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GLOSSARY




Almohads Islamic Berber tribesmen from North Africa who invaded the Iberian Peninsula in 1145 and maintained a caliphate there until the 1230s.




Almoravids Islamic Berber tribesmen from North Africa who invaded the Iberian Peninsula in 1085, in response to the Christian conquest of Toledo, and maintained a state there until the 1140s.




Angevin Meaning ‘from Anjou’, applied to the first English kings of the Plantagenet dynasty ie Henry II (1154–89), Richard I (1189–99), John (1199–1216).




battle A division of an army. Typically in the later Middle Ages there were three. On the march they formed van, main body and rear-guard.




burgh Old Germanic word for a walled, fortified site, generally of earth and timber.




Caballeros villanos ‘Commoner knights’, frontier warriors in Reconquista, Spain.




carroccio An ox-drawn wagon carrying the banner of an Italian city-state.




castellan A man entrusted with the command of a castle.




Catharism A Christian dualist heresy, whose followers believed that the world was created by the Devil. Popular in south-western France around 1200.




chevauchée French term for a mounted raid intended to destroy an enemy’s resources, damage.




condottieri Mercenaries employed by fourteenth- and fifteenth-century Italian city-states.




dediticii Barbarians who surrendered themselves to the Empire and were received into the state for settlement.




Fatimids Caliphs and rulers of Egypt from 969 until overthrown by Saladin in 1171. They were of the minority Shi’a form of Islam.




field army Mobile forces, as opposed to those in garrisons in castles and towns.




foederati Barbarians in a treaty (foedus) relationship with the Empire.




Greek fire An inflammable mixture made from a now lost recipe originally known by the Byzantines and later used in the Islamic world and the West.




halberdiers Soldiers carrying pole-arms with blade- or axe-shaped heads, swung in close combat.




Hospitallers The hospital of St John, a charitable foundation, assumed military functions in the mid-twelfth century. Most brothers were Western knights, mainly French, who led a monastic life. They acquired land in the West, and played an important role in defending the crusader states.




housecarl Member of a Scandinavian lord’s military household; they are found in England after Cnut’s conquest (1016) until 1066.




iq’ta A grant of land or revenues by an Islamic ruler to an individual.




Janissaries The yeni askeri (‘new troops’ in Turkish), raised by the Ottomans in the mid-fourteenth century to provide their largely cavalry forces with reliable infantry.




jihad Islamic holy war, the duty of Muslims to wage war on non-Muslims until they submit.




laager An encampment made by drawing an army’s baggage wagons into a circle/square.




laeti Barbarians captured by the Romans and settled on the land.




limes (Lat.) Literally, border or wall.




men-at-arms Heavily armoured soldiers trained to fight as cavalry, by the fourteenth century in addition to knights; these included lesser nobles, such as esquires and gentlemen.




palisade A wall/stockade made from stout timber.




pavisse A tall shield, usually rectangular, used from the twelfth to the fifteenth centuries to give a man complete protection, especially at sieges.




routiers French term for bands of mercenary soldiers in twelfth- to fourteenth-century Europe




schiltron Circular formations of infantry armed with long spears, employed in Scotland at the end of the thirteenth century.




Templars The knights of the Order of the Templar, founded in 1128 for the protection of pilgrims on the route to the River Jordan.




Teutonic Knights A monastic military order founded in the Holy Land c. 1190, invited to Poland where by 1250 it had established an independent Order state in Prussia.









INTRODUCTION


WAR AND MILITARY HISTORY


THIS BOOK IS a history of Europe in the Middle Ages viewed through the lens of the most potent and dramatic aspect of war: battle. It is not designed to give a detailed account of the political or social history of Europe between the fourth and the fifteenth centuries, a period that we have come to identify as the ‘Middle Ages’, but rather, to work as a general introduction into the basic principles of war, strategy, military equipment and battle tactics of European armies in the aforementioned period. Its central aim is to stimulate the reader’s interest in the importance of pitched battles in war, and to explain the geopolitical gravity of twenty of them in the shaping of the European Continent as we came to know it in the ‘early modern times’ that followed.


Warfare has been one of humankind’s predominant activities since the dawn of civilization, affecting every aspect of life for millennia. But what, exactly, is war? If you put this question to an enthusiast or a junior scholar of history, you are more likely to receive quotations – or probably paraphrases – ranging from Clausewitz (‘War is thus an act of force to compel our enemy to do our will’1), perhaps the most influential military theoretician of the gunpowder era, to the oldest surviving military treatise in the world written by Sun-Tzu (fifth century BC). War, however, is a violent form of interaction that has dominated human life for millennia. Therefore, to understand man’s ‘insanity’ of going to war against his own species, other sciences such as psychology, sociology, evolutionary biology and anthropology can add to the theories raised in the past.


In order to explain man’s ‘pathological behaviour’, evolutionary biologists have put the blame on several factors, ranging from a ‘selfish gene’ most eager to replicate, to excessive amounts of testosterone directly linked to aggressiveness. Psychological explanations put forward by William James as early as 1910 have suggested that warfare was prevalent because of its positive psychological effects, both on the individual and on society as a whole.2 Forging bonds of communal identity and discipline has been cited as a ‘positive’ consequence of war on society; on an individual level, however, war is essentially conducive to crime and violence, drastically increasing the levels of adrenalin, and making one feel more alive, alert and awake, often compared to human behaviour under the influence of drugs or alcohol.3


Another issue that has been brought up by historians in recent decades is the definition of military history. This is a branch of history that focuses on the core element of war, the battle itself – on military tactics, strategies, armament, and the conduct of military operations – what we may call ‘battle narratives’. But in the last two generations, military history has grown up to be much more than a look into the ‘art’ or ‘science’ of war. According to the eminent military historian Stephen Morillo:




A broad definition of military history … includes an historical study in which military personnel of all sorts, warfare (the way in which conflicts are actually fought on land, sea, and in the air), military institutions, and their various intersections with politics, economics, society, nature, and culture form the focus or topic of the work.4


Therefore a military historian should focus on three main contexts: first, the political-institutional context that covers the relation between the political and the military institutions within a state, and to what degree an army could be used as an instrument of politics. Then there is the socio-economic context, an area that includes the impact of war on societies (economic productivity, logistics, recruitment, technology and so on), and that of societies on war; and finally, the cultural context that shows the interaction of warrior values with the cultural values of societies in general (glorification or condemnation of warrior values through epic poems, folksongs and tales).5


Nevertheless, this book deviates from the ‘fashionable’ narratives of the so-called ‘New Military History’ that have dominated historical output since the 1980s, although that does not mean that I am disputing or dismissing the importance of matters such as administration, the institutional framework for warfare, supply systems and logistics, society during war, and the importance of sieges, raids, skirmishes and ambushes to warfare during the Middle Ages. Rather, the emphasis in this study is both on analysis and narratives, and each chapter considers and evaluates campaigns and battles that demonstrate classic and sometimes unchanging aspects of the ‘Art of War’, as well as illustrating changes in tactics and practices that came as a response to new challenges, weapons and environments.


Therefore it is my intention to reintegrate the operational, tactical, technical and equipment aspects of the conduct of warfare, and to give to the general audience a wider understanding of how significant and decisive pitched battles could be on a macro-historical analysis, which seeks out large, long-term trends in world history.


THE CONCEPT OF DECISIVE BATTLE




Perhaps the interpretation of the Koran would now be taught in the schools of Oxford, and her pulpits might demonstrate to a circumcised people the sanctity and truth of the revelation of Mahomet.6


Edward Gibbon (1737–1794) on the outcome of the Battle of Tours (732), in his work The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire


Despite the fact that battles have fallen into disfavour in the last twenty or thirty years, to the point that it has become ‘unfashionable’ to ascribe global or even regional geo-political developments to their outcome, yet they have traditionally attracted great attention from scholars because they have demonstrated to have the potential to exert an enormous impact on the course of history. But what is it that makes a battle decisive? The answer is straightforward: impact! A decisive battle should have long-term socio-political implications between adversaries, and should profoundly affect the balance of power on more than just the local level. But a specific characteristic of (decisive) battles that makes them invaluable for historians to study, is their rarity. And the reason behind this can easily be deduced from the sources:




It is preferable to subdue an enemy by famine, raids and terror, than in battle where fortune [‘fortuna’] tends to have more influence than bravery.7


Vegetius, Epitome of Military Science, c. 400




To try simply to overpower the enemy in the open, hand to hand and face to face, even though you might appear to win, is an enterprise which is very risky [‘της τυχούσης’] and can result in serious harm. Apart from extreme emergency, it is ridiculous to try to gain victory which is too costly and brings only empty glory.8


Emperor Maurice’s Strategikon, c. 600




It is good if your enemies are harmed either by deception or raids, or by famine; and continue to harass them more and more, but do not challenge them in open war, because luck [‘της τύχης’] plays as major a role as valour in battle.9


Emperor Leo VI’s Taktika, c. 900]


Therefore, the rarity of battles in the pre-industrial era comes as a direct result of a hugely influential factor: chance! Although the outcome of a battle does not necessarily prove the social, economic or technological superiority of a ‘military culture’ over another,10 other things such as an accidental arrow, unexpected rainfall, fog or a royal horse running astray in the battlefield, could upset the turn of events. This is what Clausewitz called ‘friction’:




[T]he only concept that more or less corresponds to the factors that distinguish real war from war on paper … This tremendous friction, which cannot, as in mechanics, be reduced to a few points, is everywhere in contact with chance, and brings about effects that cannot be measured, just because they are largely due to chance.11


Bearing in mind that the Middle Ages were a period in history when a king or an emir were at the forefront of fighting, and their units often bore the brunt of an enemy attack, the death of a leader or extensive losses in the battlefield could dramatically upset the balance of power between two forces for many years or even decades – or even for ever. And even if the sources of a polity’s material and cultural wealth were not directly harmed by the battle, it could take years to reorganize armies, rebuild morale and international alliances, and train and equip new combatants.


To give a characteristic example: every medieval history enthusiast has heard the famous story of King Harold dying in the field of battle at Hastings as a result of an arrow through his eye (historically accurate or not, I provide an answer in Chapter 10 on the Battle of Hastings). The king’s untimely death proved to be the catalyst that tipped the scale in favour of the Normans and changed the face of English history for ever. At the Battle of Dyrrhachium some fifteen years later (1081), another Norman invader – Robert ‘Guiscard’ Hauteville – also defeated the Byzantine Emperor’s armies in modern Albania. But even though his Norman knights had the emperor Alexius Comnenus surrounded after he fled the battlefield, the emperor managed to escape and established a rallying point at Thessaloniki. His death would have brought the state to the brink of a renewed civil war, just like the aftermath of the Battle of Manzikert had done ten years before (1071), and the future of the Byzantine Empire would have been very different.


Therefore I firmly believe that, regardless of whether battles are trustworthy or untrustworthy assessments of historical entities and movements, they are rare events, and they form the ultimate ‘Darwinian test’ for two sides facing each other in a frenzied and violent interaction that would provide history with a winner. They are the catalyst that introduces an element of chaos in history, where small inputs can create very large perturbations. And for that reason, I find John Keegan’s assertion to be fitting as a concluding remark on the importance of battles in world history:




For it is not through what armies are but by what they do that the lives of nations and of individuals are changed.12









1 THE BATTLE OF THE FRIGIDUS


The Fatal Blow to the Western Roman Armies


Date 5–6 September 394


Location Near the River Frigidus, modern River Vipava, western Slovenia


THE HISTORICAL BACKGROUND


I WOULD LIKE TO open my discussion into the Battle of the Frigidus with a question: why Frigidus and not Adrianople? Surely a ‘barbarian’ victory over the Roman army in Thrace should have been considered important (or decisive) enough for this study? The situation after the Battle of Adrianople (378) was, undoubtedly, disastrous for the empire: a Roman emperor had been killed in battle for the first time in over a century; there was a power vacuum in the East; and the Persian frontier was left largely bereft of troops, while the Goths were left roaming around Thrace, free to pillage and destroy. But the latter were inexperienced in besieging fortified cities, something which prevented them from taking advantage of the situation in order to establish themselves firmly in the eastern Balkans; they just had to contend with raiding the Thracian countryside.


The Roman historian Ammianus Marcellinus (died c.391–400) compared Adrianople with Cannae (216bc), Hannibal’s great defeat of the Romans.1 However, the point about Cannae was that, horrific disaster that it was, Rome revived and won the war. That was the case for the period that followed Adrianople: Emperor Theodosius moved the Goths into the empire and enrolled them in the army as foederati (allies), following the treaty signed with them on 3 October 382. The ‘Gothic Crisis’ ended with a Roman victory over the remaining semi-independent Goths of the Balkans in 383.


Theodosius was appointed augustus in the East by Gratian, the augustus of the West, in January 379, after the political vacuum that followed the disastrous outcome of the Battle of Adrianople in August 378. In the Balkans, Theodosius was given the command of Dacia, Macedonia in eastern Illyricum. In 381, an army sent by Gratian and led by the ‘barbarian’ (Romanized Franks) generals Bauto and Arbogast drove the Goths out of Macedonia and Thessaly and back to Thrace. Gratian, however, was soon toppled and killed by the Spanish commander of Britain, Magnus Maximus, in August 383; the former had shown extensive favouritism to ‘barbarian’ soldiers, at the expense of his Roman troops. Gratian’s younger brother Valentinian, despite having been declared an heir to the throne of the West in 375, was only thirteen years old, and too young to exercise any independent power.


Following Maximus’ usurpation of the throne in the West, and by negotiation with Emperor Theodosius, Maximus was made emperor in Britannia and Gaul, with his base in the German city of Trier, while the young Valentinian retained Italy, Pannonia, Hispania and Africa, with his capital in Milan. However, Maximus’ ambitions led him to invade Italy in 387, displacing Valentinian who sought refuge in the eastern city of Thessaloniki; but Maximus was eventually defeated by Theodosius at the Battle of the Save in 388. The main reason behind Theodosius’ change of mind in supporting young Valentinian and his mother Justina was the fact that Justina offered Theodosius the prospect of marriage to her beautiful daughter Galla, hence achieving dynastic relations between East and West.2


Valentinian II was dispatched to Trier in 388, where he remained under the control of Arbogast, the Frankish magister militum appointed by Theodosius. Contemporary primary sources portray the role played by Valentinian in Trier as that of a figurehead under the absolute control of Arbogast, who was the real power broker in the West. Both parties attempted to assert their power from each other; however, the (Romanized) Frankish general could not be crowned augustus, so he found a more ‘co-operative’ Roman aristocrat named Eugenius, a well-educated professor of rhetoric, who made a common cause with him.


But when Valentinian also attempted to break his bonds, he was soon found hanged, and Arbogast quickly proclaimed Eugenius as emperor. Arbogast’s action showed how political power in the West had fallen into the hands of Germans. But this was also a challenge to the augustus in the East who went too far, and Theodosius had to march west once more to re-establish order.


THE PRELUDE TO THE BATTLE


Preparations for the armed clash between Theodosius and Arbogast went on for a year and a half after Theodosius proclaimed his second son, Honorius, as augustus in the West, in January 393. The religious character of the conflict was pronounced when the eunuch Eutropius, one of Theodosius’ closest advisers, was dispatched from Constantinople with instructions to seek the wisdom of John of Lycopolis, an aged Christian monk living in the Egyptian town of Thebais. According to the account of the meeting given by Sozomen (c. 400–c. 450), the old monk prophesied that Theodosius would achieve a costly but decisive victory over the pagan Eugenius and Arbogast.3


Theodosius’ expeditionary army departed from Constantinople sometime in May 394. The Eastern emperor himself led the army, having chosen renowned leaders to be among his commanders, namely Stilicho – the Vandal who later became the guardian of the under-age Honorius in the West – and Timasius, the Visigoth chieftains Gainas and Alaric, and a Caucasian Iberian (modern Georgian) named Bacurius Hiberius.


Theodosius’ advance through Pannonia until the Julian Alps was unopposed, and the troops took over a number of key mountain passages that led to the ancient Roman city of Aquileia, at the head of the Adriatic Sea. Based on his experience in fighting the usurper Magnus Maximus in Gaul, Arbogast had thought best to abandon Pannonia and concentrate his forces in northern Italy instead.


At the beginning of September, Theodosius’ army descended from the Alps unopposed, heading towards the valley of the Frigidus river to the east of Aquileia. It was in this narrow, mountainous region that they came upon the Western Roman army’s encampment on the banks of the Frigidus. Arbogast was careful to dispatch detachments of his army to hold every high point in the river valley, to hinder the Eastern army’s ability to manoeuvre freely.


We should bear in mind that the Battle of the Frigidus river took place between Castra and Ad Pirum, two of a series of interconnected Roman fortifications in southern Pannonia that defended the hilly and mountainous eastern approaches to the Italian peninsula; this system of fortifications was called Claustra Alpium Iuliarum (Latin for ‘Barrier of the Julian Alps’).


[image: image]


The ‘Barrier of the Julian Alps’ was the mountainous and hilly region from the Julian Alps to the Kvarner Gulf, in modern Slovenia, a defensive system within the Roman Empire that protected Italy from possible invasions from the East.


THE OPPOSING FORCES


Deducing any numbers for the two armies that clashed on the banks of the Frigidus is a futile exercise. Nevertheless, perhaps as many as 20,000 Gothic foederati would have been raised by the Gothic leaders Gainas and Alaric, and these would have suffered the highest casualties among the troops from the Eastern armies during the two-day clash. There may even have been some Georgian troops in the ranks of Theodosius’ army, for a Georgian officer named Bacurius the Iberian is mentioned in chronicles of the time.


With Arbogast in charge of the Western army, he is very likely to have recruited large numbers of his fellow Gallo-Romans. But the bulk of the troops on both sides would have been Roman, although this is the period when legionaries were beginning to be outnumbered by auxiliaries. As in the Eastern army, cavalry was becoming a larger percentage of the overall number of the Western forces – but not quite in the numbers as in the East.4 Historians estimate that the Eastern and Western armies that faced each other at Frigidus would have been, more or less, of the same importance and size, in the range of 40,000–50,000 each.5
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The ‘Barrier of the Julian Alps’ was made up of a series of interconnected fortifications, with its centre at Fluvio Frigido (modern Ajdovščina, in the Vipava Valley). These fortifications were commanded from Aquileia.


Weapons


The Roman soldiers who faced the ‘barbarian invasions’ of the fourth and fifth centuries carried weapons that varied little from those of the first-century legionnaires.6 However, the strategic emphasis that the Romans put on their cavalry forces in the fourth century brought about the gradual replacement of the short gladius, the traditional sword of the Roman legionary of the Antonine period (AD96 to AD192), by the spatha, a longer sword (up to 75cm long) traditionally used by the Roman cavalry to strike at enemy warriors on the ground. The spear or lance was the primary offensive weapon of the warriors of Antiquity, both cavalry and infantry, and while there is remarkably little evidence regarding the length of Roman spears, their size would have remained relatively consistent, between 2.4 and 2.7m.


There were three types of javelin: the shafted weapon identified as the speculum, consisting of a shaft 5.5 Roman feet long (1.63m) and a metal head 9 Roman inches long (200mm); the so-called verutum, consisting of a shaft some 3.5 Roman feet long (1.03m), which had a head of 9 Roman inches (200mm); and a third type, more like a throwing dart, called the plumbata or mattiobarbuli, less than one metre long and with a head averaging between 100 and 200mm.


The spear was also the primary weapon of the fourth- and fifth-century ‘barbarians’; it was called a frameae, and according to the first-century Roman author Tacitus, ‘had short and narrow blades, but so sharp and easy to handle that they can be used either at close quarters or in long-range fighting’. The only thing we can be sure about the ‘barbarian’ spears is the lack of uniformity in size or shape, with each smith probably creating their own design. Swords were equally important for the ‘barbarians’ as they were for the Romans, and findings from burial sites point to a variety of types, from longer ones (up to 100cm), to shorter ones (around 40–50cm).


Finally the axe was used by the early ‘barbarians’, both as a smashing weapon and a projectile. It remained largely in use until the early seventh century, and was adopted by the Romans already from the fourth century; a weapon such as the Frankish francisca weighed some 1.2kg, and it could drop an enemy at distances of between 4 to 15 metres.


Armour


While the average ‘barbarian’ warrior wore little, if no body armour, it was not unusual for chieftains to be in the possession of their own helmets and sophisticatedly decorated armour. They did, however, carry convex wooden shields made of strips of wood covered with leather, measuring between 80 to 90cm in diameter. Roman armour was, of course, much more elaborately designed and manufactured, although the sources of the period complain of many legionaries losing their armour and helmets and relying only on their shields for protection. How widespread this practice was, however, is impossible to determine.


Fourth-century Roman body armour was of two distinct types: the lorica squamata, a type of scale armour made of small scales made of iron, bronze, bone, wood, horn or leather sewn to a fabric backing; the other the lorica hamata, made of metal rings that were sewn in interlocking rows to a fabric backing. Roman round (or oval) shields had replaced the popular curved rectangular ones of the Antonine period around the turn of the third century, and were largely made of wood.


Finally, the simplest type of Roman helmet was the ridge one, composed of two pieces of metal joined together by a central metallic strip running from the brow to the back of the neck, usually rounded but often having a slightly raised top. It was fitted with neck guards and cheek fittings directly attached to the leather lining of the helmet. But even this ridge helmet would often have been discarded in favour of the ‘Pannonian helmet’, a leather cap, as Vegetius (c. AD400, author of the famous military treatise Epitoma Rei Militaris) informs us, worn by the legionaries under their iron helmet.7


THE BATTLE


Regrettably, our sources do not mention anything about the formations of the opposing armies that lined up for battle in the evening of the 5 September. Hostilities commenced when Theodosius ordered his Visigoth foederati under Gainas and Alaric, who were deployed in the first line preceding the main division of the Romans, to launch a frontal attack against the enemy infantry across the battlefield. These Gothic troops were therefore sent into the battle more or less as ‘cannon fodder’, suffering some 10,000 casualties. The rest of the Eastern army then followed in a headlong attack that resulted in heavy casualties on both sides but little gain, with the Iberian commander Bacurius being killed in action.


We are left in the dark about which units followed up the Visigoth attack, but bearing in mind the late Roman army’s typical battlefield deployment, according to Vegetius, this would have included the deployment of the main units of Roman infantry in three lines in the centre of the formation, with skirmish troops placed in front of them to ‘soften up’ an enemy attack. The cavalry units would have been placed on the flanks, first to offer protection against any encircling manoeuvres, and to launch an attack against the enemy at the right moment.8 Therefore we can only assume that both the cavalry and the infantry units of the first lines would have clashed with Arbogast’s units on the first evening of the battle.


While Theodosius spent a sleepless night (5/6 September) praying to God, Western emperor Eugenius ordered a victory celebration in the army camp, sure that the next day the East Romans would be swept from the field. Arbogast was more cautious, however, and dispatched a detachment of élite troops – probably locals who knew the area – to march secretly through a footpath that led to the mountain passes behind the Eastern army’s camp, in order to block their retreat and attack them from the rear the following day.9 However, the commander of this detachment made contact with the Eastern Roman force, and defected to Theodosius after agreeing to a considerable monetary inducement.


This act of defection was viewed by the Eastern emperor as God’s answer to his prayers, prompting him to open the second day of hostilities with an all-out attack. The final ‘miracle’ came in the form of a weather phenomenon called a bora – a strong north to north-eastern wind that blows from the mountains to the sea, and an integral feature of Slovenia’s Vipava Valley. According to tradition, the storm blew directly into the eyes of the Western army, and was said to be so strong that it caused the javelins and arrows fired to be blown back towards them. At the least it disrupted the movements of Arbogast’s army, and when the East Romans charged, the Western Roman units rapidly disintegrated.


CONCLUSIONS


The Battle of the Frigidus has been represented as the triumph of Christianity over the last vestiges of paganism in the Western part of the Roman Empire. Contemporary sources attributed equal importance and glory to the outcome of the Battle of the Frigidus as had been given to the Battle of the Milvian Bridge eighty-two years earlier. Influential Christian writers of the period – such as Sozomen (c. 400–c. 450), Theodoret of Cyrrhus (c. 393–c. 458/466), and especially Rufinus, in his continuation of Eusebius’ Ecclesiastical History published in 402/3, paint a lavish portrait of Theodosius’ campaign against Eugenius and Arbogast, more or less as some sort of a proto-‘Holy War’ to suppress the pagani.
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The ‘Stilicho diptych’, carved around AD395 and kept in the cathedral at Monza. It represents a military man with a spear and shield on one panel, and on the other, a high-ranking woman holding a flower above the head of a small boy, not more than ten years old. It has been generally accepted that these people are the Western Roman general of infantry and cavalry forces (magister utriusque militiae) Stilicho (d. 408), his wife Serena, the niece and adoptive daughter of Eastern emperor Theodosius I, and their son Eucherius.


Recently, however, Alan Cameron cast doubt on the truthfulness and the historical value of the contemporary Christian accounts with regard to the eye-witness reports of the battle, and how these were remembered.10 Rather, he asserted that these historical accounts have been distorted, based on political and theological considerations, to justify Theodosius’ campaign against Eugenius and Arbogast, who were falsely branded as pagans after their defeat. Eugenius was further painted as a ‘usurper’ (tyrannus), a term which after the reign of Constantine the Great in the fourth century had taken the additional meaning of persecutor of Christians, and – on top of that – as a person who was ‘by no means sincere in his profession of Christianity’: this was undoubtedly false, and gives us an idea of the blatant propaganda that emerges from the Christian accounts of the Battle of Frigidus!


This is further confirmed by the historical manipulation of the bora, the storm that blew in the second day of the battle. According to the same study,11 the earliest source to mention the decisive bora was Ambrose of Milan (c. 340–397), but he reports about the storm on the day before any fighting had begun. This could have been picked up by another contemporary source, the poet Claudian (c. 370–c. 404), who, in his propagandistic poetry, moved the wind to the decisive moment of the battle as a sign of godly approval of the emperor’s strategy.


Therefore we should put the emphasis of Theodosius’ victory at Frigidus on the asserting of control over the Western parts of the empire and the slaughtering of the Western army, rather than on the overthrow of paganism. Considered in sequence with the earlier Battle of the Save (388), where the usurper Maximus was heavily defeated, the units that had been withdrawn from the north-western provinces of the Roman Empire to be used in the gamble for power between the Eastern and the Western augusti, lost heavily in the battles with Theodosius’ Eastern troops. Large parts of Gaul and the Rhine frontier were left on their own, as there was hardly any time for governmental structures to be reorganized after Maximus’ usurpation before troops were again withdrawn for Eugenius and Arbogast’s rebellion.


Thereafter the northern regions were seemingly left in a political limbo, while the Roman empire was contracting closer to the Mediterranean Sea.









2 THE BATTLE OF THE CATALAUNIAN FIELDS


Thwarting the ‘Scourge of God’


Date 20 July 451


Location Châlons-en-Champagne, perhaps between the source of the River Vannes at Fontvannes and Troyes


THE HISTORICAL BACKGROUND


THE ROMAN HISTORIAN Ammianus Marcellinus (330–c. 400) provides us with a glimpse into the origins, the customs and the appearance of the Huns in a lengthy digression into his work, known as the Res Gestae (written in the 380s). He portrays a sedentary Roman’s perception of these nomadic warriors from the steppes, a description which, however, should be taken with a pinch of salt due to the numerous cultural stereotypes that emerge from the work, all part of the well-known ethnographic schema of the period, which contrasted the ‘barbarian’ nomads with the civilized Romans (as regards civilization, laws and so on). And it was not just Ammianus, but also Jerome (AD347– 420), Sidonius Apollinaris (d. AD489) and Jordanes (c. 526–c. 575) who felt horrified and repulsed by the appearance and savagery of the Huns.1


These peoples, who were quite distinct from the Germans, seem to have broken into the Roman world in the first half of the fourth century, forcing several tribes of the Alans and the Goths that inhabited the regions between the rivers Volga and Don to migrate further west than the River Dniester, and to cross into the Roman Empire and seek refuge as foederati. But it would be a mistake to see the Huns as a serious threat to the Empire in this early stage of their infiltration into Europe, because according to Ammianus, the Huns had no king or overall leader, but operated in bands. In fact, not only were individual Hunnic bands recruited into the Roman armies of Valentinian II and Theodosius I (following the battle of Adrianople in 378), but as early as 380 a group of Huns was given foederati status and allowed to settle in Pannonia (modern Hungary). They soon developed from ‘warbands on the make’ and began their attacks into the Eastern empire, directing their most destructive raid against Asia Minor in 395–98.


At the turn of the fifth century, it seems that the increasingly numerous and potent groups of Huns roaming north of the Rhine and Danube rivers were responsible for a Gothic invasion of Italy in 405, and the crossing of the Upper Rhine by hundreds of thousands of Vandals, Sueves, Alans and Burgundians after December 406. In the meanwhile, one of the first names that appear in contemporary sources as a Hunnic leader was Uldin. He headed a group of Huns and Alans defending Italy against the Goths in 405, and he also defeated Gothic rebels under Gainas that troubled the Eastern Romans in the lower Danube around 400–401. In 408, Uldin crossed the Danube and captured a fortress in Dacia Ripensis (the modern Serbian-Bulgarian border region) named Castra Martis (modern Kula), before he proceeded to plunder Thrace. The East’s response was to build the new walls of Constantinople in 413.


After this point, relations between the Romans and the Huns would be influenced to a great degree by the Western magister militum Flavius Aetius. He spent his youth in the court of the Western Emperor Honorius (AD384–423), and was of such a high status to be sent to the Gothic king Alaric as a hostage, between 405–408, and subsequently to the court of the king of the Huns, again as a noble hostage, where he made friends and connections that were to prove valuable, and where he learned how to fight (and think) in an unconventional (for the average Roman) way.


Aetius thrived in a period (413–55) when generals of Roman extraction held power in the West. He relied upon Hun mercenaries to control other barbarian groups, such as the Visigoths in 425, 430 and 436, the Franks in 428 and 432, and also the Burgundians in 436–7. Primarily he set himself to establish a power base in Gaul, and in 433 he was so strong that he received both the military office of magister militum and the civilian title of patrician.


The death of the Hun leader Rugila in 434 left his two sons, Bleda and Attila, in command of the confederation of tribes, and responsible for conducting negotiations with Eastern Emperor Theodosius II’s envoys for agreeing on a peace treaty (the Treaty of Margus, AD435). The Huns remained out of Roman sight for the next few years while they invaded the Sassanid Empire, with the Persians defeating them in Armenia and putting a stop to their invasion plans. But in the 440s, extreme pressures on the Western empire by the Huns and the Vandals would usher in a twelve-year period of political instability. In 442, the West ceded the prosperous provinces of Africa Proconsularis and Byzacena on the north African coast to the Vandals, a development that diminished the state’s tax revenues and had an immediate impact on the military capability of the Western empire.


In the same period, after the Eastern Romans broke the terms of the Treaty of Margus, Attila and Bleda crossed the Danube and in 441 razed the cities of Margus, Singidunum (modern Belgrade) and Viminacium (the capital of the Roman province of Moesia Superior). In the campaigns that followed, Hun armies sacked Naissus (modern Niš), Sardica (modern Sofia), Philippopolis (modern Plovdiv) and Arkadiopolis (modern Lüleburgaz), completely defeating Theodosius II’s army in autumn 443.


Because of Aetius, the West had escaped relatively unscathed from the ‘Hunnic storm’, with Attila (sole leader after 447) directing his attacks against the richer East. By the 440s, however, Rome’s hold in the North, and especially Gaul, had diminished significantly. By 434, Britain and northern Gaul had long been removed from any formal links with the Empire, ruled by local warlords whose authority was based upon claimed Roman titles. In 418, the Romans had concluded a treaty with the Visigoth king Walia, which handed over to the Goths the province of Aquitania Secunda, the valley of the Garonne in south-western Gaul. Similarly in Spain the Sueves had tightened their grip on Gallaecia.


Therefore, Aetius’ strategy focused on the Rhine frontier and the southern Gaulish coast, with the focal points for the struggle against the Visigoths being the strategic administrative centres of Arles and Narbonne. He destroyed the Burgundian kingdom of the Middle Rhine in 436, giving them land in what we now call Burgundy. Nevertheless, Aetius suffered serious setbacks which restricted Rome’s authority in Gaul; instead, he was forced to strike a peace treaty with the Visigoth king Theoderic I, in 439, to free himself to face the Vandals in Africa. The Goths remained quiet for the next decade, and even contributed troops to Aetius’ operations against the Sueves in the early 440s.


This fragile balance of power between the two halves of the Roman Empire and the Huns was interrupted in 450. For more than a decade, the Huns had been extorting annual money payments from the emperors in the East by threatening raids into the Balkans. But in 450 there was a new augustus in Constantinople, Marcian, an aged Thracian military officer; Marcian took advantage of the peace with the Sassanians in the East, who had their own troubles with the so-called White Huns, to cease the payment of the tribute to the Huns. Rather surprisingly, Attila hesitated to attack Constantinople, but instead moved westwards.


In the same year (450), a Frankish succession crisis following the death of the Salian king Chlodio gave Attila the pretext to get involved in the politics of the West, when a senior claimant to the crown appealed to him for help, while the junior claimant turned to Rome. Surely it would have seemed more profitable an enterprise to install a puppet prince in Gaul than once again descending upon the Balkans. Furthermore, Jordanes writes that the Vandals in Africa were encouraging the Huns to move against the Visigoths.2 The die had been cast!


THE PRELUDE TO THE BATTLE


Attila crossed the Rhine and invaded Gaul in the spring of 451, at the head of a huge invading army, which also included a branch of the Ostrogoths, under Valamir, Thiudomer and Vidimer, and the Gepids under Ardaric.3 Most likely his army would have spread into smaller bands to live off the land. Coming from two different directions, from Trier and Strasburg, they merged before the walls of Metz, which they captured and sacked on 7 April.


Regrettably we know very little about what followed from April to June 451. Attila’s army cut a swathe through northern France from Metz to the Loire valley, and they, once again, would have operated over a very wide area to ease problems of supply and forage. Attila then headed west across the Meuse and Marne rivers and towards a strategic city on the Upper Loire Valley, Aurelianum (modern Orléans). The siege of the city with battering rams is confirmed by the later account of Gregory of Tours.4 After four days of heavy rain Attila began his final assault on 14 June, but this was abandoned due to the approach of the Roman coalition.


THE OPPOSING FORCES


Upon learning of the invasion, Flavius Aetius advanced his army rapidly from Italy to Gaul. According to Sidonius Apollinaris, he was leading a ‘thin, meagre force of auxiliaries without legionaries’.5 Why Aetius did not have more regular (Roman) troops at his disposal is not clear; perhaps the emperor Valentinian did not want to leave Italy undefended, or maybe he suspected Aetius would use these troops to turn against him. Another reason could have been that the majority of Aetius’ army was already stationed in Gaul.6


The Roman ‘auxiliis’ mentioned by Sidonius would probably have been the auxilia palatina. These units were formed after the reorganization of the Roman Army during the reign of Diocletian (end of the third century AD), creating regiments out of the old legions, which had an established strength of around 500 men. Aetius’ auxilia palatinae would have been special units of commando-style, highly trained but lightly armed troops, conducting more mobile operations.7


However, according to another theory, these were simply ‘barbarian’ allied troops that formed some sort of a private guard for those who could afford their services, and Aetius was no exception to the ‘trend’ of the time. Whatever the case, Aetius’ troops would have been too few to stop Attila by themselves, although their exact composition and numbers remain unclear. (I will not go into the details of the Roman soldier’s equipment of the period – c. 400 – here, as I have offered a detailed description in the study of the battle of Frigidus (394).)


The Visigoth king Theodoric I (reigned AD418–451) would have been aware that his kingdom was an attractive target for the ‘Hunnic storm’ descending upon Gaul, hence it was not difficult to persuade him into an alliance against Attila. The Visigoths formed a substantial proportion of Aetius’ army in 451, and Jordanes gives the impression that they may even have managed to defeat Attila singlehandedly. Heather suggests that the Visigoths may have been able to field some 25,000 men.8


But the Goths who fought side by side with the Romans in northern Gaul in 451 were not the same soldiers in terms of equipment as those who had defeated them at Adrianople in 378. Since their establishment in southern Gaul at the beginning of the fifth century, they had settled down as a warrior aristocracy over the native Gallo-Romans, and they certainly had had access to Roman weapons factories (fabricae), which gave them a significant advantage over other Germanic nations. Yet they were still armed with a variety of spears and swords, while their defensive equipment would have improved with the addition of scale or mail armour, similar to the Roman lorica squamata or lorica hamata, to complement the round or oval wooden shields and metallic helmets. The Visigoths would have fielded few contingents of heavily armed and armoured cavalry, probably manned by native Gallo-Romans, although the sources leave us in the dark about their precise equipment.


Jordanes lists Aetius’ allies as:




… the Francii (Franks), Sarmatae (Alans), Armoriciani (Bagaudae from Brittany), Liticiani (laeti: defeated enemy troops who were settled in Roman territory owing hereditary military service), Burgundiones (Burgundians), Saxones (Saxons), Riparii (Ripuarian Franks) and Olibrones (they remain a mystery).
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Attila’s campaign against Orléans in the spring of 451, and Aetius’ and Theoderic’s march to intercept him.


Sadly it is impossible to know the composition and size of the allied contingents, although we understand that these would have been foederati rather than independent allies, troops who had been given land or pay in return for service in the Roman army under their commanders, although technically, they would have been subordinate to the Roman officers.


For the hordes of troops that descended upon Gaul under Attila’s coalition, we read in Sidonius’ poem:




After the warlike Rugian comes the fierce Gepid, with the Gelonian close by; the Burgundian urges on the Scirian; forward rush the Hun, the Bellonotian, the Neurian, the Bastarnian, the Thuringian, the Bructeran, and the Frank, he whose land is washed by the sedgy waters of Nicer.


Sidonius certainly exaggerates his poetic licence in describing tribes that either did not exist or had disappeared at the time of Attila’s campaign, such as the Bastarnae, Bructeri, Geloni and Niceri. Nevertheless, we know of other Germanic peoples that fought in Attila’s army in 451.


Franks fought on both sides at the Battle of the Catalaunian Fields, because of the princely factions that contested for power after King Chlodio’s death. These warriors would have mainly fought in dense infantry phalanxes, and they were renowned for their battle-axes (franciscae), which they threw at their enemies just before combat. Otherwise they were not heavily armed or armoured, wearing only light padded body armour and perhaps a metallic helmet or leather cap, and carrying a wooden shield. There were also a number of Burgundians and Alamanni living to the east of the Rhine who would have been forced to join Attila’s army.


Of the other contingents mentioned by Sidonius, there were the Germanic tribes who lived under Hun overlordship, the Gepids, Rugians, Thuringians and Scirians. They would have favoured hand-to-hand combat, either on horseback or mostly on foot, as we know from the description of their tactics provided in the Byzantine military treatise called Strategikon (c. AD600).9 The Ostrogoths also formed a formidable contingent in Attila’s army, and because of their long association with the Huns and the Alans from the steppes of eastern Europe, they would have fielded large contingents of horsemen, although these would not have been horse-archers but, rather, were armed with missile weapons and long lances, like the Greuthungi at Adrianople seven decades before.


Finally, the Hun warriors would have presented the most disparate part of Attila’s army, one that caused fear and awe to the contemporary and later Western authors to the point of conjuring up mythical attributes when describing them. As with all steppe nomads, commentators were struck by their attachment to their horses. Ammianus Marcellinus noted that they were ‘almost glued to their horses, which are hardy, it is true, but ugly, and sometimes they sit of the woman-fashion (presumably side-saddle) and so perform their ordinary tasks.’ Therefore it is only natural to assume that the Huns’ particular attachment to their horses, coupled with the pastoral way of life in the Eurasian steppes, would have shaped the way they fought against their nomadic and sedentary neighbours.10
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The Battle of the Catalaunian Fields, 20 July 451.


The majority of the Hunnic warriors, at least until the fifth century, were lightly armed horsemen whose main weapon was the composite bow made from layers of horn, wood, sinew and glue, and they would have carried two quivers with around forty to sixty arrows in each one. The composite bow possessed a maximum range of 300m (although the effective range would have been much shorter, at around 100m), and a well-trained horse-archer could discharge up to five arrows in just three seconds. In addition, mounted archers such as the Huns, and their Scythian and Sarmatian predecessors, could effectively shoot from the saddle without the stabilizing effect of stirrups, something which can only affirm the pre-eminence of Hunnic horsemanship.


The Hun nobility would have been better equipped, with mail armour, a metallic helmet, a sword, a lasso and, possibly, a lance for close combat; poorer Huns would have had to make do with padded armour. Yet by the mid-fifth century most of them would have worn Roman equipment, and supplemented their native weapons with those they got from the Romans.


The main characteristic of the Hun way of war was the ability of their armies to move quickly. This was mainly because a typical Hun warrior not only had a single horse for transport, as in Europe, but a string of horses that could be ridden in turn while on campaign. This kind of steppe warfare could qualify as a medieval ‘blitzkrieg’, reminiscent of the modern military strategy that employed surprise, speed and concentrated firepower to paralyse an adversary’s capacity to organize defences.


As was the case with most steppe armies, the Huns applied tactics that aimed to exploit their abilities with the bow and their mobility, usually by staying out of reach of their opponents’ weapons. They applied ‘hit-and-run’ tactics in waves, and showered the enemy with arrows by employing the famous ‘Parthian shot’. Their trademark was the feigned retreat tactic, when they pretended to fall back in an attempt to draw their enemies in a disorganized pursuit, only to wheel around and encircle them. However, historians believe that, by the time of Attila, the majority of the Huns would have fought on foot because the Hungarian plains could not have supported more than 150,000 horses, enough for only 15,000 warriors.11


Keeping the last point in mind, that the mounted Hun warriors at the time of Attila should not have exceeded 15,000, we come to the hotly debated topic of the numbers that were involved in the Battle of the Catalaunian Fields. We can surely all agree that the army Attila led into France was probably quite large for the time, although Jordanes’ half a million is sheer fantasy. Some historians believe that Attila’s forces in 451 were in the neighbourhood of 40,000 to 50,000 effectives, while the Roman coalition led by Aetius was of the same size, or perhaps even 50 per cent larger. Others, however, urge caution, and cast serious doubts as to whether early medieval commanders could have coped with the logistical difficulties in putting such large armies in the field for long periods of time. Perhaps a realistic estimate would be something in the region of 20,000–30,000 on each side.12


THE BATTLE


When Attila heard the news of the approach of the Roman coalition army, according to Jordanes he ‘was taken aback by this event and lost confidence in his own troops’. Jordanes was probably writing with the benefit of hindsight, but we do know that Aetius’ arrival forced the Hun leader to reconsider his plans and fall back to Troyes, some 200km (125 miles) to the east. Attila realized that he had no choice but to fight, but he wanted to do this on ground of his own choosing, and while his troops were passing through the flat open grounds of Champagne on their way to Orléans, he would have recognized that this would have made an ideal ground for his armies to take full advantage of the speed and mobility of their cavalry and horse-archers.


Attila may have followed the old Roman road that led east, along the River Vanne and on to Troyes. Aetius pursued Attila from Orléans, and according to Jordanes, the night before the battle, some of the Franks in Aetius’ army encountered a band of Gepids in Attila’s rear guard, engaging with them in a skirmish. But this account cannot be verified.


The actual location of the Battle of the Catalaunian Fields remains unclear. The current scholarly consensus is that there is no conclusive site, although there have been several attempts to locate it using the meagre information provided by the primary sources and archaeology. We can only say with relative certainty that the two armies clashed in the vicinity of Châlons-en-Champagne, perhaps between the source of the River Vannes at Fontvannes and Troyes, where in modern times the open space allowed for the building of an airport to serve the city of Troyes.


The battle opened on the morning of 20 July, with the scramble by Aetius to occupy the ridge between Fontvannes and Troyes, in modern Montgueux. This would have provided the Roman the opportunity to observe his enemy’s deployment before offering battle. But Attila would not have stayed idle, and his scouts would certainly have alerted him to the strategic importance of taking that ridge. According to Jordanes, the Huns sought to take the ridge, but were overtaken by the Goths. This early morning action was only the prelude to the real battle, which was about to unfold a few hours later.


Aetius deployed his Roman contingent on the left wing which, apart from his auxilia and the remnants of the Gallic army that he would have collected on the way, would have been complemented by Franks, Armoricans, Saxons and Burgundians. Most would have been infantry, fighting in close order and supported by archers, while Aetius would definitely have kept cavalry in reserve. On the right wing were the Visigoths under the combined command of Theodoric and his eldest son, Thorismund. The latter would have been in charge of a cavalry force held in reserve in the right flank of the main Gothic division under Theodoric, which would have fought on foot forming a dense shield-wall. The Alans would have been placed in the middle, probably because they were of questionable loyalty; they would have fielded both horse-archers and their trademark ‘Sarmatian’ cataphracts, who combined the mobility of larger horses with the shock effect of charging with the lance, all clad in heavy armour.


Attila would have kept his Huns in the centre of his formation, many of whom would have fought as horse-archers, although they would also have been supported by foot soldiers. Holding the left flank were the Ostrogoths, deployed on horseback and favouring shock tactics, while they would also have been supported by infantry and archers. The Gepids and the rest of the Germanic allies of Attila formed the right wing, comprising a mixed force of heavy cavalry (Gepids) and infantry (Franks, Alamanni, Thuringians and Rugians).


Regrettably, the only detailed account about the battle comes from Jordanes, whose description is limited to the action on the Visigoth wing. Therefore inferential reasoning and conjecture have to fill in the huge gaps left by the historical accounts about this monumental clash between these two coalition armies. MacDowall has suggested that Aetius probably deployed his forces mid-way between the ridge of Montgueux and the plains, adopting a defensive position to await Attila’s attack, with his right flank protected by the ridge of Montgueux, which was occupied by Thorismund’s Visigoths.13 If that was the case, then this deployment demonstrates the brilliance of Aetius’ strategic thinking, and his experience in defending a position against a highly mobile army such as the Hunnic one.


Jordanes reports the following for the opening stages of the battle: ‘Hand to hand they clashed in battle, and the fight grew fierce, confused, monstrous, unrelenting.’ Certainly there would have been mayhem and slaughter at the points where the Huns would have attacked the Roman coalition, but Jordanes’ description lacks the necessary details (battle manoeuvres and so on) to establish exactly what happened on that summer’s day. It is possible that Attila’s division would have attacked the enemy centre, where the Alans were deployed, because the position Aetius had chosen would have denied Attila the chance to envelop his enemy. But this is mere speculation!


Jordanes further notes a crucial detail about the course of the battle: ‘Then the Visigoths, separating from the Alani, fell upon the horde of the Huns and nearly slew Attila.’ This evidence may strengthen the assumption that Attila attacked the Alans in the centre, probably breaking through their ranks and forcing (some of) them to fall back to the relative safety of the ridge, thus exposing the flanks of both the Roman and Visigoth wings. Then Jordanes notes that Theodoric, whilst leading his own men against the enemy Ostrogoths, was killed in action.


It must have been late evening by then, and the outcome still hung in the balance, when the Visigoths fell upon Attila’s household unit, forcing the Hun to retreat to the safety of his camp. Jordanes also reports of Thorismund charging down the ridge into the enemy flank ‘before the night fell’, and we may presume that it was the king’s son who led the Visigoth charge and then the pursuit of the Huns. There he was wounded in the late-night fighting before he was rescued by his peers.


It is impossible to reconstruct anything more about the course of the battle, or about what was going on in Aetius’ wing. What is certain, however, is that Thorismund’s surprise mounted charge into the flank of the enemy engaged to their front would have had a devastating impact, pushing the Huns to fall back to their camp (laager: an encampment formed by a circle of wagons). Darkness finally put an end to the slaughtering.


The following day, Thorismund recovered the body of his father ‘where the dead lay thickest, as happens with brave men; they honoured him with songs and bore him away in the sight of the enemy’: an end befitting a king. Attila was still besieged by the coalition forces inside his laager, and we would expect that his situation would have been desperate. Nevertheless, Aetius was a master of diplomacy and knew the Huns were valuable as a counterbalance to the rising Visigoth power in Gaul. So he convinced Thorismund to return home and secure the throne for himself, instead of seeking to revenge his father’s death.


CONCLUSIONS


For the immediate aftermath of the Battle of the Catalaunian Fields, Prosper of Aquitaine (390–463, writing before 455) wrote of an ‘incalculable slaughter’, while Hydatius (c. 400–c. 469) estimated that the dead from both sides would have reached the impossible number of 300,000. Nevertheless, some modern historians insist that calling Catalaunian Fields a decisive victory is to ignore its aftermath, or to exaggerate the importance of the battle over the successful siege of Orléans, which was actually responsible for pushing Attila out of Aquitaine.14


Catalaunian Fields certainly did not prevent the threat of Attila from re-appearing in Europe, as the Hun attacked Italy the following summer (452) at the head of another enormous army, storming Aquileia and destroying Milan and other cities in the north of Italy. He even marched upon Rome before having his famous meeting – shrouded in legend – with a papal embassy led by Pope Leo I, who eventually persuaded him to abandon his plans; other accounts write about Attila and his aristocrats’ concerns (following Alaric’s death soon after the sack of Rome in 410) that there was a curse on anyone who conquered the city of Rome.


Eventually, Attila drank himself to death in 453, and within a few years his empire had completely fallen apart. However, historians need to be less short-sighted and see the bigger picture of the geo-political consequences that ensued after Attila’s defeat in 451.


To me, there is no doubt that the Catalaunian Fields had a profound effect on the history and civilization of western Europe in the fifth century and beyond. First and foremost, it demolished the myth of the Hunnic invincibility in the battlefield in what Halsall calls:




… the most serious concerted military threat to be launched against the western Empire, and certainly the only such expedition apparently carried out with the avowed aim of its subjugation, probably since the second Punic war.15


It cannot be doubted that the European Continent would have looked very different if Attila had succeeded in establishing a kingdom in Gaul, as we know for a fact that the Huns had far less respect and appreciation for Graeco-Roman civilization than most of the other Germanic nations.


For Roman Gaul in particular, the aftermath was explicit in the sense that the battle significantly weakened the military capacity of the Alans and the Romans, which allowed for Visigoth, Frankish and Burgundian hegemony in Gaul to flourish. Following the Catalaunian Fields, the Romans were – practically – unable to field a significant military force to thwart Attila in 452, or to prevent the sack of Rome by the Vandals three years later. Then in 452, the new Visigoth king Thorismund (murdered in 453) campaigned north and decisively defeated the Alans, driving them across the Loire from northern Aquitaine, before turning his attention to Spain.


There is little doubt that if Attila had prevailed at Troyes, his next target would have been the Visigoth kingdom of Toulouse; to the contrary, the allied victory – despite Theodoric’s death in the battle – favoured the further expansion of the Visigoth kingdom within less than a decade, from Aquitaine and Spain to the south, to the River Loire in the north, where fifty-six years later they would face the Franks in a battle (Vouillé, AD507) that would establish the polity we now know as France.


The outcome at the Catalaunian Fields also favoured the Frankish expansion into Gallia Belgica (modern Belgium, Luxembourg and the Netherlands), under the ambitious Childeric I (457–81/82) and his son Clovis I (481/82–509), and the growing power of the Burgundians in south-eastern Gaul, from Vesontio (Besançon) to Lugdunum (Lyon) and Vienna (Vienne) in less than twenty years (AD455 to 476).
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