. The people of the city were grateful beyond measure – a festival was suggested, with honours for the conquering general. Celebrations across the city were being planned for the Duke’s arrival and Gaius and his uncle Augustus rushed to meet the demand for fresh meat. As Maximus neared the city, envoys from the town council (curia) along with the commander of the city’s garrison, were dispatched to meet him. Magnus’ troops, however, relieved and overjoyed, were proclaiming him ‘Caesar’, ‘Augustus’ and ‘Imperator’. The Sixth Legion had proclaimed its own emperor, in defiance of the Emperor Gratian who sat on the throne of the Western Empire and Theodosius, Emperor of the East.




Peeved because Theodosius [son of his old commander by the same name] was considered worthy of the throne while he himself had not been promoted even to an honorific office, Maximus further roused the soldiers to hatred against the Emperor. They for their part were quick to rebel and proclaim Maximus Emperor.


Zosimus





When the Sixth legion did return with prisoners, recaptured booty and the Dux Britannium (Duke of the Britains) at the head of the column, it knew not what the reaction might be. Garrison troops inside the fortress were already proclaiming Maximus the saviour of Britannia. Some even dared to call him Emperor! Maximus was relieved to find that his Praefectus Praetorium, the garrison commander, welcomed him as Emperor with open arms.


For Gaius, the next few months proved to be business as usual. He kept his head down through the autumn and winter and worked hard in his uncle’s slaughterhouse. Magnus Maximus was preparing to cross to Gaul with the majority of the Sixth Legion as well as a number of other units. Gaius, naturally enough, did not want to be drafted into this army, destined for foreign lands and foreign wars. His friends, the sons of veterans like himself, were being recruited for the campaign. He doubted that he would ever see them again. Now aged twenty years, Gaius was eligible to be conscripted into the legions to follow in his father’s footsteps.
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Figure 3. A coin minted by Magnus Maximus. He is depicted wearing a Late Roman diadem and wears an imperial cloak over his armour.





Eboracum was now home to an imperial throne. Ambassadors from sympathisers and like-minded rebel generals came and went. Again the city prepared for a massive assault. This time on Rome itself. With the lambing season underway, the new emperor led the vast army south to Londonium and ultimately Dubris where it prepared to sail to Gaul. It was AD 383 (figure 3).




… Maximus maintained that he had not of his own accord assumed the sovereignty, but that he had simply defended by arms the necessary requirements of the empire, regard to which had been imposed upon him by the soldiers, according to the Divine appointment, and that the favour of God did not seem wanting to him who, by an event seemingly so incredible, had secured the victory. Adding to that the statement that none of his adversaries had been slain except in the open field of battle …


Sulpitius Severus, Life of St Martin





Within months, things in Britannia began to change. Despite the huge loss of military manpower, and flouting the predictions of many, the northern frontier on Hadrian’s Wall held. However, piratical raids on the east coast (by Picts) and on the western coasts by Scotti raiders, increased. Hit and run attacks were proving difficult to prevent. In Eboracum, the fortress garrison, now a fifth of its previous size, began to rent out areas of the fortress for civilian use. Blacksmiths and potters moved inside, and Augustus with his staff of butchers moved into the principia (headquarters building) at the centre of the fort. With all those empty barracks going spare, many of the legionaries brought their families into the fortress, turning barrack-blocks into family chalets. The legionary fortress at Eboracum was quickly transformed into a fortified settlement of traders, craftsmen and military families.


On the Continent, Magnus Maximus took on the Western Emperor, Gratian, and won. Now, with Gratian’s young half-brother as his junior partner (or co-emperor), Magnus set about establishing himself as a legitimate and competent Western Emperor. Andragathius was Magnus’ ablest general.




Andragathius obtained possession of the imperial chariot, and sent word to the Emperor that his consort was travelling towards his camp. Gratian, who was but recently married and youthful, as well as passionately attached to his wife, hastened incautiously across the river, and in his anxiety to meet her fell without forethought into the hands of Andragathius; he was seized, and, in a little while, put to death. He was in the twenty-fourth year of his age, and had reigned fifteen years.


The Ecclesiastical History of


Salaminius Hermias Sozomenus





That summer Gaius was spotted and identified as a veteran’s son. Eligible for conscription, he was commanded to swear an oath to Magnus Maximus, new Emperor of the Western Empire, and then ordered to pack up his gear for the journey to Praesidium. The shore forts on both coasts were being strengthened to resist the sea raids of the barbarian tribes.




CHAPTER III


Training: 384 AD
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There is nothing stabler nor more fortunate or admirable than a State which has copious supplies of soldiers who are well trained. For it is not fine raiment or stores of gold, silver and gems that bend our enemies to respect us; they are kept down solely by fear of our arms.


Vegetius 1.13





A new recruit into the legions needed to be trained. As in any army, then or now, this training served two purposes, to pass on skills and abilities that would later be needed in warfare, and also (more importantly) to indoctrinate the recruit. This military indoctrination came in the form of severe physical and mental stress designed to break down the soldier’s identity and independence, replacing it with instinctive obedience and total loyalty to the legionary standards (the flags, images and symbols of the unit) that accompanied the troops into battle.


Gaius was the son of a soldier and he was very receptive to the methods used by the training officers. He embraced military life. Unwilling recruits, however, found the first few weeks to be much harder. Arduous marches along the Roman military roads were demanded of the recruits, 20 miles in five hours, or 24 miles at the ‘fast step’ if the commander was feeling cruel.2 Other days, the recruits would be physically challenged: running, jumping, swimming, digging, digging and digging. Often, training camps would be dug out and used for overnight camping, before being abandoned the next day. Experts from the fort actually planned the camps, and the recruits dug out the earth, piled it into ramparts, cut out turfs and laid them like bricks onto the faces of the earthen walls. Relentless digging, coupled with continual marching, pushed the recruits to breaking point, and moulded them into warrior-pioneers – soldiers who were just as able to dig themselves a victory as they were to carve one out of the bodies of the enemy.


Severus proved to be Gaius’ good companion during these first few weeks. They became united in their hatred of Ursinus the drillmaster (campidoctor), and of the legionary commander, the tribune Sextus Aemilianus. This tough and uncompromising commander had been hastily brought in by Maximus’ new Duke of the Britains to reorganize the east coast defences. He found a garrison run down, demoralized and inefficient, a garrison that spent all its time in barracks and in the local settlements engaging in trade and private affairs.


Ursinus soon began teaching the recruits how to use the weapons of the legionary. The older soldiers were required to train in the morning, and were allowed the afternoons off. The new recruits, Gaius and Severus included, were at it all day long. They practised at the post with sword and shield, learning the correct strokes and the best locations on the human body to cause maximum damage. Later, javelins and weighted darts were thrown at the posts from a distance to build up muscles in the right arm and increase accuracy. Those recruits with an aptitude for the bow or the sling had to practise with those weapons to hit a straw target 180m away. In addition, some part of each day was given over to practice with spear and shield on the parade ground. The recruits were drilled with their entire cohort to march in line, to change direction, wheel and to ‘march out’ to double the frontage of the formation. These lessons in battle drill would prove crucial. Unless the soldiers fought together as a single fighting element, they were all doomed, no matter what their personal fighting skill.
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