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    At the heart of François Guizot’s History of France from the Earliest Times lies the restless struggle to transform a mosaic of peoples, faiths, laws, and ambitions into a coherent nation, where authority and liberty, continuity and upheaval, regional custom and central command continually test one another, and where the past’s sedimented institutions—shaped by conquest, belief, commerce, and ideas—both constrain and enable fresh beginnings, so that France emerges not as a fixed essence but as a living process, defined by debates over power, belonging, and memory that echo through successive ages and still reverberate today.

This work is a multi-volume narrative history written by François Guizot, a nineteenth-century French historian and statesman, and it guides readers across the terrain that becomes France from its earliest stirrings forward. Situated within the tradition of national histories that sought to synthesize scholarship for a broad public, it belongs to the genre of expansive, interpretive history rather than narrowly specialized research. Its setting is, in effect, the evolving landscape of France itself—its regions, courts, towns, parliaments, churches, and frontiers—traced through centuries in a long arc that registers political institutions and social transformations alongside shifting cultural horizons.

Guizot’s premise is straightforward yet capacious: to follow the rise and recomposition of a people through episodes that illuminate forces larger than any single reign or generation. The reading experience blends chronicle and reflection, with a voice at once authoritative and lucid, shaped by the perspective of a historian attentive to the responsibilities of public life. The style privileges clear narrative lines, periodic pauses for analysis, and judicious transitions, enabling readers to grasp how events interlock without losing sight of contingency. The tone is earnest, measured, and didactic in the best sense, committed to understanding rather than spectacle.

Within these pages, themes recur with clarifying resonance: the negotiation between crown and community, the shifting balance of religious and civil authority, the slow articulation of law and representation, the relationship between center and province, and the encounter with neighboring powers that tests identity from without as well as within. Guizot emphasizes the longevity of institutions and the patience of social change, showing how customs and ideas persist, adapt, and sometimes rupture in moments of crisis. Yet he also attends to initiative and character, noting how leaders and communities imprint their choices on the scaffolding of inherited forms.

Rather than foregrounding antiquarian detail for its own sake, the work develops a coherent vista where episodes illuminate principles and consequences. Guizot arranges the material so that pivotal junctures introduce new patterns of governance, belief, economy, or law, and then follows their unfolding across time. Portraits of figures and communities punctuate the sweep, but the emphasis remains on the interplay of structure and agency. The result is a history that reads as a continuous argument about national formation, where narrative momentum coexists with analytic poise, and where the reader is guided without being hurried.

For contemporary readers, its value lies in the clarity with which it presents questions that still animate public life: how to balance central authority with local vitality, how to reconcile conviction with pluralism, how institutions both preserve order and invite reform, and how a national story can include many voices without dissolving into confusion. The work models historical thinking that resists simplification, tracing complexity without surrendering coherence. It offers perspective on long-running debates about citizenship, secular and religious claims, and relations with Europe, reminding us that today’s dilemmas often carry the sediment of older struggles.

Approached patiently, volume by volume, the narrative rewards a sequential reading that reveals pattern and change, as well as selective forays that illuminate singular episodes within a larger design. Without presuming to settle every controversy, Guizot’s history teaches readers to connect events to institutions, convictions to policies, and ideas to lived experience. It invites reflection on how memory is made, contested, and renewed. Entering these volumes is to encounter centuries of risk and invention, where failures teach as much as achievements, and where the making of France becomes a study in the making of political community itself.
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    François Guizot’s multi-volume History of France from the Earliest Times (Vol. 1–6) presents a continuous account of the French past as the formation of a nation shaped by institutions, beliefs, and power. Writing as a nineteenth-century historian and statesman, Guizot interweaves political narrative with reflections on social order, the Church, and the growth of civic life. These volumes trace France from its prehistoric and classical horizons toward the mature monarchy, attending to rulers, laws, and collective habits. The approach emphasizes long-term development over anecdote, locating decisive changes where authority, faith, and custom intersect and where local forces gradually yield to wider structures.

The opening movement surveys ancient Gaul, highlighting its diverse peoples and the strategic position that drew Mediterranean powers. Guizot recounts the Roman conquest and integration, stressing the administrative framework, urban life, and the durable imprint of Roman law. He gives weight to the diffusion of Christianity and the authority of bishops as mediators between communities and power. As imperial structures falter, the narrative turns to the vulnerabilities of provincial society, the defense of frontiers, and the first accommodations between Gallo-Roman elites and incoming groups, establishing themes of continuity and adaptation that will shape later institutions and political habits.

With the arrival and consolidation of the Franks, Guizot explores the emergence of a monarchy that blends martial leadership with Christian legitimacy. The reign of early kings, notably the unification accomplished by a leading Merovingian ruler, appears alongside the ascendant role of noble households and ecclesiastical networks. The weakening of royal authority yields space to influential ministers and magnates, foreshadowing a political order in which land, oath, and patronage bind society. Throughout, Guizot emphasizes how customary law, diocesan structures, and aristocratic solidarities create a matrix of power that both supports and limits kingship, shaping the transition into the early medieval world.

The Carolingian reform of rule receives particular attention as a program of administrative revival, educational effort, and symbolic union of temporal and spiritual authority. Guizot presents a broad imperial vision—legislative texts, itinerant oversight, and appeals to learning—while noting its fragility across vast territories. After the death of the central figure, inheritance customs and external pressures encourage partition and localized defense. The resulting dispersion of authority advances the formation of lordship and vassal bonds. Yet the memory of a common political horizon persists, sustaining the idea of monarchy even as practical power devolves into the hands of regional elites and fortified towns.

The Capetian ascent marks a slow reconfiguration of power from private dominion to public kingship. Guizot follows the expansion of the royal domain, the assertion of judicial supremacy, and the careful use of ceremony and law to elevate the crown above rival lordships. Communal movements in towns, ecclesiastical reform, and the convening of representative bodies introduce new intermediaries between ruler and realm. Conflict with neighboring dynasties and entanglements beyond the kingdom’s borders sharpen administrative discipline. By charting the rise of royal courts, written ordinances, and a more stable succession, the narrative shows how monarchy becomes a principle of order rather than a mere patrimony.

Late medieval upheavals test these gains. Guizot outlines prolonged wars, internal factionalism, and recovery under assertive rulers who restore finances, armies, and legal routines. The cultural energies of the Renaissance enter royal policy, while religious change triggers protracted civil strife that forces accommodations between conscience and authority. The early Bourbon settlement strengthens central power, and ministerial governance reduces aristocratic independence without extinguishing corporate privileges. Under an ambitious monarch, court ritual, administration, and warfare reach an imposing synthesis, projecting unity and grandeur while exposing structural strains. The portrait balances spectacle with constraint, linking prestige to the burdens carried by institutions and society.

Across these volumes, Guizot frames French history as the gradual articulation of durable institutions amid shifting beliefs and interests. He highlights the interplay of monarchy, nobility, clergy, and urban communities, and how law and administration translate power into routine. The closing chapters situate a mature state facing intellectual ferment and social tensions that its own successes have amplified, pointing toward transformations beyond the scope of this portion of the work. The synthesis endures for its insistence on continuity within change and for relating events to the growth of civil life, offering a foundation for understanding later debates over authority and liberty.
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    Guizot opens with ancient Gaul, a mosaic of Celtic tribes transformed by Rome after Julius Caesar’s campaigns (58–51 BCE). Roman rule introduced cities, roads, law, and a civic culture that endured beyond imperial collapse. Christianity spread from the third century, linking local communities to a universal Church and Latin literacy. As the Western Empire faltered in the fifth century, Germanic groups settled, most decisively the Franks. Clovis’s late fifth‑century baptism anchored a new alliance of kingship and Catholic legitimacy. Guizot frames these beginnings through institutions—law, Church, monarchy—casting continuity amid conquest as the seedbed of French nationhood and civilization.

Under the Carolingians, power reorganized around a stronger court and Christian empire. Charles Martel’s victory near Poitiers (732) checked an Umayyad raid, while Pepin III secured papal sanction to replace the Merovingians. Charlemagne’s coronation as emperor in 800 symbolized Western renewal through governance: missi dominici, capitularies, and counts extended royal oversight; monasteries fostered learning. After 814, partitions and the Treaty of Verdun (843) fractured unity, accelerating feudal bonds and localized lordship. Guizot highlights the fusion of Roman, Germanic, and Christian elements, treating the empire’s administrative habits as a durable legacy even as political authority devolved.

Capetian kings, beginning with Hugh Capet in 987, built authority slowly from a modest royal domain. Royal justice and administration expanded through baillis and sénéchaux, while the Parlement of Paris crystallized jurisprudence. Communal movements won urban liberties, and universities shaped clerical and legal elites. Philip II’s conquests strengthened the crown; Philip IV convened the Estates‑General in 1302 and battled papal claims, culminating in Boniface VIII’s Unam Sanctam. The Albigensian Crusade (1209–1229) tied southern integration to orthodoxy and monarchy. Guizot emphasizes consolidating institutions—law courts, towns, royal councils—seeing in them prototypes of representative order and national governance.

The fourteenth and fifteenth centuries tested monarchy and society. The Hundred Years’ War (1337–1453) intertwined dynastic conflict with shifting alliances; the Black Death devastated population from 1347. Fiscal strains and noble rivalries sparked uprisings like the Jacquerie (1358). Amid turmoil, Charles V and commanders such as Du Guesclin restored momentum; internal strife between Armagnacs and Burgundians deepened crisis until Joan of Arc’s intervention in 1429. Charles VII consolidated recovery with a standing army and regular taxation, and the Pragmatic Sanction of Bourges (1438) asserted Gallican control. Guizot links national revival to institutional repair, discipline, and central direction.

The Renaissance reshaped court and culture under Francis I, whose Italian wars against Charles V projected French ambitions while fostering patronage, letters, and law. The Concordat of Bologna (1516) bound the crown to the Church while controlling episcopal appointments. Reformation currents spread despite repression, producing a durable Huguenot minority. Civil wars from 1562 pitted confessional leagues and magnates; the St. Bartholomew’s Day killings (1572) revealed the perils of fanaticism. Henry IV’s accession and the Edict of Nantes (1598) restored peace through limited toleration. Guizot, a Protestant, treats compromise and legal guarantees as practical safeguards of civic harmony.

Seventeenth‑century state‑building reached a new scale. Cardinal Richelieu curbed aristocratic revolt, strengthened intendants, and steered France into the Thirty Years’ War to check Habsburg power. The Fronde (1648–1653) exposed limits of coercion and the need for administrative coherence. Louis XIV’s personal rule after 1661 centralized decision‑making at Versailles, expanded warfare, and advanced Colbert’s mercantilism; the 1685 revocation of the Edict of Nantes hastened Protestant exile. Guizot weighs the gains of order and grandeur against the costs of uniformity and fiscal burden, arguing that durable liberty requires stable institutions rather than courtly absolutism or factional violence.

Enlightenment debate widened through salons, presses, and academies, critiquing privilege and proposing rational reform. Wars and colonial rivalry—Seven Years’ War losses and support for the American Revolution—strained finances, prompting ministerial experiments by Turgot and Necker. Parlements claimed to defend the laws while blocking fiscal change; provincial estates and local customs complicated uniform policy. The monarchy’s call for the Estates‑General in 1789 acknowledged a representative deficit decades in the making. Guizot reads the approaching rupture as institutional, not merely incendiary: the rise of the Third Estate, literacy, and public opinion made broader participation both necessary and perilous.

François Guizot (1787–1874) wrote as a liberal Protestant statesman shaped by the Restoration and the July Monarchy. As minister of public instruction, he advanced primary schooling with the 1833 law; as prime minister under Louis‑Philippe, he defended constitutional monarchy until 1848 toppled the regime. His histories stress the gradual growth of civilized order through institutions—Church, municipalities, justice, representative bodies—while judging fanaticism and despotism harshly. Composed late in life, with publication completed after his death, the work popularizes archival learning in clear narrative. It reflects nineteenth‑century bourgeois ideals: moral progress, legality, and measured liberty secured by enduring, accountable government.
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He opens with a rolling list of future themes, then argues that every nation’s story forms a vast drama ruled at once by fixed laws and by the free will of its actors. Men shape events yet answer to forces beyond them; truth lies in showing both. Sharing these ideas with his grandchildren, he sees their eager faces blaze and fade; clarity alone bores them, life alone confuses them, but together they spark attention. When the connection of events blurs or figures lack flesh, their interest falters; they demand light and movement, instruction and amusement at once.

Encouraged, he trusts their capacity. "In the well-born soul valor ne’er lingers till due seasons roll," he recalls, sure that young intelligence resembles courage. While explaining Charlemagne’s twin enterprises—one triumphant, one frustrated—he watches their attention tighten and understands they can grasp lofty strategy and subtle character. Therefore he links every tale to landmark deeds or commanding spirits. A scientist may roam every valley, yet to read a landscape he climbs the ridges; likewise he mounts the pinnacles of history, using great moments as beacons. Anecdotes brighten the way, but the main road always returns to those summits.

In his first scene the curtain lifts on ancient Gaul. Mountains, plains, and rivers look familiar, yet marshes sprawl, forests choke the light, and wolves, bears, aurochs, elks, and half-wild swine roam. Winters freeze rivers, gardens are unknown, fruits sleep in Asia, and six or seven million humans huddle in huts of wood and clay behind timbered walls. Towns cluster only near the Mediterranean and eastern hills; elsewhere hamlets flee to stockades at the war-cry. Iberians, Phoenicians, Greeks, Belgians, and Celts jostle for ground, their arrivals lost in darkness. Memory starts when men learn to keep it, raising monuments of word and stone to immortality.

Iberians settled in southwest Gaul and still linger as Basques, their faces, garb, and strange tongue unlike any neighbor, echoing old Spanish place-names and African idioms. Phoenician ships, lured by furs and river gold around 1100 B.C., swapped purple cloth, glass trinkets, weapons, and wine, built scattered posts such as Nemausus[1] and Alesia[11], and traced a coast road from the Pyrenees to the Alps before fading and leaving the highway to Greek and later Roman care. Rhodian sailors inherited the trade, set up Rhoda at the Rhône’s mouth, yet waned until a lone Phocean trader, Euxenes[3], appeared about 600 B.C.

Nann of the Segobrigians[4] greets the newcomer, leads him to his daughter Gyptis’s wedding feast; when the girl steps forth with a brimming cup, she stops before Euxenes and offers it. Despite murmurs, Nann accepts the omen, grants the Greek the bay, and Euxenes renames his bride Aristoxena, traces walls on the peninsula, and calls the place Massilia[2]. Within a year ships arrive from Phocea with settlers, seeds, vines, olives, tools, and a statue of Diana escorted by priestess Aristarche. Trade grows, yet Nann’s son Conran hides warriors in carts; warned by a kinswoman, Greeks bar gates, kill infiltrators, rout Conran’s ambush.

When Cyrus seized Phocea in 542 B.C., the ports emptied; fleet after fleet sailed west. Some refugees reached Massilia at once, others paused five years in Corsica before joining them. Strengthened, the city ringed the whole bay with walls and scattered daughter settlements across coasts and the Rhône valley—Monaco, Nice, Antibes, Arles, Avignon, Ampurias, and more. Merchants threaded forests and marshes with trading lines, while scholars edited Homer and explorers Euthymenes and Pytheas charted Africa to the Baltic. Beyond the narrow Mediterranean strip, however, vast Gaul remained rough country ruled by central Gauls and northern Kymrians, peoples long lumped together as Celts by distant geographers.

Gradually “Celt” narrows: Iberians, then Germans drop away, and by the last pre-Christian century it names only Gauls between Seine and Loire, sometimes one league. Yet these folk had once filled Europe—Britain, Ireland and nearby isles. In France they mingled with others, but dialects, monuments, and place-names betray them; Ireland and Scottish highlands still shelter Gaelic speech. Between the seventh and fourth centuries B.C. Kymrian waves crossed the Rhine; the fourth-century invaders, calling themselves Belg or Belgian, reached Seine and Marne, met Kymrians, and, under Pryd, stamped Britain and Brittany with his name. Confederations arose: Arvernians, Aedui, Sequani, Armoricans—sixty-two nations split into hundreds of tribes.

Governments were flimsy; passions fierce. Iberians, Gauls, and Kymrians loved war, plunder, wine, and garish ornaments; they nailed enemy heads to doors, burned captives for the gods, and swapped furs or slaves for a single flask brought by traders from Marseilles—“easy to get the Ganymede for the liquor.” Similar brutality blurred their racial divides, so they mingled freely and settled side by side. Viviscan Biturigians from Bourges traded at Burdigaia among Iberians; Bolan resin-tappers dwelt alone in pine barrens; Belgic Volcae Arecomici and Tectosages rooted between Garonne and Rhône. Restless, tribes forever shifted, merged, or streamed abroad in search of pasture, booty, and adventure.

About 300 B.C. hordes crossed the Alps into Etruria. The Etruscans, at war with Rome, offered hire. The Gauls replied, “If you want our arms against the Romans, grant us land.” A century later bands settled along the Adriatic near future Aquileia; the Senate ordered surrender of tools and weapons. Unable to fight, envoys said, “Crowded Gaul and hunger drove us over the Alps. We found empty plains and tilled them, harming none. Grant us land and we will live peacefully under your laws.” Almost a century later Kymrians with Teutons echoed, “Give us a little land as pay; use our hands and weapons.

Space and food scarce, Gallic clans, herdsmen, swarmed outward seeking “rivers and lands.” More than fifteen centuries before our era they burst into Spain, fought Iberians, named Galicia, raised Little Celtica by the Guadiana, and melded with natives to form Celtiberians. Twelve centuries later Indortius of southern Portugal resisted Hamilcar-Barca; captured, blinded, flogged, and crucified before his warriors, he was avenged when a Gallic slave slew Hasdrubal at a hunt, endured torture, and died cursing Africa. About the fourteenth century the Anahra or Ambrons crossed the Alps, founded Umbria, claimed “three hundred fifty-eight towns,” yet Etruscans crushed them, a few clinging to the northern mountains.

With Massalia newborn, two Gallic hosts stirred: one crossed the Rhine into Illyria, the other the Alps to Italy. Hordes followed the Danube until, by 340 B.C., they reached Macedonia, where Alexander feasted envoys and asked their greatest fear. “Nothing,” they answered, “save the sky’s fall; still we value a hero’s friendship.” Hired later as mercenaries, they demanded pay for wives and children, declaring, “These are also Gauls.” About 281 swarms stormed Thrace, Macedonia, Thessaly, Greece. Brennus[5] lined shaven captives beside warriors, scoffing, “This is what we are.” Ptolemy spurned ransom; the Gauls laughed, broke the phalanx, slew him, and carried his head on a pike.

Three years later Brennus drove what chroniclers call two hundred thousand warriors into Thessaly and Greece, aiming at Delphi’s treasure. Peloponnesians walled the Isthmus, and Boeotians, Phocians, Locrians, Megarians, Aetolians, plus Athenians rushed to Thermopylae; they held the pass, losing only forty, among them young Cydias, whose shield was hung to Zeus with a lamenting verse. Guided by traitors, the Gauls crossed hidden paths, Greeks fled in Athenian ships, and by dusk invaders beheld Delphi’s statues. Brennus waved toward the riches shouting, “Pure gold—massive gold.” Looting began, quarrels spread, the assault slipped to morning, and the night passed in drunken revel.

Greeks rose with zeal to guard hearth, honor, and gods; Apollo’s oracle promised, “I and the virgins will provide for this matter.” Overnight bands slipped into Delphi, raising defenders to four thousand. At dawn, Gauls toiled up the steep; stones and spears hurled them back, yet they broke into the shrine. Thunder cracked. Priests burst out, shouting, “’Tis he! we saw him and two virgins; we heard the twang of bows, clash of armor!” Greeks charged; Gauls fled. Next day camp fell. Wounded Brennus ordered, “Kill the wounded and me, burn the cars, make Cichor king; away!” He drank, stabbed himself; Cichor obeyed and fled.

The fugitives split: a few camped under Bathanat nearby, some slogged home, most sought new ground. When Greece, Macedonia, and Thrace united against them, the hordes crossed the Hellespont about 278 B.C. and, as Tectosagians, Tolistoboians, and Troemians, hired out to rival kings, raided in summer, fortified in winter, ruling by fear. Antiochus of Syria crushed the Tectosagians and caged them in Upper Phrygia; later Eumenes and Attalus herded the other bands there. Attalus, trumpeted as Zeus’s envoy, adopted the title King and sent a painting to Athens. Settled at last, they became Galatians, yet centuries later still spoke the Belgic tongue Jerome could recognize.

Rome had reason to watch these warriors. Bands led by Bellovesus crossed the Alps between 587 and 521 B.C., swept both banks of the Po, shattered Etruscan towns, and raised strongholds at Mediolanum, Brixia, Verona, Bononia, Sena-Gallica. They roved the plains with cattle and gold, slept on straw, cared only for war and scant tillage. By 391 B.C. overcrowded tribes crossed the Apennines and demanded land from Clusium; the gates stayed shut. Clusium sought Roman aid. The Gauls answered, “We ask only land; stay spectators and learn how far above other men the Gauls are in valor.” So opened a forty-two-year assault on Rome.

Insulted at Clusium, the Gauls head straight for Rome, crying, “We are bound for Rome; we make war on none but Romans.” On 16 July 390 B.C. at the Allia[6], half a day from the city, they raise their war-chant, rout the legions, storm Rome, and find only gray-bearded senators on ivory chairs. The people flee; a thousand warriors and the senate barricade the Capitol, which endures a seven-month siege. Pontius Cominius swims the Tiber by night with news; M. Manlius hurls back scaling Gauls; the exiled Camillus rallies fugitives and harasses the enemy, yet Rome finally purchases their withdrawal on 13 February 389.

The Gauls depart but return; for twenty-three seasons they ravage Latium while Rome cowers. Each alarm is called a “tumult”, all men muster, and a hoard kept in the Capitol is sworn untouchable except against Gauls. In 361 B.C. Titus Manlius, then twelve years later Valerius, slay challengers. After seventeen wandering years the tribes settle by the Po, peaceful fifty years, until 299, when they join Etruscans and Samnites. Rome counters; at Sentinum a hind runs to the Gauls, a wolf to the legions. Battle falters; Consul Decius exclaims, “Why delay? ’tis ours to die for Rome,” vows himself, charges, falls, and turns defeat to triumph.

Yet peril returned. In 283 B.C. the Gauls wipe out a Roman army at Aretium, bragging, “We are bound for Rome; the Gauls know how to take it.” Seventy-two years later they vow to keep their baldricks on until they scale the Capitol. The senate consults the Sibylline books[7] and learns Rome will twice be held by Gauls; to satisfy fate, priests dig a pit in the Forum and entomb a pair, repeated after Cannae. Meanwhile Rome advances: Drusus ravages the Senones, trumpets that the Capitol’s ransom has returned, and sixty years later Marcellus kills Virdumar at Clastidium, parades his armor as third “grand spoils.

Rome wielded more than sword and shield; the Senate's vision matched her generals' skill. Seeing the Gauls' wild freedom, it sowed discord and planted outposts: in 283 BC a colony marched to Sena, dug a pit, ploughed a furrow with bull and heifer, then sacrificed them; fifteen years later Ariminum rose; fifty years on, Cremona and Placentia guarded the Po. Forts, stores, and spies watched every tribe. When word came that Hannibal wooed Gaul, envoys crossed the Pyrenees and demanded the tribes block him. Warriors laughed: "You want our fields ravaged to spare yours... We owe Carthage nothing and Rome less." Rebuffed, the envoys departed.

Hannibal's hopes met mixed fortunes. Some tribes joined him between Pyrenees and Alps; others ambushed his columns, and he scorched reluctant fields until they armed. Yet wins at Ticinus and Trebia fired their zeal: from then on the Cisalpine warriors were his staunchest ranks. At Lake Trasimene he lost fifteen hundred, nearly all Gauls; at Cannae thirty thousand fought bare-chested, cloaks cast aside. Of five thousand five hundred Carthaginian dead, four thousand were theirs. Still eager, they followed him to Africa, and at Zama in 200 BC made up a third of the host, "inflamed by innate hatred of Rome.

Warned by peril, Rome vowed to subdue Cisalpine Gaul. From 200 to 170 BC she waged war, planted colonies, stirred rivalries. The Boians and Insubrians summoned all tribes, yet many hesitated. Driven from towns, warriors struck from forests; when a legion wavered, centurions hurled its standard among the foe, forcing the men to win it back. Rome advanced; in 190 BC the Boian nation quit Italy. Colonists filled Parma and Bologna, and the land became Gallia Togata. The Senate cursed "whoever crosses the Alps," yet raids seized Alpine flocks. Consul Cassius sold thousands; locals asked chief Cincibil, whose brother left with gifts but no relief.

Marseilles, proud ally yet rival of Carthage, flaunted ancient friendship with Rome and begged for aid when Gallic neighbors threatened Nice and Antibes. Roman envoys, spurned by the tribes, returned with legions, crushed the offenders, and kept handing their coastlands to the Massilians until most peoples between Rhône and Var were driven into the hills. In 123 B.C. Consul C. Sextius Calvinus, drawn by steaming springs on the Coenus, raised Aquae Sextiae—baths, aqueducts, a town—Rome’s first stronghold beyond the Alps. During his victory auction a captive stepped forward: “I have always served Rome.” Sextius freed Crato, his family, and, at the Greek’s request, nine hundred others.

The Aedui, plagued by Allobroges and their Arvernian allies, sought help through Massilian traders; Rome dubbed them “brothers” and warned the aggressors away. Defiance led consul Domitius to war. King Bituitus sent a cortege with hounds and harpist; the consul sent it back. The rash Allobroges attacked and fell at the Sorgue. In 121 B.C. Bituitus rolled out in a car, hounds at heel, sneering, “There is not a meal for my hounds.” Roman legions and elephants broke him. Arverni spared, Allobroges erased, a province stretched from Geneva to the sea; Narbonne colonized, Alpine passes won despite Stumian self-immolation, and Via Domitia linked Italy and Gaul.

Yet triumph bred new peril. In 113 B.C. vast Cimbrian and Teuton hosts, driven from Jutland and Baltic coasts by quake and flood, burst over the Danube, ravaged Noricum, and eyed Italy. Consul Papirius Carbo ordered them to depart; they agreed, but his treacherous night assault failed and Rome reeled. Uncertain, the tribes wandered three years to Macedonia and back, swelled by Helvetian Ambrons, then in 110 B.C. poured through Belgica into central Gaul and reached the Rhône. They again begged land, offering service. Commander M. Silanus replied, “Rome has neither lands to give you nor services to accept,” attacked their camp, and was routed.

Three Roman consuls—L. Cassius, C. Servilius Caepio, and Cn. Manlius—fell in turn; their killers, swollen with pride, debated in Boiorix’s tent whether to cross the Alps and make Rome speak Kymrian. Shackled prisoner Scaurus warned, “Do not enter Italy; Romans cannot be beaten.” Boiorix stabbed him yet adopted the warning, the tribes instead ravaging the province, welcoming the maltreated Tectosagian Volcae, then drifting like flood-water into Spain. Panic swept Rome. Only Marius, plebeian yet renowned for genius, iron will, and shared hardships, seemed able to save the Republic, so the people elected him consul again while he still campaigned against Jugurtha.

Fresh from his triumph, Marius hurried to Gaul, drilled the legions with endless marches, weapons practice, and ditch-digging, even ordering them to cut a canal from the Rhône to the sea; the toiling “mules of Marius” grew lean and tireless. Sacrifices flared nightly, guided by the Syrian seer Martha, who marched beside the general and fanned soldierly awe. Two years passed; amid fires and famine outside the palisades he refused battle, yet Rome thrice renewed his magistracy. When the Kymrians turned back from Spain and the Teutons rolled toward the maritime Alps, he camped astride the Arles roads and waited.

They swarmed up, wagons ringed before the trench, jeering. When a Teuton challenged, Marius replied, “If you long to die, hang yourself,” and sent a gladiator. He showed his men the foe from the ramparts while Sertorius spied inside the barbarian camp. After six days of taunts—“Tell your wives we’re coming!”—the horde moved on; Marius shadowed them to a hill above Aix. At the river he said, “Water is bought with blood.” Works finished, the legions attacked; two fierce days slew Ambrons, Teutons, women, even their hounds, and the Coenus valley rotted with corpses. Booty burned, news arrived of his fifth consulship. Hill named St-Victoire.

The Ambrons and Teutons lay crushed; only the Kymrians, recrossing the Alps by the Adige, still roamed. In July 101 B.C. Marius faced their envoys. “Give us lands and towns for us and our brethren.” “What brethren?” he asked. “The Teutons.” Laughter broke out. “Let your brethren be; they already have land—from us.” Stung, the Kymrians threatened vengeance. Marius pointed to chains: “They are here; greet them first,” and set Teutobod and other captive chiefs before them. Three days later, on the Raudine Plains near Verceil, Romans and Kymrians fought; the northern horde fell, ending the invasion but not the restless flood beyond Gaul.

Historians later spoke of a Senate plan to conquer Gaul and of Caesar’s private ambition, yet urgent storms, not long schemes, steered events. Faction and terror gripped Rome; senators sought only safety. Caesar, spurning Sulla’s terror and Pompey’s spectacle, sought fortune abroad. Gaul smouldered: German bands crossed the Rhine; Aeduans and Arvernians fought for dominance; Allobroges bowed; Aquitania rose. Arvernians summoned the German Ariovistus; with fifteen thousand he crushed the Aeduans, seized a third of their land, took royal gifts from Rome, and called more Suevians. Aeduan noble Divitiacus reached Rome, leaning on his shield, pleaded for aid, received kind words, yet no decisive help.

Beset by German raids, the Helvetians resolved to quit their mountains and seek a western shore. In 58 B.C. they burned twelve towns, four-hundred villages, loaded carts with food for three months, and gathered three hundred sixty-eight thousand souls by Lake Geneva. Caesar, now proconsul, hurried from Rome, met them at the Rhone, and promised another parley while his legionaries raised a wall sixteen feet high and ten miles long. When he barred the bridge, they turned toward the Saone. Caesar raced to Italy, drew five fresh legions, struck their rear as it embarked, chased, fought, rejected treaties, and drove 110 000 survivors back to Switzerland.

After the Helvetian rout, Gauls begged Caesar, "Soon every German will cross the Rhine and drive us out; help us or we must quit our land." He agreed and sent to Ariovistus: "Meet me; we have matters to settle." The German replied, "If I want Caesar I’ll come; if he wants me, let him." Caesar warned, "Summon no more Germans, spare the Aedui, or I’ll avenge them." Ariovistus jeered, "I rule the conquered as Rome does; let Caesar test warriors who have slept roofless fourteen years." Suebians massed and Ariovistus marched on Vesontio, so Caesar rushed ahead, fortifying it while dread spread through his legions.

Caesar gathered his officers, scolded their terror, and declared, "Armies follow fortune; mine is proven. We march at the fourth watch; if any stay, the Tenth goes with me." Loyal cheers rose. In seven days he stood before Ariovistus, who now sought a parley. The German snarled, "This land is mine. Withdraw or fight; slay you and Rome rewards me; leave and I’ll pay you." His horsemen flung stones; Caesar broke off, offered battle unaccepted, then stormed the camp. Among wagons and weeping women the legions crushed the Germans, drove them to the Rhine; Ariovistus escaped by boat, the Suebians fled, the menace ended.

With the Germans beaten, Romans and Gauls now stood alone. Mastery, tribute, and the ousting of stubborn chiefs bred hatred and revolt, each rising drawing Caesar to new campaigns. Across eight seasons he swept Belgica, Armorica, Aquitania, and the central tribes, ruthless or lenient as needed, but always swift. Any defeat he answered with daring; at Gergovia he almost fell, losing his sword, later found in a Gallic shrine. "Let it be; it’s sanctified," he said. Twice he bridged the Rhine to cow the Germans; twice he crossed the Channel, beat Cassivellaunus, and planted Rome’s first stakes in Britain.

Caesar, neither violent nor tender, let victory be his only law. In Belgica the Nervians, almost erased, knelt: “Of six hundred senators three remain, and of sixty thousand warriors only five hundred survive.” He restored their lands. The Aduaticans fought on; four thousand fell, fifty-six thousand were sold. The Eburons he outlawed, summoning every wanderer to destroy “that accursed race” with promise of Roman friendship. At Urellocdunum he severed each captive’s hand and sent the maimed roaming Gaul. Treasure and tributes from Gaul financed a glittering basilica; Cicero exulted, “It will be the most glorious thing in the world,” yet Cato cried, “Thanksgiving? Expiation

Gifted in forum and field, charming and terrible, Caesar bore twin prides: noble blood and genius. He liked to boast, “My aunt Julia descends from kings and the immortal gods; my house unites human power and divine majesty.” Conquest of Gaul would secure rule at Rome, yet his oppressions spawned a new spirit. Common misery forged a national cause; Carnutian peasants stormed Genabum and butchered traders and the knight Fusius Cita. The flame raced west and center to the Arverni. There Vercingetorix[10], son of a slain would-be king, seized Gergovia, gathered allies, demanded hostages, taxed tribes, scourged traitors, and matched Caesar’s cruelties blow for blow.

Caesar hurried from Italy yet remained unflurried; necessity never rushed him. For two winter months he paced the province, shored up wavering friends, massed legions, calculated roads, certain he would be in time. Early March he reached Agendicum, the rebellion’s heart, and struck. In weeks Vellaunodunum, Genabum, Noviodunum, and Avaricum fell; towns burned, fields wasted, people handed to soldiers thirsting to reconquer the conquered. Pressing onward, he crossed into Arvernian hills and ringed proud Gergovia, birthplace of Vercingetorix. There, after six years of triumph, he faced a foe entrusted by all Gaul with the hope of national freedom.

Vercingetorix knew open battle was hopeless, so he gathered fast cavalry to stalk the legions, cut stragglers, rush orders, and keep hope alive. He urged all tribes to avoid pitched fights and leave only ashes—stores, bridges, wells, homes—before the Romans. The Bituriges burned twenty towns in a day; Avaricum, spared, was stormed, forty thousand killed, eight hundred escaping to him. Amid rivalry and whispers of ambition or secret talks with Caesar, the revolt spread; even the long-faithful Aedui joined. At Gergovia his heights repelled Caesar: the eighth legion lost forty-six centurions, and the Roman raised the siege, his first real setback.

With eighty thousand foot and cavalry, Vercingetorix shadowed the Roman retreat. At Longeau he stopped and cried, “Now is the hour; strike them on the march—if they guard baggage they halt, if they drop it they starve. I’ll draw out the host.” The riders swore never to pass a roof or see kin till each pierced the enemy twice. Unaware Caesar had brought Rhine Germans on Roman mounts, they charged. The newcomers seized a hill, routed the Gauls; panic rolled to the river. Caesar loosed his legions, slew three thousand, took many; Vercingetorix fled to Alesia, where two days later the Romans ringed him.

Caesar swiftly chose a measured audacity: he would corral the entire Gallic rising where it stood. With eleven legions and about six thousand horse, he ringed Alesia and the enemy camp with twin belts of ditches, water-filled moats, palisades, traps, and twenty-three forts, ten miles in circuit, and a second thirteen-mile line facing outward. Provisions sufficed for thirty days. Vercingetorix harried the works but was forced back. Before the lines closed, he sent his cavalry out under nightfall, charging each rider to rally his people. Delegates met at Bibracte, fixed quotas, and summoned forty-three nations; nearly two hundred forty thousand warriors marched toward Alesia.

The relieving host closed on the Romans; every outer assault met a sortie from within. For four days pride clashed with patriotism across ditches and ramparts. Caesar's drilled legions struck together, scattered the newcomers, butchered many, and drove the rest and the besieged behind the gates. At dawn Vercingetorix gathered his chiefs: "I fought for freedom; choose my death or handover." Deputies bore the plea. Caesar sat on the tribunal; arms piled at his feet; the chiefs arrived. Vercingetorix strode in, knelt, placed his hand in silence, then cast down his sword: "Bravest of men, you have conquered a brave man.

Alesia fallen and Vercingetorix chained for Caesar’s future triumph, eight-year conquest turned to policing. The next season the proconsul crushed pockets beyond the Loire; minor risings in Belgica flickered and died, and in 705 A.U.C. the legions marched off to Italy and the East. For more than five centuries Gaul remained under Rome, first pagan, later Christian. Her vigor ebbed until she offered no stand before Gothic, Alan, Burgundian, or Frank. Across that age five regimes rose: the Caesars from Julius to Nero, the Flavians, the Antonines, the turbulent swarm of thirty-nine emperors and thirty-one usurpers, and Diocletian’s reorganization.

Quitting conquered Gaul, Caesar bound the land to his ambition. He dubbed the new province Gallia Comata[9], left the old strip Gallia Togata, and filled his ranks with Gauls, Belgians, Arvernians, Aquitanians. Legion Alauda[8], mostly Gallic, wore a winged lark. Cities that hailed him gained citizenship, clientage, even the Julian name. Marseilles backed Pompey; Caesar stormed it, seized ships and treasure, set two legions there, and planted colonies at Narbonne, Arles, Béziers, and Forum Julii. Needing pay, he smashed Saturn’s vault despite Metellus’s cry. “The Republic has nothing to fear; there are no more Gauls.” Sacred gold fed troops while he levied forty-million sesterces.

Augustus posed as healer and organizer. He kept Gallia Comata imperial, splitting it into Lyonese, Belgian, and Aquitanian divisions, each watched by a governor while sixty self-ruled cityships preserved their customs beneath Roman peace. Lugdunum soon became the emperors’ favored seat; Augustus received Gallic deputies there after a session at Narbonne. When he departed, Drusus summoned the same sixty peoples to Lyons, dedicating a marble altar to Rome and Augustus, encircled by statues and granite columns topped with Victories. Games thundered, and cheers erupted when word spread that Drusus’s wife Antonia had just birthed a son—the future Claudius—in the palace nearby.

Agrippa, based in Lyons, cut four main roads toward Saintes, Narbonne, Boulogne, and the Rhine, founded colonies such as Cologne, and admitted German settlers. Peace let Romans buy estates and Gallic chiefs till private land; towns grew, farming and crafts prospered. Yet power smothered the national spirit. Gergovia became Augustonemetum, Bibracte Augustodunum; Druid rites were outlawed or fused with Roman gods—Mars-Camul, Apollo-Belen, Diana-Arduinna. Unchecked officials bled the people. Caesar’s freedman Licinius, procurator of Gaul, stretched the calendar to fourteen months, collecting taxes and hiding proceeds. Accused before Augustus, he showed the hoard, whispered, “See, lord, what I kept for you and Rome,” and walked free.

“Believe it not,” begins the tale, for tyranny yields only harm. Under Tiberius, Gaul feels a tempered echo of Augustus: two Druid-tinged uprisings in Belgica and the Lyonnese flicker, are stamped out without savage reprisals, and the emperor rides the provinces, posts feeble guards along the Rhine, then hurries to Rome to resume a reign of suspicion. Caligula follows. After pretence and hope they face a madman. He strips Gaul, stages a Rhine campaign, dresses tall Gauls as Germans, and brags of triumph. At Lyons he loses at dice, checks the tax roll, and jeers, “You play for drachmas; I’ve won one hundred fifty million.

Caligula auctions confiscated treasures, then his own, crying, “This belonged to my father Germanicus; that to Agrippa; this vase was Antony’s till Augustus took it at Actium,” and makes losers flatter winners or erase verses with their tongues. Posing as Jupiter, he asks a silent Gaul, “What am I?” “A great monstrosity.” Assassination follows; his sole boon is a lighthouse on the Channel. Lyon-born Claudius lavishes Roman titles and marble on the city, but erases freedom. He wins senatorial seats for Gauls—Seneca jests he would dress the world in togas—declares, “No Roman may ignore our language,” bans Druids, invades Britain, and defends the Rhine.

Nero never courts Gaul. L. Verus designs a canal linking Moselle and Saône, but palace schemers block it; instead surveyors count every household for heavier taxes. While Rome burns, the emperor watches, comparing the blaze to Troy, then erects the Golden House, murmuring, “At last I’m lodged as a man should be.” Five years earlier Lyons had vanished overnight in flames, and Seneca mourned its loss; Nero now sends over one hundred fifty thousand dollars for rebuilding, gaining its thanks. Yet governor J. Vindex of Vienne calls the Gauls to arms, and the rising topples Nero, opening the road for Galba.

When Nero died, the empire lacked a natural heir. The prestige of the Caesars lay shattered by their own crimes, so power-hungry nobles chased the purple. In eighteen months three claimants—Galba, Otho, Vitellius—rose and fell. Grave old Galba declared, "If the mighty body of Rome could stand headless, I would deserve the first place." The effete Otho and the gluttonous Vitellius followed, each buoyed by rival Gallic and German legions. All perished swiftly. Attention turned eastward, where seasoned commander Vespasian, saluted first at Alexandria, Judea, and Antioch, at last reached Rome and opened the twenty-six-year Flavian dynasty.

While the Flavians fought in the East and along the Danube, Gaul stirred. Peasant Maricus raided in the center, but Batavian chieftain Claudius Civilis lit the real blaze. One-eyed and unshorn—"I will not cut my hair until I am avenged"—he first backed Vitellius, then Vespasian, then freedom. Druids proclaimed, "Rome has ended, the Gallic empire begins." Julius Sabinus, boasting Caesar's blood, styled himself Caesar. Towns such as Treves and Cologne yielded; legions mutinied. Rome hurried Petilius Cerealis with fresh armies; most rebels returned to duty, and Civilis slipped into the marshes. The Gallic leaders were hunted; Sabinus vanished in staged suicide.

Hidden in vaulted ruins, Sabinus survived, visited nightly by his wife Eponina, who mourned in public to shield him. After seven months she smuggled him toward Rome, but friends urged retreat; for nine years they dwelt underground, where, as she said, "I bore and nursed these sons in a tomb." Discovered at last, she pleaded before Vespasian, "Grant us mercy." The emperor killed them both, a deed remembered as his cruellest, and soon his line perished like the Caesars. Domitian fell to assassins; veteran senator Nerva, reluctantly crowned, restored clemency yet feared disorder, so he adopted the vigorous Trajan, opening Rome's golden Antonine age.

After Nerva’s brief prudence, his chosen heir Trajan, a Spanish-born soldier, guarded the Danube, annexed Dacia, and pushed victorious legions deep into Asia; bold for Rome yet personally modest, he honoured law and equity. He died childless, so he adopted another Spaniard, Hadrian, brilliant in mind but vain and cynical. For twenty-one restless years Hadrian roamed Asia, Africa, Greece, Spain, Gaul, Britain, paving roads, founding ramparts, schools, museums—deeds shaped as much for self-glory as for public benefit. Sick at last, he recalled gentle Titus Antoninus supporting a tottering parent before the senate and named that just Gaul his successor.

Antoninus Pius ruled as Trajan had fought: frugal, courteous, scrupulous with edicts, anxious to harm no one. Admirers murmured, "He surpasses all men in goodness," and his greatest kindness was to present Marcus Aurelius to the throne. Marcus, philosophy and conscience enthroned, strove daily to match action to an inner law. "There is," he wrote, "relationship between all beings... beware lest thou Caesarise thyself... keep thyself simple... reverence the gods, preserve mankind... life is short." Shamed by each failure, he cried, "My soul, be thou covered with shame... O my soul, wherefore art thou troubled, and why am I so vexed

These five rulers gathered the last harvest of classical wisdom, yet they stood almost alone; their brilliance barely slowed society’s slide. Revenues lagged behind wars, luxury, and corruption, so taxes rose while Italy’s peasants vanished. Colonies of veterans, land grants, and Trajan’s rule that office-seekers keep "a third of their fortune in Italian soil," as Pliny the Younger recorded, scarcely helped. Pliny the Elder lamented fields abandoned to "slaves in chains… can we be surprised if earth deny them the reward she gave to generals?" Slavery, political silence, lost faith, and a drifting populace spread decay with no regenerating force.

After Marcus Aurelius died, decay burst forth; in one hundred and thirty-two years the sceptre passed to thirty-nine emperors while thirty-one rivals battled, Praetorians or distant legions lifting Italians, Africans, Spaniards, Gauls, Britons, Illyrians, Asiatics onto a tottering throne. A few—Pertinax, Severus, Decius, Claudius Gothicus, Aurelian, Tacitus, Probus—strove bravely yet fell. Gaul shared the fever: Caracalla was born at Lyons; Narbonne produced Carus and his sons Carinus and Numerian; six Gallic tyrants flared, last Amandus and Aelianus, chiefs of the Bagaudian rising. Lactantius cried that taxes made deserts and numbered every vine, beast, and breath. The rebels coined Amandus with "Hope".

Among the Tungrians lived a sharp Dalmatian, Diocletian, quartered with a prophetess. She scolded, "Thou’rt too stingy, Diocletian." He laughed, "I'll be prodigal when I'm emperor." She replied, "Laugh not; thou’lt be emperor when thou hast slain a wild boar." He hunted often; others claimed the purple. "I kill wild boars and another eats them," he sighed. Then Emperor Numerian was found murdered; the army seized the prefect Arrius Aper. As the legions shouted "Diocletian Augustus," he swore innocence, stepped forward, cried, "Aper, be comforted; by the right hand of great Aeneas thou fallest," struck him dead, and whispered, "I have slain the prophetic boar.

“Nothing is more difficult than to govern,” Diocletian said, dividing rule with Maximian and naming Caesars Galerius and Constantius Chlorus. Gaul enjoyed the fair hand of Chlorus, who groomed his young son Constantine. After thirteen years Diocletian retired: “If you saw the cabbages I grow, you would not recall me,” dragging Maximian with him. Rivalries revived; Maximian died, Maxentius held Rome, and legions proclaimed Constantine. Victories at Milan, Brescia, Verona, then at the Milvian Bridge beneath the cross marked “Hoc signo vinces[13]” cast Maxentius into the Tiber; Licinius later fell. Paganism waned, Christianity rose and moved upon Gaul’s old shrines.

Druidism tangled primal guesses about life with Eastern metempsychosis, stray Nordic myths, nature symbols, and savage rites like human sacrifice. Its only lofty spark was a stubborn faith in the soul’s survival, yet its organized clergy, the Druids, fought for Gallic independence more fiercely than for doctrine. Facing them in conquered Gaul stood Greco-Roman paganism, stately but hollow, a civic cult that let any god live so long as none disturbed the state. Into this double vacuum stepped a creed that called every land home, named one God, and offered identical salvation to all, unfettered by tribe or frontier.

Unlike symbol-laden myths, Christianity spoke only of mankind’s bond with a universal Father, and its converts burned to share that certainty. They braved prisons and beasts simply for the joy of multiplying brothers. From the East the first teachers crossed the sea to Marseilles and the Rhone ports; Greek words carried their news. In Italy they were first mistaken for Jews—“The Emperor Claudius,” records Suetonius, “drove from Rome the Jews who, at the instigation of Christus, were in continual commotion”—yet the zeal soon demanded its own name. Lyons gathered the flame; Bishop Pothinus arrived from Polycarp’s Smyrna and tended Gaul’s earliest flock.

Official tolerance cracked whenever thrones felt threatened. Trajan had advised Pliny, “No hunt for them; yet if accused and convicted, punish,” and precedent lingered. Marcus Aurelius, wise though he was, still watched Christians with suspicion. His thirsty Danube legions won rain and victory alongside prayers from the “Thundering” twelfth, but gratitude soon cooled: in 177 imperial orders loosed chains and flames at Lyons. Bishop Pothinus, aged and frail, with many companions bore torture and arena beasts; their comrades chronicled everything and sent East a fervent salute: “The servants of Christ at Vienne and Lyons greet the brethren in Asia and Phrygia.

Persecution burst upon the churches; Christians were barred from baths, forum, every public place, hunted like traitors. Yet grace raised pillars willing to meet the storm. They endured cries, blows, theft, stones, fetters. Soldiers and magistrates hauled them to the forum, questioned them, then kept them for the governor, who vented savage force. Among them rose Vettius Epagathus, youthful yet austere, aflame with charity. Unable to brook an unjust verdict, he begged to defend his brethren. The governor barked, "Art thou a Christian?" He answered with ringing voice, "I am," and instantly was numbered with the martyrs.

Interrogations followed. The steadfast confessed boldly; the unready quailed, about ten renouncing, wounding every heart and chilling the waiting flock. Day by day the finest believers, builders of the two churches, were seized; slaves, terrified by torments and prodded by soldiers, slandered their masters with tales of cannibal feasts and incest, inflaming the crowd. Fury centered on Sanctus the deacon, Maturus the new convert, Attalus of Pergamus, and the frail slave Blandina. From dawn till dusk Blandina suffered racks, irons, hooks; yet each question drew only, "I am a Christian, and no evil is wrought amongst us," shaming her tormentors.

When ingenuity failed to break such courage, jailers thrust the captives into a stifling pit, stretching their feet to tearing point; some perished, others, healed by grace, revived comrades. Sanctus, scorched and reopened, rose renewed; Maturus and Attalus endured likewise. At last the aged bishop Pothinus, nearly ninety and scarcely breathing, was dragged before the howling city. Asked what God the Christians served, he said, "If thou be worthy, thou shalt know." Blows, kicks, stones rained on him; two days later he died in chains. Apostates were jailed as murderers, while confessors shone, their bonds like bridal embroidery, stiffening every new captive to declare faith.

Maturus and Sanctus entered the amphitheatre with Blandina and Attalus to amuse a roaring crowd. The pair, already tried like veterans, bore stripes, bites, and every torment; Sanctus only said, “I am a Christian.” Still living afterward, each received the final stroke. Blandina, tied to a stake like a cross, prayed while the beasts ignored her, so guards returned her to prison. The people demanded Attalus; a tablet proclaimed, “This is Attalus the Christian.” Paraded round, he was withdrawn when the governor learned he was Roman and consulted Caesar. During the delay Christ stirred lapsed believers; Caesar ruled confessors must die, deniers go free.

Alexander, a Phrygian physician, signalled the accused to confess; the mob blamed him. Questioned, he answered, “I am a Christian,” and was condemned to beasts. Next day he and Attalus re-entered the arena; after new torments they were executed. Alexander stayed silent; Attalus, on an iron chair, cried, “See what you’re doing: you consume men; we devour none and do no evil.” Asked God’s name he replied, “God is not like mortals; He has no name.” At the last show Blandina and fifteen-year-old Ponticus endured every torture; the boy died, and she, after fire, claws, and a bull’s toss, followed, admired even by pagans.

The fury persisted. Corpses of those who suffocated in prison were flung to dogs, half-mangled bodies guarded and mocked: “Where is now their God?” Grieving believers could not bury them. After six days the remains were burned and ashes cast into the Rhône so no trace or hoped resurrection might remain. Yet we cannot behold such cruelty without pain; truth requires the sight to show virtue’s price and battles of reform. Marcus Aurelius, absolute and ill-informed, loosed agents and mob at Lyons. Persecution spread empire-wide: under Severus, Maximinus, Decius, Valerian, Aurelian, Diocletian, Maximian, Galerius, while Alexander Severus, Philip, and Constantius spared the faithful.

Christian zeal outlasted pagan swords. After St. Pothinus fell, St. Irenaeus, an erudite Asian who had settled as a priest in Lyons, took the see (177-202). For twenty-five years he preached through Gaul, wrote against Eastern discord, sent missions, and, under Septimius Severus, earned the martyr’s crown. From his hands and, later, Rome’s—especially under Pope St. Fabian—missionaries fanned outward: Sts. Felix and Fortunatus to Valence, Ferreol to Besançon, Benignus to Dijon, Trophimus to Arles, Saturninus to Toulouse, Denis to Paris, countless others whose names linger only where they bled. By 312 Constantine’s conversion confirmed Christianity’s triumph and left ruined Gaul awaiting new peoples.

About 241 the sixth legion, fresh from Rhine fighting, marched east under Tribune Aurelian. Soldiers sang, "We have slain a thousand Franks and a thousand Sarmatians; we want a thousand, thousand, thousand Persians." Children echoed, "We have cut off the heads of a thousand, thousand, thousand; may he live a thousand years who has spilled much blood; no one has as much wine as he has poured out blood." Aurelian approved: "I marvel, Conscript Fathers, that you hesitate; open the Sibylline books, sacrifice captives; with the gods, victory is no shame." Blood flowed. "Franks" now meant a league—Chaucians, Cheruscans, Chamavians, Bructeri, Sicambri—men along the Rhine.

From the mid-third century Frankish raids rarely paused. Some tribes bargained for land and served Rome; others roamed free. Valerian, arming Aurelian, merely ordered, "You will have Hartmund, Haldegast, Hildmund, and Carioviscus." In 260 one band plundered Gaul, burned Tarragona, took ships, vanished, and reappeared twelve years later in Africa. Decius, Gallienus, Claudius, Aurelian, and Probus fought back. After wins in 278 Probus exulted, "Germany is subdued… nine kings at my feet… Gaul’s fields are ploughed by barbarian oxen." But captive Franks escaped the Black Sea, ravaged Greece, Sicily, and Africa, slipped through Gibraltar, and reached the Rhine vines Probus had planted.

After 406 a torrent of tribes burst across the Rhine; "Nations, countless in number and exceeding fierce," Jerome cried, naming Vandals, Alans, Saxons, Burgundians, Gepids, Sarmatians and more as they desolated every land from Alps to Pyrenees, Ocean to Rhine; Mayence burned, Worms fell, Rheims, Amiens, Arras, Tournay and Strasbourg were emptied, "the sword pursuing abroad and famine at home." Amid the wreck, Roman legions were led by Goths, Franks and Sueves, while Roman generals bargained with certain barbarians to resist others. By 412 Visigoths under Ataulph and Wallia held Aquitaine and Narbonensis, and Burgundians under Gundichaire stretched along Saône, Rhône and Swiss valleys.

In 451 Attila’s Huns poured into Gaul, bringing Goths, Gepids, Alans and Franks; Aetius mustered Romans, Gauls, Visigoths, Burgundians, Franks, Saxons and Britons. Orleans, held by Bishop Anianus, wavered; he pleaded, "If you are not here today, my son, it will be too late." Gates swung wide, plunder began, captives were allotted, when Aetius, Theodoric and Thorismund charged in, turned the street fight and drove Attila off on 14 June. Outside undefended Troyes Bishop Lupus begged mercy; Attila said, "Walk with me to the Rhine, then go free." Near Châlons his priests prophesied victory dear; Theodoric died, the slaughter was vast, the Huns withdrew.

Field of Châlons expelled the invaders and was the last Roman success in Gaul, though gained for German allies; twenty-four years later the Western empire died with Augustulus. By 480 Franks remained scattered between Rhine and Somme—groups at Cologne, Cambrai, Calais, Le Mans—so chronicles confuse their chiefs. Legends link Pharamond to Priam, hail Clodion as first "long-haired" king, invent exploits for Childeric, yet two points are sure: Salian Franks west of the Meuse, Ripuarian Franks on Moselle and Rhine. Meroveus ruled the Salians; his son Childeric of Tournay fathered Clovis, who rose to power in 481.

Clovis, barely sixteen, inherits the Salian Franks of Tournai. Five years later his ambition flares. He persuades his kinsman Ragnacaire of Cambrai, another Salian chief, to join him against Syagrius, “king of the Romans,” ruling Soissons. The allies win; Syagrius flees south to Alaric the Visigoth. Clovis seizes Soissons, then warns Alaric: “Send Syagrius back or expect war.” The cautious Goth surrenders the fugitive; Clovis has him quietly slain. Installed at Soissons, the young conqueror raids between Aisne and Loire, swelling lands, treasure, and fame. One foray into Rheims snatches a church hoard, including a vase “of marvellous size and beauty.

Bishop Remi sends a messenger, pleading for the vase. Clovis says, “Follow me to Soissons; if the lots grant it, you shall have it.” When the spoils lie before the host he asks, “Comrades, allow me this vase beyond my share.” Most reply, “King, all is yours.” A Frank cracks the rim with his axe and snarls, “You’ll get only what chance gives!” Clovis masks his anger, gives the relic to the bishop’s man, and waits. A year later he inspects arms, flings that soldier’s axe away, and as the man bends splits his skull: “Thus you struck the vase of Soissons!” The army quails.

Campaigning, Clovis seeks a bride and hears of Clotilde, niece of King Gondebaud, who killed her kin. He dispatches Aurelian disguised as a beggar with his ring. While she washes his feet he whispers, “Clovis, king of the Franks, would wed you; here’s his token.” She gives him gold and her own ring, saying, “Send envoys before Aridius returns.” Though robbed on the road, Aurelian reports success. Gondebaud consents; Frank envoys marry her by proxy and speed her north. She jumps from the carriage to ride faster. Aridius urges pursuit; Burgundians follow, yet Clotilde orders plunder of twelve leagues and cries, “Thank you, God—vengeance begins

Most scholars dismiss Fredegaire’s tale as romance, yet even critics admit its events mirror real power struggles. At the close of the fifth century, Clovis, still pagan, weighed marriage to Burgundian princess Clotilde, a Catholic amid Arian relatives. Bishops praised her relentlessly, hoping to win the daring Frank to orthodoxy, while Burgundian Arians fought to block the match. Masked missions, Aurelian’s guile, Aridius’s warnings, Gondebaud’s swings between menace and fear, and Clotilde’s fierce resolve reflected that hidden war; nothing in the intrigue exceeded the temper of barbarians or Gallo-Romans confronting the question that divided Christianity.

Clotilde soon bore a son; she baptized him over Clovis’s protest that wooden gods ruled creation. The child died, and the king growled, “Had he served my gods, he would live.” A second son received the same rite, sickened, then recovered, easing his doubt. In 496 the Alemanni burst across the Rhine; at Tolbiac the Franks faltered. Aurelian urged faith; Clovis cried, “Christ Jesus, give victory and I will be baptized.” The tide turned, the German king fell, and the vanquished pleaded, “Spare us; we are yours.” Clovis returned triumphant, bound by oath to the God who saved him.

Fearing backsliding, Clotilde summoned Bishop Remi. The prelate reasoned with Clovis, who said, “My warriors still trust their gods, but I will ask them.” When the host assembled, most cried, “We forsake the dead gods; lead us to the living God Remi proclaims!” Only three thousand rode off to Ragnacaire. Christmas 496 dawned on Rheims adorned with draperies and incense. Remi led the king amid hymns; at the font he commanded, “Lower your head, Sicambrian—adore what you burned, burn what you adored.” Clovis, his sisters Alboflede and Lantechilde, and three thousand warriors were baptized; Avitus and Pope Anastasius exulted.

Clovis basked in Catholic favor and, hearing that King Gondebaud had failed to reconcile Catholics and Arians at Lyons, judged the hour ripe. He fanned discord between Gondebaud and his brother Godegisile, won the latter, and stormed into Burgundy. Beaten at Dijon, Gondebaud raced to Avignon; Clovis laid siege. The desperate king cried to his Roman confidant Aridius, “Peril surrounds me; barbarians will destroy us!” Aridius answered, “Let me feign flight, join him, and save you—obey whatever I ask.” Assented, he told Clovis, “Most pious king, I abandon that wretch for you.” Gaining favor, he advised, “Spare the land; levy tribute.” Clovis consented, and Gondebaud paid.

With Burgundy tributary, Clovis eyed Alaric II of Aquitania. The king was Arian, his bishops Catholic; mistrust smoldered despite a conciliatory council at Agde and a feast of friendship on an island in the Loire arranged by Theodoric the Great. When Clovis recovered from a grave illness and heard that Visigoths hounded Bishop Quintian, he summoned his chiefs: “It displeases me that Arians hold any part of Gaul; let us seize that goodly land.” Cheers rose. Advancing through Tours he warned, “Take only grass and water.” A soldier stole hay; Clovis killed him, crying, “We lose victory if we anger St Martin.

In 507 the foes met on the plain of Vouille beside the Clain. Goths showered darts; Franks struck with steel. Clovis spurred forward, felled Alaric, and dodged two pikes thanks to breastplate and horse. Leaderless Goths scattered. Clovis wintered in Bordeaux, seized Toulouse and its treasure, then invested Carcassonne. Meanwhile his son Theodoric crossed Gaul to join Gondebaud, but a host sent by Theodoric the Great checked them; the king raised the siege, took Angouleme, and halted at Tours. Britons offered homage. Emperor Anastasius granted Patrician and Consul; clad in purple, Clovis scattered gold and chose Paris for his throne.

From Paris, Clovis cast his eye on free clans. He first tempted Cloderic: “Your father limps; when he dies, the throne and my friendship are yours.” Cloderic murdered Sigebert and showed the hidden gold; as he reached into the chest a Frankish axe split his skull. At Cologne Clovis declared, “Father and son are dead by unknown hands. I cannot spill family blood; choose my protection.” The Ripuarian Franks raised him on a shield. He captured Chararic, shaved him priest, the son deacon; when the youth spoke of green branches, heads fell. Ragnacaire, Riquier, and Rignomer soon followed. Clovis alone reigned over all Franks.

Later, among trusted men, he moaned, “Woe is me, a traveler among strangers with no kin!” Bishop Eleutherus of Tournai replied, “You have sinned and fear to speak.” The king confessed. After a night of prayer the bishop produced a parchment said to bear heaven’s script: “Pardon for royal crimes untold.” Clovis accepted and ladened the church with gifts. In 511 he convened thirty bishops at Orléans; their thirty-one canons tied altar to crown, and he signed them. On 27 November he died in Paris and was laid in St. Peter and Paul, the church built by Queen Clotilde.

In the opening and close of their line the Merovingians appear mediocre and obscure. Meroveus and Clodion hardly stand as historical, while the last wear the label of sluggards. Alone, Clovis, amid vice and blood, looms great enough to endure. Napoleon once sighed, “What trouble to take for half a page in universal history!” Twenty-eight Merovingian kings occupy the two hundred forty-one years from 511 to 752; average reign barely eight years. Only Clotaire I, Clotaire II, Dagobert I, Thierry IV, and Childeric III ever reunited the lands of Clovis; the rest inherit fragments created by repeated partitions.

At Clovis’s death, 511, Metz fell to Thierry, Orléans to Clodomir, Paris to Childebert, Soissons to Clotaire. When Clotaire alone survived, he briefly held all until 561, then left Paris to Charibert, Orléans-Burgundy to Gontran, Metz to Sigebert, Soissons to Childeric. Charibert’s death in 567 forged three realms: eastern Austrasia straddling the Rhine, western Gallo-Roman Neustria, and Burgundy. Paris remained neutral, locked unless all agreed. Clotaire II controlled all in 613; Dagobert kept unity till 638, after which Austrasia split from a Neustria-Burgundy pair. Southern Aquitania, Vasconia, Septimania, and Rhone mouths, distant and coveted, clung to restless freedom amid escalating chaos.

In 524 Clodomir died in war, leaving three sons with Queen Clotilde at Paris. Childebert warned his brother, “Mother will grant them the realm; come, shear or kill them.” Clotaire hurried over. Pretending to seat the boys on the throne, the uncles summoned them; Clotilde, joyful, sent them. Envoy Arcadius brought shears and a sword, asking, “Glorious queen, shall they live shorn or die?” She answered in anguish, “If uncrowned, better dead than shorn.” Clotaire knifed the elder; the younger clutched Childebert crying, “Aid me!” Tears changed nothing; Clotaire killed him too. Clotilde buried the princes; Clodoald fled, became monk, and Orléans was shared.

King Clodomir was as callous as the fate he earned. In 523 he and his brothers seized Sigismund of Burgundy, his queen and sons at Orléans. A year later, before marching, Abbot Avitus warned, “Spare them, and God grants victory; slay them, and you, your wife and sons will share their doom.” Clodomir scoffed: “Folly to leave an enemy behind. Kill one, the other falls easier.” He dumped the captives down a well, advanced, won, yet fell into an ambush, his head raised on a pike. The Franks prevailed, but widow Guntheuque married Clotaire, and Clodomir’s sons Theobald and Gonthaire died under their uncle’s hunting-knife.

In 528 Theodoric of Metz summoned the Franks. “Remember how the Thuringians butchered our kin—hostages hanged by thigh sinews, two hundred girls torn by horses, others crushed beneath wagons. Hermannfroi still mocks his pledge; right is ours. With God, march!” Outraged warriors clamored for war, crossed the Rhine, conquered Thuringia and set it under Frankish rule. While the kings lingered, Theodoric plotted against his brother. He stretched a curtain across a chamber and hid men behind it, but their feet showed. Forewarned, Clotaire entered with escorts. Caught, Theodoric offered excuses, gifted a dish, then sent his son Theodebert to reclaim it, boasting of his tricks.

Plunder filled Merovingian hearts even in peace; taxes, raids, and church lootings fed their feasts. When Chilperic of Neustria betrothed his daughter Rigonthe to Visigoth prince Recared, he dragged families from lands to serve her train. Some wept and hanged themselves to avoid exile, and pressed nobles drafted wills as if dead. At the hand-over Chilperic piled treasure before the Goths; Queen Fredegonde added more, boasting, “None of this touches public treasure. It springs from my toil and your gifts.” Fifty wagons groaned under gold. Leaving Paris an axle snapped; fifty men bolted with horses and plate, and each town on the route paid levies.

After brutal grandeur came sudden sorrow. Young Dagobert fell sick; as he rallied, his brother Chlodebert sank. Their mother Fredegonde, pierced by late remorse, cried to Chilperic, “Divine mercy endured our crimes; fevers warned us, we changed nothing, now our sons perish. We heap cursed treasure while the poor weep. Bring the rolls; let us burn them and be content with Clotaire’s measure.” She hurled the lists into the fire, insisting, “If we lose our children, at least flee eternal doom.” Chilperic obeyed, stopped the levies, yet the younger died. They buried him at St-Denis, Chlodebert at Soissons, then rained alms on churches and beggars.

Such flashes of repentance flickered amid unchecked passion. Barbaric souls, driven by impulse, ignored every law: polygamy thrived even among baptized kings, and bishops, while condemning, endured it. Clotaire cherished Ingonde until she pleaded, “My lord, find my sister Aregonde a worthy, wealthy husband.” Desire seized him; he rode to her villa, married her himself, and returned bragging, “None proved fitter than me.” Ingonde bowed, “Do what seems good; only keep your servant in favor.” Charibert of Paris deserted Ingoberge for the wool-worker’s daughters Meroflede and Marcovive and the shepherd’s child Theudoehilde, earning excommunication. Chilperic took Spanish Galsuinthe, then had her strangled and wed Fredegonde.

Amid treason and poison—eight Merovingian heirs fell by blade or secret draught—three rulers shone less dark. Theodebert of Austrasia, once secure upon his throne, “ruled with justice, honored bishops, aided churches, fed the poor, and freely remitted tribute.” Gontran of Burgundy, though sometimes violent or weak, leaned toward moderation; in 587 at Andelot he and his nephew Childebert sealed peace: “Whatever gifts the kings grant to churches or lieges shall stand irrevocable; no man shall suffer loss of what is his; lieges may cross both realms unbarred; whoever breaks the pact forfeits all advantage.” Dagobert later united the whole realm in similar temper.

Fredegonde, peasant-born near Montdidier, entered Queen Audovere’s train, won King Chilperic’s heart, and cleared her path. Audovere, declared unlawfully wed, vanished to a convent; Galsuinthe, new Visigoth bride, was soon found strangled, and Fredegonde became queen, earning Brunehaut’s undying wrath for her sister’s murder. War flared between Chilperic and Brunehaut’s husband, Sigebert; in mid-victory Sigebert fell beneath the knives of two assassins sent by Fredegonde, his army scattered, Brunehaut captured yet spared by cathedral asylum. At Rouen Chilperic’s son Merovee secretly married the grieving beauty; bishop Praetextatus blessed them. Fredegonde caged, shorn, hounded Merovee, until, despairing capture, he ordered a loyal servant to kill him.

Chilperic’s other son Clovis, blamed for sorcery that stole three of Fredegonde’s infants, lay in chains and soon felt the dagger; his mother Audovere was strangled in her cell. Fredegonde, seeking comfort through blood, feared exposure of her affair with the officer Landry. Returning from the hunt in 584, Chilperic took two fatal thrusts; onlookers shouted, "Treason! 'tis the hand of the Austrasian Childebert against our lord the king!" yet the plot was hers alone. She ruled as guardian to her infant, Clotaire, sometimes shielding him, sometimes risking him amid fresh intrigues. In Paris, 597, the queen died peacefully, leaving Clotaire II to inherit all.

Brunehaut, Visigoth princess ruling Austrasia, revived Roman roads, bridges, charity, and letters, so her causeways and alms bore her name, yet the Leudes raged against her. When Ursion and Bertfried advanced on her ally Duke Lupus, she rode between the spears and cried, "Stay, warriors; harm not the innocent; do not desolate the country!" Ursion retorted, "Back, woman; your son reigns, not you—back, or be trampled!" She averted battle, but decades of conflict wore on. In 614 Clotaire II captured the eighty-year-old queen, flaunted her on a camel, then tied hair, arm, and foot to a wild horse that tore her limb from limb.

With Brunehaut executed and Clotaire II dead, gloom lifts slightly, yet blood flows. Dagobert I, heir of Chilperic and Fredegonde, first yields Aquitaine to his brother Charibert, then in 631 storms back, seizes the treasure, and lets young Chilperic be murdered. He welcomes nine thousand exiled Bulgarians beyond the Rhine, but, unable to feed them, orders a night-long slaughter; barely seven hundred flee. Fredegaire exclaims, "Like Solomon, he was a slave to incontinence," keeping three queens and countless concubines. Lavish to St-Denis, he showers jewels and lands until, says the chronicler, "all the world stood amazed.

Yet Dagobert rules the reunited realms of Austrasia, Neustria, Burgundy, and, after Charibert’s death, Aquitaine with rare steadiness. Guided by Pepin of Landen, Arnoul, Eligius, and Andoenus, he rides from Langres to Sens, hears complaints, and, says Fredegaire, renders justice "to rich and poor alike," snatching little sleep. He commissions new digests for Alemannian and Bavarian laws and crowns the churches with Eligius’s golden marvels. Unlike earlier kings yoked by greedy leudes, he commands them. In 530 Theodoric lured fractious Franks: "Follow me, and gold, flocks, and slaves are yours." In 555 Clotaire begged, "Hold, we have no right!" but was dragged to ruinous war.

Dagobert, dying in 638, leaves a line of twelve shadow-kings—Sigebert, two Clovis, two Childeric, one Clotaire, two Dagobert, one Childebert, one Chilperic, and two Thierry—who wear the crown while doing nothing. The realm still rumbles with new needs, and the people turn to the mayors of the palace. Some, born inside the royal household, guard the throne; others, chosen by landholding leudes, shield the nobles against royal incapacity. Neustrian mayors lean toward the crown, Austrasian toward the warriors. Power see-saws until 687, when on the Somme at Testry, Pepin of Heristal, Austrasia’s duke and mayor, crushes Neustrian Bertaire, and another dynasty quickens.

On both banks of the Rhine the Franks battled Thuringians, Bavarians, Allemannians, Frisons, Saxons, while fresh Avars, Tartars, Bulgarians, Slavons and Lombards flowed west from Asia. When the Lombards stormed the Alps, the Franks met them on the frontier and in Italy, shouting, “We defend the West!” After Ebroin’s fall and Testry, rule moved to Austrasia and the vast estates of Pepin. Pepin of Heristal, duke yet never king, mastered tribes beyond the Rhine, revived the March parades and aided zealous missionaries who raised Utrecht, Mayence, Worms and other sees. St. Lievin still cried, “I bring you peace; your barbarism crowns my martyrdom.

Pepin died in 714 and, doting on Plectrude and a baby grandson, named tiny Theodoald heir, slighting his adult sons by Alpaïde, Charles and Childebrand. Plectrude caged Charles in Cologne, yet in 715 the Austrasian warriors burst in, released him, proclaimed him Duke. He routed King Chilperic II and Mayor Ragenfried at Cambrai and Soissons, drove them to Paris, then, a measured victor, made peace with Plectrude and set up phantom king Clotaire IV while he kept the modest ducal title. Secure, he crossed the Rhine, scourged Frisons and Saxons, levied tribute and shoved the frontier deeper into their forests.

In 719, at Soissons, Charles faced Neustrian ranks stiffened by Duke Eudes of Aquitania and toppled them once more. Eudes fled south with King Chilperic II and the royal hoard; Charles followed to the Loire and warned, “Surrender Chilperic and his treasure, or I will lay Aquitania waste.” The duke yielded. Charles, satisfied, kept Chilperic in splendor until the weakling died, then pulled another Merovingian from the cloister, Theodoric IV, and left him the empty crown for seventeen years while he himself guarded the realm. Binding Aquitania to him, Charles had yet to learn what fiercer foes soon gathered.

Early in the eighth century fifty thousand Arab horsemen swept from Africa through Spain, crossed the Pyrenees, and plundered Gaul. On campaign the general also served as priest, leading prayers. Before one battle an officer reminded Moussaben-Nossair to invoke the Khalif; he replied, “No other name belongs here but that of the Most High.” Recalled, he met Abdelmelek. The Khalif asked, “What of these Frandj?” Moussa answered, “They are numerous and well-supplied, bold in assault, timid in misfortune.” Abdelmelek pressed, “How went the war—favorable or contrary?” “Contrary? By Allah and the Prophet, never! My army never broke; my men followed me forty against fourscore.

In 719 El-Haur seized Narbonne and marched on Toulouse. Duke Eudes raced from Bordeaux, raising fighters from Pyrenees to Loire. Before battle the new Arab chief El-Samah cried, “Have ye no fear of this multitude; if God be with us, who shall be against us?” Eudes stirred his troops with papal sponge relics, then charged. Aquitainian victory was crushing: El-Samah fell and the route was named Martyrs’ Causeway. Undaunted, Anbessa returned in 725, stormed Carcassonne, subdued Septimania, and crossed the Rhône. Eudes met him in Provence; the clash favored the Christians, Anbessa dying, yet the Arabs kept Narbonne and the province.

War now smoldered between Rhône and ocean. While Abdel-Rhaman, the fiercest of Spain’s emirs, armed for new raids, Charles of the Franks twice crossed the Loire in 731, ravaging Aquitaine and accusing Eudes of breaking their peace. Seeking aid, the duke allied with the Berber frontier commander Othman-ben-Abi-Nessa; he sealed the pact by giving his beautiful daughter Lampagie in marriage. When Abdel-Rhaman discovered the plot he swept over the Pyrenees. Abi-Nessa fled Livia with Lampagie, hid by a mountain waterfall, but Arab scouts closed in. Fighting, he fell beneath many lances; she was taken, so lovely that Abdel-Rhaman sent her to Damascus.

Abdel-Rhaman, mustering nearly seventy thousand adventurers, marched by Pampeluna, climbed the Port de Roncevaux, and poured through a single pass into Vasconia. Duke Eudes fought stubbornly but, bleeding from daily skirmishes, fell back to the Garonne; there Abdel-Rhaman forced the river, routed the Aquitanians—"God alone knows the number of those who fell"—stormed Bordeaux, and let his troops glut themselves on "topazes, jacinths, emeralds, and gold." Weighted with spoil, the host slowed. Eudes hurried to Charles, swore fealty, begged aid. Charles armed Franks, Burgundians, Gallo-Romans, Germans, hastened south; meanwhile the Arabs ravaged to the Loire, coveted Tours, and finally encamped between Vienne and Clain near Poitiers.

For seven uneasy days the armies eyed one another; on the dawn of the eighth, Abdel-Rhaman’s cavalry thundered forward. The Franks stood "like solid walls or icebergs," their long weapons bristling. While shield-lines held, a Frank band slipped into the Arab camp, either to seize treasure or strike the rear; horsemen wheeled back to save their plunder, confusion spread, and the melee turned. Abdel-Rhaman fell amid heaps of his men. Night ended the carnage. At first light Charles advanced again; the tents lay silent, deserted, booty strewn about—proof of a defeat the fugitives dared not acknowledge. They fled straight to Narbonne.

Charles, now hailed Martel, let Eudes restore Aquitania and pressed on to reforge the Frankish realm. In 733 he retook Lyons, Vienne, Valence, planted leudes, then faced revolt: patrician Maurontius of Arles called Youssouf’s Moors into Provence, and by 736 the invaders held the Rhone’s left bank. Martel struck back, beating them before Narbonne, firing Agde, Maguelonne, Nîmes, but a Saxon rising drew him north. Free again in 739, he stormed Avignon, Marseilles, Arles, hunted bands in Alpine woods, and bound southern Gaul into France. To reward warriors he seized church lands and sees; clerics warned, "Prince Charles burns in hell for robbing the saints.

Charles Martel, while seizing church lands for war, prized spiritual power. In 724 he aided St. Willibrord and St. Boniface, issuing a circular: “Know that Bishop Boniface is under our safeguard; wherever he travels let him dwell in peace, dispense justice, and suffer no harm.” Boniface later wrote: “Without the prince of the Franks I could neither lead the people nor forbid pagan rites.” In 741 Pope Gregory III’s envoys arrived with gifts and St. Peter’s keys, begging, “Let Charles and the Frankish armies come and save us.” Martel vowed to sway King Luitprand, sent abbots with presents, then died 22 October 741, leaving Pepin and Carloman, mayors only.

Rebellions flared the moment that strong hand was gone. Saxons, Bavarians, Allemannians rose in the north; Arabs of Septimania and Duke Hunald in the south tested the frontier; their half-brother Grippo schemed within. Yet Pepin and Carloman, schooled by their father, stayed united, beat back German tribes, pressed Aquitaine, and held the Arabs at bay. In 745 Hunald abdicated for the cloister; next year Carloman, seized by penitence, laid down his rule, received the tonsure from Pope Zachary, and entered Monte Cassino. Grippo died crossing the Alps. By 747 Pepin stood sole master of the Frankish realm, styling himself mayor and propping the puppet Childeric III.

Soon pretence grew useless. In 751 Pepin sent Bishop Burchard and Abbot Fulrad to Rome to ask Pope Zachary whether power or pedigree made a king. The answer came: “Better crown the man who rules.” In March 752 the assembly at Soissons hailed Pepin king of the Franks; Saint Boniface anointed him, while Childeric’s locks were shorn and he was shut in Saint-Omer. On 28 July 754 Pope Stephen II crossed the Alps, received Pepin’s pledge against the Lombards, anointed him anew at Saint-Denis, and blessed his sons Charles and Carloman. Papacy and Frankish throne stood bound together; young Charles would become Charlemagne.

Boniface surrendered the see to Lullus, saying, "My departure is near; put my winding-sheet with my books." He led priests into Frisian land, pitched a tent, and prepared the Lord's Supper. Warriors burst in. Servants raised weapons; he cried, "Hold, children! Return good for evil. The hour I desired has come; trust the Lord." The barbarians killed him and most companions. Christians recovered his body and a blood-stained book of Ambrose On the Blessing of Death. His martyrdom quickened Frisian conversion. He had also revived seven councils, 742-753; Pepin ratified their canons and at Leptines ordered confiscated church lands shared or returned.

Crowned king, Pepin turned south. In Septimania his troops swept the fields, then besieged Narbonne three years; quarrelling Arabs could not break the cordon. Christian Goths opened the gates, and in 759 the city fell to the Franks, who upheld Gothic law. Soliman at Gerona and Barcelona likewise submitted, Islam's advance checking. Aquitaine resisted longer. Duke Waifre bargained, found German allies, and inflamed local hatred. After nine harsh campaigns Pepin's agents won traitors; "Waifre was slain by his own folk," July 759, and southern Gaul was gained. In 753 he had taken Vannes, renewing Frankish claims on restless Brittany.

Pepin in 753 received Pope Stephen, fleeing Lombard king Astolphus and pleading for Frankish help. Because Zachary had crowned him, Pepin listened. Stephen offered to anoint him and his sons anew; twelve-year-old Charles welcomed the pontiff, who wintered at Saint-Denis. Astolphus refused to quit Ravenna or spare Rome, so the March assembly at Braine chose war. Pepin crossed the Alps in 754, smashed Lombard arms, then withdrew. Raids resumed; Stephen’s letter, signed "Peter the Apostle—come and I will fight for you," roused the Franks to return, cage Astolphus in Pavia, demand tribute and the exarchate, and grant the conquest to the Papacy, birthing its power.

Pepin, mayor from 741 and king since 752, perfected his father Charles Martel’s work, left France united, and died at Saint-Denis on 18 September 768. Still he repeated the old mistake: dividing the realm between sons Charles and Carloman. Aquitaine soon rebelled; the brothers marched, but jealous Carloman withdrew his men, forcing Charles to crush Duke Hunald alone. Queen Bertha patched peace, yet in 771 Carloman died. Lay and ecclesiastic grandees met at Corbeny and acclaimed Charles sole ruler; Carloman’s widow fled with her boys to King Didier. Charles calmly let them go and began the reign later hailed as Charlemagne.

Charles sought greatness as soldier, lawgiver, and patron of learning, drawing minds to his side. From 769 to 813 he led fifty-three campaigns: thirty-one in the north against Saxons, Frisians, Bavarians, Avars, Slavs, Danes; five in Italy, twelve against Arabs in Spain and isles, two against Greeks, three in Gaul. The hardest were in Saxony. Under Merovingians the Saxons had ravaged Austrasia; Pepin drove them back and secured yearly tribute of three hundred horses. In 772 Charles gathered the host at Worms, stormed Saxony, seized Ehresburg, uprooted the Irminsul; next year enraged Saxons burned Fritzlar, and the struggle became a crusade of Christianity versus gods.

Thirty years of strife burned between Charlemagne and the Saxons. He deemed conquest the shield against their raids and baptism the chain to lock it; they defended their gods. Wherever he rode he raised castles and churches, left garrisons; when he withdrew, Saxons stormed back, tore walls, butchered defenders. Into this fury strode St. Liebwin, cross in hand before the Weser gathering: "Your idols are deaf wood. A prince will sweep in, burn homes, seize wives and children." Spears rose until chief Buto cried, "We honor envoys from men; will you slay one of God?" The crowd cooled, and the priest walked away unharmed.

Charlemagne exploited Saxon disunity. Eastphalians, Westphalians, Angrians and North-Albingians followed separate chiefs, so he struck each band in turn, wooing the timid, crushing the stubborn. In 777 he called them to Paderborn, ringed the field with Franks, took oaths and baptisms he knew were hollow. Only Wittikind, Dane-allied wanderer, stayed away. While the baptized bent, he raided to the Rhine, torching towns from Duitz to the Moselle, vowing vengeance not plunder. Three grinding years passed. In 782 his ambush on the Weser slew two Frankish generals and many nobles. Charlemagne answered at Werden, beheading four thousand five hundred captives in one day.

Blood still called for blood, yet Charlemagne repeated, "Saxony must be christianized or wiped out." Stationed at Ehresburg in 785, he scoured the land through winter, then sent Saxon envoys beyond the Elbe offering pardon. Wittikind and Abbio demanded hostages, received them, crossed the frontier, knelt at Attigny, and were baptized. The king spared them, naming Wittikind duke but with no sovereign rights. The former rebel kept faith, fought for the Franks, and fell in battle in 807, his tomb at Ratisbonne. Sporadic uprisings were crushed, tribes transplanted, colonists settled, and Saxony became a piece of the Frankish realm, shielding the West from eastern tides.

While Charlemagne battled Saxons, Lombardy flared again. King Didier besieged Rome, and Pope Adrian sent riders who tracked the Frankish king to Thionville. Charlemagne, bound by his father’s gift to the Papacy and angered by Didier’s harboring of Carloman’s heirs and the spurned princess Désirée, first tried diplomacy, then summoned the Franks at Geneva in 773. Two forces rolled across the Alps, one over St-Bernard, one—led by Charlemagne—over Mont Cenis. Lombard barricades broke when the first army appeared behind them. Counts and cities yielded; Didier fled, bolting himself inside iron-walled Pavia, where the Frankish host closed in.

A monk of St. Gall recalls Didier and Ogier the Dane on a tower watching. Siege engines came first. “Is Charles there?” asked Didier. “Not yet,” said Ogier. Soldiers poured in. “Then he’s amid them.” “No, later.” Priests and counts followed; Didier moaned, “Let us hide underground.” Ogier warned, “When crops shake and the Po runs black with steel, then he comes.” A dark cloud loomed; suddenly the emperor rode up, iron from helm to spur, a legion of shining doubles behind him. Pavia held out, so Charles encircled it, spent Christmas with Queen Hildegarde, then near Easter 774 rode to Rome.

On Holy Saturday 774 Charlemagne neared Rome; magistrates and children greeted him, and at the gate the cross appeared. He dismounted, climbed St Peter’s steps on foot, crossing himself at each, and Adrian received him while voices sang, “Blessed be he that cometh in the name of the Lord!” After visiting all basilicas and praying at St Maria Maggiore, he confirmed Pepin’s territorial gift and added fresh Lombard lands. Adrian handed him canons dedicated, “Pope Adrian to his most excellent son Charlemagne, king,” and counseled the title “King of the Franks and Lombards.” Charlemagne agreed, later crowning Pepin king of Italy, then captured Pavia and exiled King Didier.

Rome’s pageantry sharpened Charlemagne’s taste for grandeur and stirred new resolve. He returned north bent on crushing Saxony and spreading Frankish Christianity. In 777 he gathered a general assembly at Paderborn; the Saxon chief Wittikind stayed away, but the Saracen Ibn-al-Arabi arrived from Spain, offering himself and the towns entrusted to him. Charlemagne embraced the offer. When spring 778 came he led Austrasians, Neustrians, Burgundians, and Germans through Roncesvalles toward Pampeluna while Duke Bernard guided Provençals, Septimanians, and Lombards by the eastern passes; both columns were to join at Saragossa. Duke Lupus of Aquitaine reluctantly renewed fealty; the march passed unopposed, and Pampeluna yielded.

At Saragossa resistance stiffened; Arab rivals united, harassed the camp, famine and sickness spread, and rumors of fresh Saxon revolt reached the king. The garrison proposed terms: gold, hostages, and homage if the siege were lifted. Charlemagne accepted and withdrew. Re-passing Pampeluna, he levelled its walls “so that that city might not be able to revolt,” then entered the forested defile of Roncesvalles. The vanguard crossed safely, but Basques hidden on the heights swooped on the baggage and rear guard, hurling men into the valley. Roland, Anselm, and Eginhard the butler fell with every comrade; night covered the victors’ flight, and vengeance proved impossible.

Folk song kept Roncesvalles alive after chronicles fell silent. The Song of Roland, rugged, became France’s anthem; William’s host at Hastings roared it “to prepare themselves for victory or death.” Roland, Oliver, and Archbishop Turpin remained living ideals. Charlemagne grasped the disaster’s weight: he hanged Duke Lupus, chastened his heirs, and remade Aquitaine a “special kingdom” meant to cage the Andalusian Arabs south of the Ebro. Queen Hildegarde bore him Louis; in 781 Pope Adrian anointed four-year-old Pepin king of Italy and three-year-old Louis king of Aquitaine. Carried in cradle to the Loire, then armored and set astride a pony, the boy entered his realm.

Charlemagne welded his realm: Saxons and Huns were driven east, Saracens chased to Corsica, Austrasia, Neustria, and Burgundy fused, Aix-la-Chapelle rose as capital, Roland guarded subdued Armorica. Missionaries prospered; the Pope relied on his mailed right hand; Constantinople and Bagdad sent gifts; kings whispered his name with fear. In 799 Rome flared: conspirators tore out Pope Leo III’s eyes and tongue, yet he slipped to Duke Winigisius of Spoleto and hastened to Paderborn. Charlemagne greeted him with honor; Leo soon returned to Rome under Frankish protection while the king wintered at Aix and, in August 800, told the assembly he would follow.

He crossed the Alps and reached Rome on 23 November 800, where Leo embraced him. Next day on St. Peter’s steps the pontiff led him amid cheers. While charges against Leo were heard, monks from Jerusalem delivered the Holy Sepulchre’s keys and a sacred banner. At mass on 25 December Charles knelt; Leo crowned him. The crowd cried, “Long life and victory to Charles Augustus, crowned by God, great and pacific emperor of the Romans!” The Pope bowed. Casting off patrician rank, Charles accepted Emperor and Augustus, professed surprise, soothed Eastern jealousy by calling them “brother”, and believed the empire reborn. How would he rule the realm

A caution first attends the word government, now linked with national unity and smooth power. Modern revolutions swap crowns and constitutions yet leave untouched the intricate engine whose hierarchy fills every Almanac; what the book lists actually functions. Recreate such a roll for Charlemagne—dukes, counts, vicars, centeniers, sheriffs—and it becomes a vast fiction: offices scattered, impotent, disordered. The emperor strained to anchor them, momentarily checking chaos, but turbulence surged wherever his terrible will fell short and flared again once withdrawn. Three rival authorities—popular assemblies, landed lords, and king with leudes—coexisted without principle. Charlemagne alone forged monarchy; once gone, its shadow vanished.

Having halted fresh barbarian raids by permanent conquest, he turned inward to replace Roman ruin and blind barbaric force with order. In distant provinces his rule worked through two local ranks. First stood dukes, counts, vicars, centeniers and scabini, residents appointed to raise troops, judge disputes, keep peace, gather taxes. Second came beneficiaries, vassals granted lands as life holdings or favors; half their voice was personal, half imperial, their status shifting with circumstance yet bound to him for commands. Above both ranged the missi dominici[12], roving commissioners who entered free or benefice lands, corrected abuses, inspected everything, and carried exact reports to the master.

In the center, power gathered at great March and May assemblies; from 776 to 813 thirty-five met at Worms, Paderborn, Aix and other Rhine towns. Adalbert’s treatise, saved by Hincmar, recalls: “It was the custom to hold two assemblies every year… fragments of law called capitula, drawn up by the king, were submitted.” Attendance felt burdensome, so he always supplied motive and kept initiative. Debate lasted days; “After having received these communications, they deliberated… messengers went and returned… no stranger entered… the great prince adopted a resolution which all obeyed.” Thus, says the record, “with God’s help, all necessities were regulated.

In the thick of the throng, the prince welcomed gifts, greeted the notable, consoled elders, joked with youths, and treated churchmen and laymen alike. Assemblies met under the sky when weather allowed, otherwise in separate halls where bishops, abbots, and clerics sat apart from counts and nobles. Once withdrawn from the crowd, they might confer together or alone, summon food, question witnesses, then return them. The king entered at their wish, heard every dispute, and set matters for debate. Next he questioned each envoy about his district, ordering inquiry at home and abroad into riots, revolts, threats, and the causes of every danger.

Charlemagne dominates the scene; he alone convenes the nation, asks questions, proposes laws, approves or rejects them. His mind, clear and audacious, seeks light from the people yet keeps all power in hand; no grand freedom blooms, for the crowd does not rule, he does. In a vast, bruised realm rising from Roman ruins and barbaric blows, scattered forces clash without sense. A single great man appears, grasps the helm, subdues chaos, and the people gladly follow substance over shadow. For forty-six years his sword and will shield the realm from invasion without and anarchy within; conqueror and despot, yet prudent, able, and magnificent.

From 152 Carlovingian capitularies, sixty-five bear his hand, a medley of eleven hundred fifty-one clauses: moral, political, penal, civil, religious, canonical, domestic, incidental. They include renewed tribal codes, council canons, instructions to envoys, questions for bishops, verdicts, pardons, even private reminders. Some counsel rather than command: “Covetousness is the root of all evil,” and “Hospitality must be practised.” Others fix grain prices, forbid alms to idlers—“If such mendicants be met… give them nothing”—or police the palace: anyone hiding a criminal must haul him to the stake. Spiritual warnings echo too: “Beware false martyrs,” “God is adored in all tongues.

Charlemagne’s lawmaking appears as flashes of a tireless spirit: sixty-five scattered capitularies, only thirteen before his imperial crowning, the rest between 801 and 804, all hammered out by a ruler who must act, see, decide everywhere. He turned the same vigor toward mind and gathered rare intellects around him. Alcuin directed the palace circle and cried, “If your zeal were copied, a new Athens of Christ would rise in France.” Eginhard, Angilbert, Leidrade, Agobard, Theodulph and others advised, negotiated, or taught, calling themselves Homer, Pindar, Flaeens; the emperor, pleased, answered as David, while young Eginhard chose Bezaleel.

He loved learning for its own savor. He read Latin, understood Greek, struggled to shape fair letters, ordered the first German grammar, and rescued ancient German songs. He christened the months afresh and gave the winds twelve new names. Studying the sky, he wrote Alcuin: “What of this Mars hidden by the Sun—course, miracle, or delay of two years?” He guided the Frankfort council toward moderate judgment on images. “Ah,” he sighed, “if only I had a dozen clerics like Jerome and Augustine!” He founded episcopal and monastic schools, insisting serfs’ and freemen’s sons sit together learning grammar, music, arithmetic.

At Aix-la-Chapelle he pursued splendor: a basilica glittered, the palace rose, Italian cantors filled the air, while outside he hunted, rode, and reveled in springs. A masterful swimmer, he summoned sons, nobles, even guards, so more than a hundred sometimes plunged beside him. Age tempered neither habit nor forethought; he brooded on death with iron calm, revising his testament before friends. He divided his treasures into three lots: twenty-one shares for the metropolitan churches; the third kept until his last breath, then quartered—again for the churches, his descendants, the poor, and palace servants. His books would be sold, the money given to the needy.

In 813, after ordering five provincial councils for church reform, Charlemagne gathered bishops, abbots, counts, nobles, and commons at Aix-la-Chapelle, proposed that his surviving son Louis become co-emperor; all agreed, declaring, “It is very expedient and pleasing to the people.” On Sunday, August, father and son entered the cathedral; Charlemagne set a second crown on the altar, exhorted Louis to honor God, Church, family, and realm, asked his resolve; Louis answered yes, lifted the crown and placed it on his own head. Cheers rang: “Long live the emperor Louis!” Charlemagne proclaimed joint rule and prayed, “Blessed be Thou, O Lord God…”.

Louis departed for Aquitaine, never to see his father again. Charlemagne hunted that autumn in Ardenne, but in January 814 a fierce fever struck. Trusting his customary cure, he fasted, sipping water rarely; pleurisy followed, yet he persisted in abstinence. On the seventh day, after receiving communion, he died about nine in the morning, Saturday, 28 January 814, aged seventy-one. Washed and robed, he was laid in the church he had built, beneath a gilded arcade inscribed: “Here rests Charles, great and orthodox emperor, who gloriously enlarged and happily ruled the Franks forty-seven years; he died 5 Kalends February 814.” His reign secured Christian frontiers, yet the revived empire vanished.

Between 814 and 987 thirteen Carlovingians inherited solid frontiers but a shattered imperial unity. Invasions kept returning; the Northmen were the worst threat Charlemagne had predicted. While dining in a Narbonnese port, he saw slim ships; some guests guessed Jewish, African, or British traders, yet he shouted, “Those hulls carry ruthless foes, not goods.” Warriors hurried out, but the pirates, fearing “Charles the Hammer,” flew off. From a window he wept and told his nobles, “Know ye why I weep? I fear no harm for myself, but grieve that pirates brush these shores and the ruin they will pour on my descendants and their people.

Forty-seven recorded descents of Norwegian, Danish, Swedish, and Irish pirates darkened ninth- and tenth-century France, and countless smaller raids went unnoted. “From the Scheldt to the Seine to the Loire the Northmen climbed their natural ladder,” remarks Fauriel; in 844 they shot up the Garonne, seized vast spoils, burned Saintes the next year, reached Limoges in 846. Bordeaux repelled them once, yet in 848 Jews opened the gates, and the city blazed. Tours, Rouen, Angers, Orleans, Meaux, Toulouse, Bayeux, Evreux, Nantes, Beauvais fell likewise. Abbeys near Paris were stripped, their abbot ransomed. Populations fled; lords bargained; Charles the Bald shrugged, “Each must defend himself.

Among later onslaughts three stand out; first blazed Hastings, veteran sea-wolf and tutor of young Bjoern Ironside. After ravaging coasts he sailed south, mistook a Tuscan city for Rome, feigned mortal illness, asked baptism, then sprang from his coffin mid-mass, sword aloft; priests fell, treasure filled his holds, and he sped back to France. Terror preceded him into Poitou, Anjou, Brittany, the Seine valley. He looted Jumieges, Saint-Vaudrille, Saint-Evroul, seized Chartres, and menaced Paris. While Renaud’s magnates urged battle, Charles the Bald preferred tribute; the abbot of Saint-Denis bargained, and Hastings accepted baptism, gifts, and the county of Chartres. Bjoern sailed away and perished.

In 885 the sea-kings marshaled an assault on Paris. Rollo steered one host to Rouen, Siegfried another along the Seine; Rouen fell, and Rollo advanced. Duke Renaud posted troops on the Eure and dispatched Hastings to parley. “Warriors, whence come you, what seek you, who commands you?” asked Hastings. Rollo replied, “We are Danes; each is master. We mean to drive out these folk and hold the land. We yield to none.” Hastings returned uneasy. Count Thibault warned, “The king plans your death for blood you spilled; guard yourself.” Alarmed, Hastings sold Chartres to Thibault, loaded his wealth, and slipped back to the ships.

On 25 November 885 seven hundred ships carrying thirty thousand Northmen filled two leagues of the Seine and closed on Paris. They met walls and rebuilt ramparts. Chieftain Siegfried asked to meet Bishop Gozlin alone. “Take pity on yourself and your flock,” he urged. “Let us pass; we will spare the city and protect your goods and Count Eudes’.” The bishop replied, “The emperor gave us these walls for the kingdom’s safety. In your place would you yield?” “If I ever do,” Siegfried vowed, “may dogs gnaw my head. Refuse, and arrows and famine will press you year after year.” Gozlin refused, Eudes supporting him.

The siege lasted thirteen months, shifting between assaults and blockade. Gozlin died, yet his men held. Eudes slipped out, begged help, then galloped back from Montmartre with three battalions, hacking through the stunned besiegers. In November 886 Charles the Fat arrived “with a great army of all nations” and purchased the enemy’s retreat, granting them winter quarters in Burgundy. Next year German magnates deposed him; Arnulf took the empire, Eudes was chosen king at Compiègne. Meanwhile Guy, Boso, and Rodolph snatched crowns of their own, and the child Charles—later called the Simple—waited unnoticed and quiet.

Rollo, shrewder than raiders before him, spared Rouen, released captives for ransom, yet plundered France and fought Eudes. After Eudes fell in 898, Charles the Simple faced him alone and in 911 sent Archbishop Franco to bargain: baptism, vassal oath, marriage with Gisla, and lands in Neustria. At Saint-Clair-sur-Epte Charles, Duke Robert, and Rollo haggled; the Northman demanded Breton strips and homage from Berenger and Alan. Bishops ordered him to kiss the royal foot. “Never will I bend the knee or kiss any foot,” he snorted. A warrior hoisted Charles’s leg, toppled him, and laughter rose. The treaty forged Normandy and turned wolves into settlers.

Saracen bands haunted Aquitania, Septimania, Provence; their galleys darted along the Mediterranean and up the Rhone, striking Aigues-Mortes, Marseilles, Arles, Camargue, then sometimes Dauphiné, Rouergue, Limousin, Saintonge. In the Cévennes people built refuge towers whose ruins still cling to the crags. Raids were brief; once laden the robbers hurried home across Pyrenees or sea, preferring warm skies to northern toil. Creed deepened the divide, and refugee Goths, Franks on the Ebro, and southern Gauls held them back. From 910 to 954 new Hungarian horsemen ravaged Alsace, Lorraine, Burgundy, Provence, even Aquitaine, but the surge soon ebbed. Charlemagne’s first aim—secure frontiers—stood fulfilled; France existed.

Louis, devout yet irresolute, pleased Aquitaine but, once emperor, imposed monastic court rules, eased Saxon burdens, and sent commissioners to hear wrongs. In 817 he assembled the realm at Aix-la-Chapelle, declaring, "No one, nor I, thinks the unity God preserved should be broken," yet he crowned nineteen-year-old Lothaire co-emperor, made Pepin king of Aquitaine and Louis king of Bavaria, both owing yearly homage. The fabric now depended on a feeble will. Proof came when, in 816, Pope Stephen IV entered France: Louis rushed outside Rheims, fell prone, and rose only at the pontiff’s touch, while Franks recalled Charlemagne standing unbowed.

Basques revolt in Aquitaine, Bernard rebels in Italy; Louis crushes both. Harsher trouble erupts in Brittany, where clans crown Morvan in 818 and raid Frankish marches. At Aix-la-Chapelle Count Lantbert reports; monk Ditcar is sent. He rides through bog and thicket to the stockade, hails the hall, and praises imperial power. Morvan listens. His wife strolls in, kissing him: “O pride of Britons, peace or war?” He dismisses her: “See to women’s work.” Next dawn, Ditcar seeks an answer. Still muzzy with wine, the chief declares, “Tell Louis my land was never his. Let him rule Franks; I rule Britons. If he comes, I’ll fight.

Louis gathers Alemanni, Saxons, Thuringians, Burgundians, Aquitanians and marches toward Vannes, leaving the empress at Angers. The host enters Brittany, meeting deserted fields yet skirmishers in every thicket, their sharp cries ringing through the heather. At the forest round Morvan’s hall the king arms, orders, “Guard the house; today these javelins will drip Frankish blood,” and rides off. Britons waver before the broad Frankish line; Morvan, furious, gallops, hails a foe, “Here’s my long-kept gift!” His spear glances; the Frank answers, “Take mine,” and kills him, then falls too. Ditcar washes the severed head; word races. The widow yields, and Brittany is taxed.

Reaching Angers, Louis found Empress Hermengarde dying; two days later she lay dead. Heartbroken, he spoke of abdication, but counsellors steered him to remarriage. Judith of Bavaria—young, clever, ambitious—won his hand, bore Charles in 823, and roused suspicion in his elder kings, Lothaire, Pepin, and Louis. Earlier, the emperor’s public penance at Attigny had shown his weakness. In 829 Judith’s pleas moved him to strip Burgundy and Alemannia from the brothers for Charles. They revolted. Bernard of Septimania, his imperious favorite, and rumors of intrigue with Judith stiffened opposition; clergy seized Judith, Louis yielded at Compiègne, and a decree hailed Lothaire emperor.

Jealous brothers soon quarreled; pity and rivalries sparked reaction. Nimeguen revoked Compiègne and restored Louis. Pepin rose; armies met on Champ rouge, desertion emptied his lines. “I will not have any man lose life or limb for me,” Louis said, dismissed his escort, surrendered. Lothaire took the throne, Louis donned a gray robe at Soissons. Assemblies at St-Denis and Thionville in 834 reinstated him. Pepin died 838. Worms 839 split the realm between Lothaire and Charles, angering Louis of Bavaria. Marching east, fever-stricken Louis died at Ingelheim 840, pardoned Louis, sent crown and sword to Lothaire, and begged protection for Charles and Judith.

Louis the Pious died unsure whether Lothaire and Louis of Bavaria would keep his pardon. They did not. Lothaire joined Pepin II of Aquitaine to strip Charles, while Aquitanians surrounded Poitiers, threatening Judith. Charles carried his mother off, then, through Judith’s ride to Bavaria, won Louis the Germanic’s aid. Chiefs who “had nothing to lose but life or limb” chose to fight. On 21 June 841 the brothers’ host faced Lothaire and Pepin near Fontenailles; four days they waited while a courtier hovered, promising both sides aid. Dawn, 25th: carnage spread; Charles and Louis triumphed. Angilbert cried, “Accursed be this day… eye never saw blood

Lothaire refused peace, touring the realm and promising Saxon tribes freedom to revive their gods, so many rallied. Charles and Louis countered by bringing armies to Argentaria near Strasbourg in February 842. Louis addressed his Germans: “You know how often Lothaire struck us. If I ever break the pledge I now swear, you are released from duty.” Charles gave the same words in Romance. Together they vowed, “For the love of God, for Christian people and our common weal, I will defend my brother and never plot with Lothaire against him.” Both hosts repeated the oath, then staged courteous war games of feigned flight and pursuit.

War proved fruitless; at Verdun the allies received messengers offering division. The brothers first debated on a Saône island in June 842, then, in August 843, gathered with arbiters at Verdun and sealed the split. Louis kept all his German lands and, west of the Rhine, Mainz, Worms, and Speyer. Lothaire, still Emperor, took the strip from Rhine and Alps to Meuse, Saône, and Rhône, plus the ground between Meuse and Scheldt and nearby counties. Charles received everything else: Vasconia, Septimania, the Spanish March, and the wide rest of Gaul. Aquitaine lost its special rule and became part of Charles’s single kingdom.

By the treaty of Verdun in 843, Charlemagne’s second grand design collapsed; the imperial title still glittered, yet the empire itself vanished, leaving three independent realms, one henceforth called France. The Roman revival had been a barbarian’s dream: Rome’s ancient senate, legions, and custom of absolute unity were gone, and Frankish warriors despised such bonds. Only fear of fresh invasions and the will of Charlemagne had briefly forged order; once he died in 814, unity died with him. Lothair, Louis the German, Charles the Bald, and their successors possessed learning, courage, or craft, yet none equalled him, and in 987 the Carlovingian line quietly fell.

After Charles the Fat’s death near century’s end, the fragile union shattered again: seven crowns—France, Navarre, Provence, Trans-juran Burgundy, Lorraine, Allemannia, and Italy—rose from the ruins of the western empire. Turning to France, the same fracture deepened. By the late ninth century twenty-nine provinces, snapped from the royal domain, stood as near-sovereign states; their governors, now styling themselves dukes, counts, marquises, or viscounts, wielded personal banners, courts, and swords. Though linked by scattered duties that would harden into feudal custom, each domain prized isolation above obedience; a central power had been sliced apart so that local lords might reign unchallenged.

By the century’s close, Provence had fused with Trans-juran Burgundy to form Arles, Italy clung to the German crown, Lorraine shrank to a disputed duchy; only four kingdoms survived, yet within France the knife kept working, multiplying the fiefs to fifty-five before the Capetians supplanted the Carlovingians. Two silent forces drove the drift: minds lacked any wide, binding vision beyond the Christian creed, and ancient Germanic freedoms, once curbed by Charlemagne, surged back. Roads were few, speech local, thought narrow; men cared for soil, kin, and retainers, not empire. Each landowner became chieftain of his own small country, and feudal France settled into place.

Landlordship hardened into freedom’s badge. War, judgment, and tax rights fused with the soil, whether free allod or granted benefice, and soon passed from father to son. Offices copied them. Charles the Bald’s capitulary of 877 declared, “If, after our death, a liege quits the world, he may leave his benefice and honor to a son or kinsman.” It added, “When a count dies, our son and the dead man’s kin shall hold the county until we invest the heir.” When Wilhelm and Engelschalk’s county went to Arbo, their heirs swore to regain it. By the tenth century fief and rule were hereditary.

Once fixed, the order faced unrelenting dislike. In every age the French masses treated the system as an enemy and cheered anyone who struck it. Suffering alone did not breed this loathing; other grim eras were remembered fondly. The true venom lay in power’s shape: a league of petty sovereigns, each wielding absolute authority over neighbours he could physically see. Their whims fell instantly, inequality constantly slapped the eye, and subjects lived amid their lord’s feuds, war’s smoke, privilege, and lawless command. A distant monarch or collegiate senate might dull tyranny; the nearby single lord made it raw and daily.

Among the masters themselves a different picture unfolded. Each baron owed duties to peers and suzerain, possessed rights of meeting, appeal, and resistance, and thus enjoyed honor, guarantees, and a sense of grandeur without unreachable pomp. Unlike eastern priest-kings or remote monarchs, he dined beside his vassals; the climb from servant to lord was short, and familiarity kept superiority in bounds. Personal service turned noble, household ties became pledges of faith, and the proud sentiment of fealty grew. Though the system oppressed the lowly, that interplay of proximity, custom, and mutual need finally armed the populace to seek freedom.

Amid scattered fortresses each lord drew strength solely from himself, guarding lands, extending them, keeping subjects obedient, punishing unruly vassals. Armed retinues watched rights, trusting courage and fame more than any shield; life resembled ceaseless peril rather than settled order, yet energy and pride stayed sharp, and from that harsh soil a broader, regulated society germinated. As centuries rolled from barbarian invasions to the fall of the Carlovingians, feudalism slowly hardened, denying liberty one hour, order the next, the only structure chaos would tolerate. Once fixed, it met attack: commons sought freedoms, kings sought power, and within the womb monarchy and liberty began to stir.

After Charlemagne, ten Carolingian heirs struggled to keep empire and central power whole, while in four generations Robert the Strong’s house rose toward mastery of feudal France. The imperial brood, Roman in vision yet German in blood, clung to their forefather’s revival; the Robertians, fiercely Germanic, sought only to grow within the new order. When Northmen threatened, people bypassed Emperor Charles the Fat and trusted Count Eudes of Paris, who saved them. Still, the Carolingian name glittered; believing in hereditary right, Hugh the Great and later his son Hugh Capet stayed patient until only the inept Louis the Sluggard remained.

In 981 Hugh Capet befriended Emperor Otto II and Archbishop Adalberon of Rheims. After King Louis V died childless on 21 May 987, magnates assembled at Senlis. Adalberon, beside the duke, proclaimed, “Let us swear to delay choosing a king until every prince meets again and all opinions are heard.” All agreed. Before the new meeting Charles of Lorraine, last Carolingian, sought the archbishop: “All know I should succeed my brother and nephew; restore my fathers’ honors.” Adalberon replied, “You keep company with perjurers and refuse to leave them; without the princes I act not,” and turned him away.

On the agreed June day of 987 the grandees of Frankish Gaul gathered at Senlis: Duke Hugh Capet with his brother Henry of Burgundy, his brother-in-law Richard the Fearless of Normandy, and direct vassals Foulques the Black of Anjou, Eudes of Blois, Bouchard of Corbeil, Gautier of Vexin, Hugh of Maine; absentees included Arnulf of Flanders. When all were seated, Archbishop Adalheron rose: “Louis died childless; we must choose a head. The throne is not inherited but earned by honor and courage. Charles lacks both—he slumbers, serves a foreign king, weds a vassal’s daughter. Choose prosperity: crown Hugh, who protects all.” The assembly applauded.

Approval unanimous, Hugh was lifted to the throne and, on 1 July, crowned by the archbishop and attending bishops. Gauls, Bretons, Normans, Aquitanians, Goths, Spaniards, Gascons acclaimed him. Enacting decrees with his peers, he mingled rule with fervent piety. Anxious for continuity, he consulted his nobles, sent envoys to the archbishop at Orléans, then went himself, asking that his son Robert share the crown. The prelate objected, “Two kings may not be made in one year.” Hugh produced Duke Borel’s plea for aid against the barbarians; advantage convinced the churchman. At Christmas in Sainte-Croix he robed Robert and crowned him amid cheers.

Thus the Capetian line began, heir to Germanic election and feudal power. Hugh, duke of France and count of Paris, marked the shift from failing Carolingians to rule grounded in baronial consent. Charles of Lorraine sought the crown but died in 992, his line fading. Certain southern lords delayed homage, and Count Adalbert of Périgord jeered, “Who made thee king?” but resistance ebbed. Hugh governed with measured strength, stepping beyond his domains only when prudent, foreshadowing royal supremacy over feudalism. He died 24 October 996, the crown passing quietly to Robert. The French church, not Rome, had shaped this succession.

The weight of Archbishop Adalberon’s authority launched a bold reshaping of the realm, yet his indefatigable secretary Gerbert of Aurillac drove the enterprise more steadily. Schooled at St. Géraud, versed in Spain and Rome, favored by Pope John XIII and Emperor Otto II, Gerbert combined scholar’s brilliance with courtly tact. He taught at Rheims while maneuvering for power, championing Hugh Capet and Roman independence but wavering toward Lothair or Charles of Lorraine when expedient. Defender of Gallican liberties, he rose to Rheims, fell under John XVI’s ban, gained Ravenna from Gregory V, and, backed by Otto III, ascended in 999 as Pope Sylvester II, estranged from France and King Robert.

Amid interdiction in 995 Gerbert wrote the monks of St. Géraud, “Farewell to your holy community, to kin whose names outlast their faces. Pride did not erase them; I am broken by barbaric ferocity. What boyhood learned, youth forgot; what youth desired, age scorns. Such fruits you bear, O pleasure! Such are the joys of worldly honor. Believe me, the higher glory lifts, the sharper the hidden torment.” Disillusion could not still his restless ambition. After his reign, focus turns to Robert, Henry I, and Philip I; France lies splintered among Normandy, Brittany, Burgundy, Aquitaine, Poitou, Anjou, Flanders, Nivernais, shaken by William’s 1066 conquest and awaiting the Crusade.

Robert, tall, learned, and musical, led chants at St. Denis, calling himself “the bishops’ client.” Yet he governed weakly, summoned few councils, and waged half-hearted wars in Burgundy and Flanders. Loving Bertha, he bowed to Rome’s ban and wed Constance; Aquitanian followers, “outlandish, shaved like actors, faithless,” trailed her, and her tyranny stirred sons Hugh, Henry, and Robert into revolt before reconciliation. Seeking peace abroad, he met Emperor Henry II at the Meuse. Quoting “The greater thou art, the humbler be,” the emperor crossed first; after mass and dinner, Robert offered a hundred horses, Henry accepted a jeweled Gospel, Robert took two cups, and they parted friends.

Around the year 1000 many Christians, reading ominous verses, awaited the world’s end. Plagues, famine, and strange disasters darkened the suspense; crowds thronged the churches, multiplying fasts, offerings, and absolutions as trembling souls readied to face their Judge. When the dreaded date slipped past, relief felt like a new dawn: time itself seemed reborn. Builders swarmed especially through Italy and Gaul. Raoul Glaber wrote, “Especially in Italy and in Gaul men rebuilt basilicas… Christian peoples vied to raise the fairest; the world, shaking off its old garments, would deck itself in the white robes of Christ.” Early Gothic art and rising ecclesiastical wealth followed.

Soon other portents flared. Fagots blazed at Orléans and Toulouse for Manichean heretics while King Robert and Queen Constance watched. Zealots cried, “What have we to do with going abroad to make war on Mussulmans? Have we not in our midst the greatest enemies of Jesus Christ?” Meanwhile the great harried the small so bitterly that Norman peasants met in secret to live by their own laws. Two deputies from each hamlet formed a common council, but Duke Richard II marched soldiers against them; the chosen men were seized, their hands and feet cut off, and sent home as bleeding warnings.

Robert Wace later voiced the peasants’ fury: “The lords do us naught but ill… Are we not men as they? For one knight we have thirty peasants, nimble with club or stone.” Rage met exaction, repression followed revolt, and blood still flowed. Amid the chaos churchmen launched God’s Peace, proclaiming sacred truces; in 1164 Count Hugh II and the Bishop of Rodez enforced it with a special toll. King Robert supported every such concord, protected the humble, even allowed himself to be robbed uncomplaining. When he died the poor wailed, “Whilst Robert was king we lived in peace; may his soul dwell forever with Christ

Henry I and Philip I reigned long yet without bold purpose, waging petty wars or meddling in vassals’ quarrels. At home order fared no better. Robert could not keep Bertha of Burgundy, and his second wife, fierce Constance of Aquitaine, so cowed him that when he slipped a tip to a servant he muttered, “Take care that Constance know nought of it.” After Robert’s death Constance, as regent, plotted to dethrone their eldest, Henry, for her favorite Robert. Freed by her death, Henry’s two German marriages failed, and in 1051 he fetched gentle Anne of Kiev, who later married Raoul of Valois over Rome’s objections.

Philip, wed at nineteen to Bertha of Holland and father of Louis the Fat, tired of her in 1092, dismissed and exiled her for claimed consanguinity, and burned with love for dazzling Bertrade, fourth wife of Foulques le Roehin of Anjou. In Tours, during the blessing of the fonts, Philip and Bertrade exchanged vows; soon his agents carried her to Orléans and a scandalous union. Nearly every French bishop refused their blessing. Excommunication thundered; yet Philip rode on, jeering when bells rang again behind him, “Dost hear, my love, how they are ringing us out?” Twelve relentless years of censures followed until 1104.

Summoned to Paris, the bishops confronted the stubborn king. Barefoot and bowed, Philip declared himself ready for penance. Before the assembly he set his hand on the Gospels and swore, “Hearken, thou Lambert… I, Philip, king of the French, promise not to go back to my sin… So help me God and these holy Gospels!” Bertrade swore the same. Yet gossip soon showed them together: in 1106 they entered Angers side by side, welcomed by Count Foulques, granted favors to Saint-Nicholas, and, says Orderic, feasted both husbands in one chamber. Still, despite scandal, the Capetian court remained foremost among great lords, suzerain, imperial, and anointed.

France, though split into quarrelsome fragments, pulsed with fierce will. William III of Poitiers, yearly pilgrim to Rome, night-time reader hailed as “another Maecenas,” spurned Italy’s crown and sought cloistered silence. His grandson William VII roamed like a wolf. Warned in vain, he was excommunicated; he stormed the church, blade aloft, grabbed the bishop’s hair and growled, “Give absolution or die.” The prelate intoned the ban anyway, bowed and offered his neck. “I love thee not enough to send thee to paradise,” the duke sneered and stripped him of his see. To a bald reprover he jeered, “I’ll mend when you comb back your hair.

Foulques the Black of Anjou, after resigning to his son Geoffrey Martel, was ordered to shed all signs of rule; the warrior rallied, beat Geoffrey, forced him to crawl miles under a saddle, repeating, “Thou’rt beaten!” “Aye, by thee alone; to others I am invincible,” the son replied. Shamed, the father restored him. Hostilities flared between lords and monks. Girard of Macon set a toll near Louhans; a monk seized his hair before St-Philibert’s altar, crying, “How dare you rob me?” Girard scrapped the levy and sent a carpet. At Limoges, Adhemar II dragged a rebellious St-Martial monk outside and installed stern Cluniacs amid applause.

Out of clashes rose a ferment of rudeness and aspiration. While swords rattled, Abelard gathered thousands on Mount Saint-Geneviève to chase the riddles of God and man; in Bec, Anselm sought “faith seeking understanding.” Bernard and Norbert ranged roads demanding chastity, and chivalry took shape, wedding virtue to honor. The would-be knight was bathed, robed in white for purity, red for blood to be shed, black for mortality, then fasted through vigil. After confession, communion, and a mass of the Holy Spirit, he knelt with a sword on his neck. The priest blessed it, the lord questioned intent, pages buckled spurs, mail, cuirass, gauntlets, sword.

He is adubbed. Lord rises, taps his shoulder or neck thrice with the flat sword, sometimes slaps his cheek, declaring, "In the name of God, St. Michael and St. George, I make thee knight." Often he adds, "Be valiant, bold, and loyal." Newly armed, the youth receives his helmet, a charger is led up; he springs to the saddle without stirrups, vaults and caracoles, brandishing lance, flashing sword. Finished, he rides out of the church, wheels before the castle where a crowd watches. Every gesture weaves religion with valor, sacraments echo in steel, the ceremony binding war to worship.

"The knight bends before the altar and swears twenty-six vows: fear God; serve prince; protect weak; harm none; spurn greed; aid the common good; obey commanders; honor comrades; fight fair; carry one sword; blunt blades in sport; respect capture terms; keep faith; love fellows; sleep armed on quest; brave all hazards; refuse foreign pay; keep strict discipline at home; guard escorted ladies; never violate women; accept fair duels; labor unceasingly; win pledged honor; pay ransom or return; report deeds truly; stay faithful, courteous, humble. Priests record the oath and warn that any breach brings shame and loss of knighthood.

Clerics cultivate these solemn promises, guiding councils to sharpen them into a force for peace and order; thus a warlike bond becomes a moral beacon. As vows spread, imagination kindles: ceremonies, oaths, and exploits fill tales and songs, giving people visions richer than daily toil. Poets mine this gold. Eustache Deschamps chants: amend your lives, watch, pray, defend the Church, stand by widows and orphans, be bold yet humble, travel far, joust for honor, love your lord, be open-handed and true, seek deeds as bright as those of Alexander. Religion, discipline, and poetry fuse, lifting the knightly ideal.

Violence, greed, and licentiousness darken the three centuries called the Middle Ages, yet, beside every ruffianly deed stand courtly poems and knightly vows. Such an unsettling union of barbarism and moral aspiration is absent from Homer’s Greece, where heroes feel no stir toward a higher ideal than their own ferocity. In France, loftier visions hover above the tumult; Christian teaching fixes men’s gaze on perfection beyond reach and spurs the code of knighthood. From that alliance of fief and faith spring two shining exploits—the Norman conquest of England and the marches to the Holy Land—and the story now turns to Normandy.

Robert, fifth from Rollo, earns the name “the Magnificent” for open-handed daring, yet rumor tags him “the Devil.” In 1035 he vows to trudge barefoot to Jerusalem and summons bishops and barons. “I will not leave you lordless,” he says. “I have a young bastard; take him for your duke. In battle or court he will serve you well.” The boy, William, sprung from Robert’s passion for Harlette, a tanner’s daughter spied from a Falaise window. Neighbors hiss “bastard,” and at Alençon raw hides dangle with shouts of “work for the tanner!” William storms the walls, maims prisoners, and hurls their limbs back over.

Before leaving, Robert sets defenses: cousin Alain of Brittany shall rule, Gilbert of Brionne shall guard the boy, and at King Henry’s court the child kneels, swears homage, and is acclaimed duke. Robert visits Rome and Constantinople in splendor; sick in Asia Minor he jokes to a pilgrim, “Tell them you saw four devils carry me to paradise.” He reaches Jerusalem, finishes his vow, heads home, and is poisoned at Nicaea. Normandy erupts; Alain is murdered, petty lords plunder, King Henry steals lands. Bishops raise candles and proclaim the Peace of God; defiance forces a Truce that bans violence from Wednesday dusk to Monday dawn.

William, laid newborn on straw, clawed it together; the midwife cried, "By my faith, this child starts early to heap up!" A watching lord later muttered, "Accursed be thou; by thee my honors will fall." Tall and fiery, he drilled playmates, schooled wrath, and at fifteen donned armor in a stark pagan knighting, dazzling the crowd. He decreed death for murder, fire, or pillage, yet pardoned earlier rebels if they swore loyalty. Treachery followed: Golet the fool beat his door at midnight, shouting, "Open, fly, or die!" William fled Valognes, gained French aid, and at Val-des-Dunes, after Raoul de Tesson’s gentle tap, conquered, truly Duke.

After victory he leveled castles but spared lives; Guy of Burgundy lost Vernon and Brionne yet lingered at court until unease sent him home. Stern without rancor, William soon aided King Henry when Geoffrey Martel of Anjou rebelled, winning the day and the count’s enmity and four hard years of war. In one ambush William saw comrades fall, charged, split Geoffrey’s helm, sliced off an ear, and drove him off. Growing in power, he kept orderly habits and now sought a wife. When he asked Count Baldwin’s daughter, Matilda said, “I’d sooner be a veiled nun than wed a bastard.

Some years later, sure of strength, William rode secretly to Lille, walked straight into the countess’s chamber, seized Matilda by her braids, dragged her round, stamped on her, and beat her soundly. He strode out, vaulted to his horse, spurred away. Count Baldwin fumed, yet time passed; the duke’s envoys returned, asking again for the maiden. Baldwin consulted her; she calmly agreed. The wedding followed with great rejoicing. Laughing afterward, the count asked why she now consented so easily. “I know him better,” she replied; “without a mighty heart he would never have dared strike me in my father’s chamber.

Some chroniclers claim Princess Matilda once adored the handsome Saxon Brihtric Meaw and, spurned by him, later repaid him with queenly vengeance; others insist she secretly wed the burgess Gerbod and bore his children. Whatever the gossip, her first objection was marrying a bastard, yet she finally yielded after William’s rough wooing. Pope Leo IX forbade the match, but in 1052–53 the ceremony blazed at Rouen. Meanwhile an Italian jurist, Lanfranc, robbed near Brionne, found refuge in a new Norman monastery, became its brilliant prior, criticized the marriage, and was exiled until he encountered William on a forest road.

Mounted on a sorry nag, the monk hailed the duke: “My lord, I obey, but my horse is miserable; grant me a better and I shall ride faster.” Amused, William recalled the banishment, restored Lanfranc and gifts. Soon the prior argued before Pope Victor II, secured approval for the marriage, and imposed a penance: each spouse must endow a monastery. Matilda raised the Holy Trinity at Caen, William founded St Stephen and made Lanfranc its first abbot, later archbishop and counsellor. William then humbled King Henry of France, winning Mortemer and Varaville; “King Henry never slept calmly on my ground,” he boasted.

Peace came in 1059; Henry died, Philip I rose under Baldwin of Flanders, and William attended the coronation, lent arms, held Caen’s Estates in 1061, and ordered the curfew bell “to warn all to prayer and barred doors.” In 1063 he seized Maine, rumors hinting he poisoned Walter of Vexin, glanced toward Brittany, yet fixed on England. Danish kings had exiled Saxon heirs to Normandy; Edward the Confessor, Norman-bred after twenty-seven years abroad, ruled with Norman captains while earl Godwin and son Harold struggled for sway. When the 1051 revolt failed, Edward hosted William, showered him with gifts, but succession stayed unspoken.

William had pondered Edward’s promise for years. When Harold sought leave to retrieve the hostages held by the duke, Edward warned, "Go if you must, but misfortune will follow; William hates you—send another." Harold went anyway. In Normandy the duke entertained the Saxons, knighted them, and led them against Brittany, sharing his tent with Harold. Riding home, William said, "When Edward and I lived together he promised me England; help me gain it and I’ll grant whatever you ask." Harold, uneasy, agreed. William added, "Fortify Dover for my men, give your sister to a Norman lord, and wed my daughter Adele." Harold, trapped, consented.

William soon gathered his barons at Bonneville. Brandishing a sword, he set two reliquaries on cloth and said, "Harold, swear before these lords to win me England, marry Adele, and give your sister." Harold, startled, laid his hand on the caskets and replied, "So help me God, I will." The cloth was whisked away, revealing a mound of relics; he paled, yet the vow stood. Gifted, he returned and told Edward. The king groaned, "Did I not warn you?" Dying, Edward whispered, "Take the crown if you want, but it will ruin you." He died; next day Harold was hailed and anointed king.

In his park near Rouen, William was testing a bow when word came: Edward dead, Harold crowned. He hurried inside, pacing silently until Fitz-Osbern declared, "You have right and strong men; strike." A messenger reminded Harold, "Recall the oath sworn on relics." Harold replied, "I swore under force; the crown is the nation’s, my sister is gone, and I will not marry abroad." William repeated his claims; Harold broke openly by taking a Saxon wife. The duke swore to seize England within a year, secured the approval of Norman estates, and obtained from Rome a bull excommunicating Harold and a banner for the coming war.

At Lillebonne William assembled the Norman Estates. Some vassals eagerly promised ships and food, others protested, “We pay our rents; we owe no service overseas.” William Fitz-Osbern mocked them: “He is your lord and needs you; give freely and with good grace.” Argument raged. He warned, “If you won’t follow the terms I give, blame me not.” They shouted, “We will do it!” Before the duke he announced, “My lord, none equal these men; lead and they will follow. I myself will give sixty vessels.” Bishops and barons cried, “We ordered no such pledge!” Tumult filled the hall.

Angered, William withdrew, summoned each baron alone, promised written guarantees, and gathered gifts “more or less, as each can.” He scoured Brittany, Maine, and Anjou for soldiers, promising English lands; sought King Philip, who flatly refused, and Count Baldwin, who publicly declined yet quietly opened Flanders to recruiters. Then Conan of Brittany challenged him: “Return the duchy you usurped, bastard, or I will make war.” Soon the duke fell stricken after handling reins and horn smeared with poison by a double-dealing envoy. Conan’s followers mourned their able chief, yet many Breton knights still rode to William’s rendezvous.

By late August the host gathered at Dives. Contrary winds wrecked ships, idlers deserted, but William forbade plunder so strictly that cattle grazed unmolested. Soldiers grumbled, “He is mad; God withholds the wind.” They shifted to St Valery, still becalmed, while a flaming star swept the sky and monks bore the saint’s shrine through the camp. William dismissed Harold’s spy: “Let him come; he shall see and feel before year’s end.” On 27 September a fair breeze rose; trumpets sounded and many sails followed the Mora’s prow. Two days later they beached at Pevensey; William stumbled, seized sand, and laughed, “By God’s glory, the land is ours

Harold raced north, shattered Tostig and the Norwegian king at York on September 25, yet bleeding, turned south when he heard, on the 29th, that Duke William had landed at Pevensey. A warning reached the duke: “Harold comes with warriors fierce as hounds; stay behind your walls.” William answered, “Tell him I hide behind none; with ten thousand I will meet his sixty thousand.” Harold demanded the Normans quit England; William invoked Edward’s choice and Harold’s oath, offering trial by Saxon or Norman law, papal judgment, single combat, or marriage with his daughter. Harold replied, “I cede nothing, obey no Pope, and will not duel.

William next promised Harold all land north of the Humber; his barons murmured, “If no pact today, we fight tomorrow.” Both camps readied for war. Some Saxons urged a retreat to London and a scorched earth stand, but Harold declared, “I will not ravage the realm I guard; I and my folk will fight.” Gurth begged him to stay behind, swearing the brothers would meet the foe; Harold spurned the plea. Scouts returned saying the Normans held more priests than soldiers; he laughed, “Those shaven men are tough fighters and will prove it.” Saxons feasted and sang; Normans sharpened steel and confessed.

Dawn, 14 October. William’s mail was handed on backward; he laughed, rallied the host, and cried, “Fight and be saved; flight is death.” Fitz-Osborn barked, “To arms!” From Telham Hill the Normans advanced; Taillefer rode before them, singing of Roland, tossing his sword, shouting, “God help!” The English on Senlac ridge answered yells. Charges, arrows, axes clashed nine hours. William, unhorsed thrice, lifted his helm: “I live!” A feigned Norman retreat lured Saxons downhill; the turn shattered them. An arrow struck Harold’s eye; his brothers fell; the papal standard replaced the Saxon. Next day William gazed over the field: “A lake of blood.” Rain etched marks.

After Hastings William pitched his tent where a banner replaced the Saxon flag and ate with captains among the dead. At dawn he oversaw burial of both armies. Loyal to friends—he had carried weary Fitz-Osbern’s cuirass during the eve’s reconnaissance—he spared no foe. When Githa offered Harold’s weight in gold for the body, he said, “Nay; the perjurer shall rest in the sand he craved to rule.” Waltham monks gained the corpse; Edith Swan-neck identified it and they buried him. Rumors claimed Harold lived, unproven. William founded Battle Abbey, endowed it, and, warned of water, laughed: “Work away; God will send more wine than water.

News of Hastings rocked England. The Wittenagemote met; Harold’s heirs were infants, Edwin and Morkar strong in the north, yet London chose Edgar Atheling and crowned him. William advanced slowly, captured coastal towns, bypassed London, accepted oaths at Winchester from Queen Editha, then camped at Berkhampstead. He won over the burgess Ansgard, whose message ran, “The king salutes ye and offers peace—greater than all!” London’s lords, clergy, Edwin, Morkar, and Edgar surrendered. William replied, “Affairs are troubled; I desire peace, and my wife shall be crowned with me.” Aimery de Thouars scoffed, “Passing modest.” The duke sent officers to erect a Thames fort, future Tower.

Approaching London, William saw felled trunks blocking the road. “What means this barricade?” he asked. The abbot answered that loyalty demanded it, and if others had done likewise the duke would not be there. William fixed his coronation for Christmas 1066. At Westminster he advanced between guards while cavalry secured the streets. Inside, Bishop Geoffrey asked in French if Normans accepted him; Archbishop Aldred repeated the question in Saxon; cheers rose. Soldiers outside feared revolt and torched houses, driving crowd out. Amid smoke a few clergy anointed the shaken William. He swore to keep English laws “as well as their best kings” and emerged crowned.

William’s victory made the duke of Normandy a king across the Channel, an elevation that at once poisoned his ties with the French crown. From Philip I to Philip of Valois, crowns and peoples sparred; then the succession dispute between Philip of Valois and Edward III lit the Hundred Years War, France’s darkest century. Joan of Arc, armed only with faith, rallied army and king, paid with her life, and closed the bloodshed in triumph. Yet "the rivalry between France and England" lingered, an admitted, permanent incubus that wiser minds urged to replace with equity, common interests, and peace.

Guizot warned of the danger: "I have witnessed both policies. Napoleon I practised systematic hostility with dazzling skill, and it ended in the greatest disaster France ever knew. Even afterward that policy left deep scars, blocking our work for equity, liberty, and peace." Such scars grow from older wounds. When Goths, Burgundians, Franks, Saxons, and Normans swarmed Gaul, wandering conquerors met a broken, enslaved, leaderless land; Charlemagne’s brief empire collapsed, and feudal anarchy followed. England, though conquered in 1066, faced no such dissolution; conquerors and conquered shared origin, institutions, and stubborn liberty, preventing social collapse or lasting humiliation.

Across the Channel, two organized forces confronted each other: Anglo-Saxon landholders guarded mixed feudal freedoms, while Norman knights replanted their own strict hierarchy. Authority thus met resistance from the first. Soon the quarrel shifted; Norman kings tried to impose tyranny, Norman barons answered in concert, and neither side could disregard the English tenants whose aid was essential. As factions realigned, townsmen and peasants entered the fray, letting the democratic element seep into council and charter. Gradual fusion of races and orders forged royalty, aristocracy, and commons into balanced powers; by 1688 constitutional monarchy crowned the long, victorious labor.

France chased constitutional monarchy through shifting fortunes, yet lacked, unlike England, the social roots to hold it; whenever she needed order, law, or delight she returned to near-absolute kingship, even worshipping it in Louis XIV's age. That fervor later hurled her past moderate liberty into boundless revolution. In 1823 Guizot wrote, "Before our revolution this disparity might have saddened a Frenchman; now, though we have suffered and may still suffer, equality and enlightenment will make our liberty wider and purer... France's past is glorious, and her future will repay all she has lacked." In 1870 he added, "Never forget, God helps those who help themselves.

From the faith's dawn, Jerusalem drew believers eager to tread Olivet, Calvary, and the tomb; after Constantine, churches crowned sacred spot, and his mother Helena became the first pilgrim. By the fifth century, St. Jerome heard hymns in many tongues round the Sepulchre, yet warned, "The court of heaven is as open in Britain as at Jerusalem." Augustine echoed, "Go where your faith is; by love, not ship, we reach Him." Pilgrims scattered when Persian king Khosroes II stormed the city, stole Patriarch Zacharias and the True Cross; they returned once Heraclius crushed Persia, bore the relic up Calvary, and founded the Feast of Exaltation.

In 622 Mahomet proclaimed Islam; in 638 Caliph Omar sent Khaled and Abou-Obeidah to besiege Jerusalem. After four months the Christians yielded, but only to Omar, who sealed a treaty securing their lives, goods, and churches. Entering the city he told Patriarch Sophronius, "Conduct me to the temple of David." Shown the Church of the Resurrection he answered, "You are mistaken." Led to Sion he repeated, "It is a lie." At the filthy summit of Moriah the patriarch warned, "You must crawl." "Be it so," said Omar; standing on the rock he cried, "Allah akbar!" swept it clean, raised a mosque, imposing burdens on Christians.

From the seventh to the eleventh centuries Jerusalem lay under Muslim rule, its Christians oppressed. Two bright interludes appeared. Charlemagne spread alms “beyond the seas… at Jerusalem,” decreeing in 810, “Alms to be sent to Jerusalem to repair the churches of God,” and Haroun-al-Raschid sent him the keys of the Holy Sepulchre. Near the century’s close John Zimisces seized Galilee, accepted Jerusalem’s keys, and installed garrisons. Pilgrimages swelled; Saint Valentine, Willibald, Arculf, and the monk Bernard wrote of the road. Bernard rejoiced, “There is at Jerusalem a hospice for all who speak the Roman tongue and a noble library raised by Charles the Great.

Muslim fervor rolled westward: armies settled Spain, pierced deep into France, and met Charles Martel at Poitiers. The clash endured, hatred feeding hatred. About 1000, Hakem, khalif of Egypt, turned savage. Christians must haul five-pound wooden crosses, ride only asses, relinquish goods, yield children. Hearing priests kindle a lamp above the tomb, he demolished the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. When a dead dog appeared at a mosque, he commanded a massacre. One youth offered himself: “Better one die for all—remember me each year!” Alone he fell. “Hakem’s deeds were without motive,” wrote Makrisi. Tales of torment raced westward.

Approaching the first millennium, penitents sought pardon by freeing distant brethren. Pope Sylvester II cried, “To work, soldier of Christ! If not with arms, aid with words and wealth—He will repay.” Gregory VII soon pledged to march in person. Pilgrimages swelled: the lords of Angoulême, Anjou, Normandy, Flanders, and countless women joined the road. In 1064 the archbishop of Mayence led ten thousand, battled Arabs, capitulated in a ruined fort, then entered Jerusalem to torches and timbrels, three thousand lost. Their stories sharpened fear when, in 1076, Turks overran Asia Minor, Syria, and Jerusalem, exacting harsher tribute and torment than any khalif.

Feelings alone sprout and wither unless a commanding soul incarnates them. Christian yearning to free Jerusalem found its champion in Peter the Hermit, once soldier, husband, monk. Reaching the Holy City around 1090, he saw Christians flogged and taxed. Patriarch Simeon unfolded every outrage, and Peter cried, “Holy father, if Rome and the princes knew, they would hasten to aid. Write to the pope; I will cross the West, show their misery, and beg relief.” Letters sealed, he sped to Urban II, secured support, then roamed Europe. Small, barefoot, keen-eyed, he preached; gifts rained, quarrels ceased, pilgrims clipped hairs from his mule as relics.

November 1095, Clermont bulged with clerics and nobles, tents crowding fields. After nine sessions on church affairs, Urban led masses outside, Peter at his side. The hermit spoke first, describing fees to enter the city and torments he had seen. Urban cried in French: “Jerusalem, honored by Christ, implores you! Men of France, heirs of Charlemagne, march for remission of sins and glory.” The multitude roared, “God willeth it!” Urban added, “Make that your war-cry; strong go, the rich aid the poor, each wearing the cross before him and, departing, upon his back.” Bishop Adhemar took the red badge; the crowd hurried to stitch theirs.

Religious fervor ignited the movement, yet it was joined by France’s instinctive gusto for grand, perilous causes. Acts born of sudden zeal often cost happiness and virtue, but they proclaim human greatness, and the crusaders’ labor was not vain: their march checked Islam and advanced Christian civilization. They never guessed that centuries later Jerusalem would again bow to the Crescent, a truth that would have cooled their ardor. Alongside piety moved prudence and revenge. Memories of Saracen raids on Spain, France, and Italy urged warriors to strike eastward, hoping security for the west and savoring the chance to repay fear with fear.

Restless craving for enterprise drove eleventh-century folk to war. Although the Council of Clermont set 15 August 1096 for departure, the multitude refused to wait. On 8 March mobs, not armies, poured out—one of eighty-thousand under Peter the Hermit and the penniless knight Walter-Havenought, another of fifteen-thousand led by the priest Gottschalk, a third by Count Emico of Leiningen. Women, children, whole families trudged without stores, trusting heaven to feed them; whenever a town appeared the youngsters cried, “Is that Jerusalem?” Discipline vanished, for, as they liked to say, “The grasshoppers have no king, yet they march together.

Across Germany, Hungary, Bulgaria and the Greek provinces, hunger and brute passion unleashed plunder and murder, so alarmed princes turned their weapons on the pilgrims. Peter and Gottschalk begged restraint, yet losses mounted; Emico himself robbed and urged worse. Survivors staggered to Constantinople, where Emperor Alexius reluctantly let them camp outside the glittering walls. Plenty and idleness revived their greed; outskirts were stripped of houses, palaces, even churches. Determined to save his capital, Alexius loaded the ragged hosts onto ships and hurried them over the Bosphorus, happy to see these destructive guests vanish toward Asia.

Meanwhile three disciplined hosts gathered. In the north rode Godfrey de Bouillon, duke of Lorraine, tireless in war; a rival exclaimed, “For zeal in war, behold his father; for serving God, behold his mother.” Southern France rallied to Raymond IV of Toulouse, gray yet ardent; he vowed never to return, brought his wife Elvira, and, richer and thriftier than all, fed his troops when others starved. From Italy marched Bohemond of Tarento, eloquent, plotting a realm in the East, accompanied by his cousin Tancred, a knight hungry for fame. Hugh of Vermandois, Robert of Normandy, Stephen of Blois and many more followed, yet no king.

From August to October 1096 three hosts marched: Godfrey through Germany and Hungary, Bohemond by the Italian coast, Raymond by the Alpine road. Each reached Constantinople, where Emperor Alexis shifted between fawning and menace: he harassed them, starved then feasted them, yet demanded homage. “I did not cross the sea to find a master,” Raymond said. Godfrey, dignified, agreed to restore towns. Bohemond proposed seizing Byzantium; Godfrey refused, wanting Turks, not Christians, for foes. Alexis led Bohemond into a hall of treasure. “Here is wherewith to conquer kingdoms,” the Norman exclaimed, accepted the gold, and asked the rank of Grand Domestic; Alexis deferred the reward.

At a court ceremony Count Robert of Paris dropped onto the seat beside Alexis. Baldwin of Hainault warned, “Respect the land’s masters and customs.” Robert sneered, “Shame that this jackanapes sits while so many brave captains stand.” When the rites ended, Alexis detained him; the Frenchman bragged of unbeaten duels. The emperor answered, “Your foes are coming; stay in the army’s center, it is safest against Turks.” Mutual contempt simmered. In spring 1097 the crusaders crossed the Bosphorus, while Alexis secretly briefed the Turks. In Bithynia they found the tattered Peter the Hermit, heard his tale of ruin, and on 15 May surrounded Nicaea.

Within Nicaea Sultan Kilidge-Arslan left family and treasure but assured the townsfolk, “Take heart; by tomorrow’s seventh hour you’ll be free of these barbarians.” He returned on 16 May with roughly sixty thousand horse. Two days of savage fighting passed; Godfrey toppled a giant bowman and the Turks fled. Six more weeks of siege followed. The defenders, in secret talks with Byzantium, chose the emperor over the Latins. Just as the crusaders invited Alexis to take possession, his banner waved above the walls on 26 June. Admitted ten at a time and seeing the sultan’s family released, the crusaders seethed, hid anger, and marched on.

The crusader horde crossed Asia Minor and split: Godfrey with Raymond, Bohemond with Tancred and the duke of Normandy. At dawn 1 July near Doryleum, Kilidge-Arslan’s horsemen cascaded from the hills, loosing arrows and flooding the camp. Robert Shorthose whirled his gold-edged banner and shouted, “God willeth it! God willeth it!” Bohemond summoned Godfrey; fifty knights spearheaded the relief, trumpets announced the rest, and the Turks, now ringed, broke and scattered for two days. Marching on toward Syria, the army baked on treeless flats. Dogs returned with wet paws, a hidden brook was found, and more than three hundred died from greedy draughts.

In Pisidia the host paused; Raymond of Toulouse, thought dying, revived after Saint Gilles’s prayer, while Godfrey saved a pilgrim from a bear, killed it, yet left the field bleeding on a litter. Recovered, the crusaders neared Taurus when Tancred seized Tarsus; Baldwin tore down his flag, blades flashed, but peace returned. Ambitious Baldwin then quit the camp at Maresa with two hundred horse and some foot, won two Armenian towns, and reached Christian Edessa with only a hundred riders. Greeted with olive branches, he allowed the Greek governor’s murder, took the offered mantle of power, and ruled as Prince of Edessa.

While Baldwin seized a new principality, Godfrey led the host over Taurus to famed Antioch by the Orontes, birthplace of the Christian name. The city, high-walled and strong, ruled by Accien with seven thousand horse and twenty thousand foot, threw back their first assaults, promising a long siege. Food at first abounded—grapes hung, vaults brimmed with grain, trees drooped with fruit—and ease bred drunkenness and gaming. When winter starved them, Robert of Normandy, William the Carpenter, and Peter the Hermit fled; Tancred hauled them back to swear again on the Gospel. Bishops and princes shaved drunkards, branded gamblers, isolated women, but Turkish spies still roamed.

Bohemond cried, “Brethren and lords, let me cure this plague,” roasted Turks and spread the threat, “Spies shall feed the army with their own flesh.” Antioch quaked; the camp cleared of spies. He gained Emir-Feir, warden of three towers, promising riches, and hinted to the chiefs that conquest would be his. Raymond retorted, “We be all brethren; I risked my life for no man’s private domain.” With Muslim relief nearing, the others yielded. That night Bohemond and sixty men climbed the renegade’s ladder, took the towers, unbarred the gates. Dawn, 3 June 1098, showed Turkish dead, the citadel resisting, Bohemond’s banner over captured Antioch.

Triumphant yet stalled outside Jerusalem, the crusaders witness a fresh Muslim uprising; estimates range from one million to two hundred thousand warriors, the very disparity proving exaggeration. Veteran Corbogha of Mosul leads the host and, four days after Antioch falls, closes a steel ring around the city, trapping its new masters while the citadel above them remains hostile. Emperor Alexius, hearing of their plight, turns back, so no Greek banners appear. The blockade tightens; the weary Frankish army, already thinned by marches, wounds, and desertions, faces famine: nobles beg, champions hobble on crutches, women roam pallid, infants shriek unfed, deserters slip away like reviled rope-dancers.

Facing misery, princes secretly plot: slip away to the sea, or request oaths of safety and surrender Antioch; Godfrey and Bishop Adhemar refuse. Then priest Peter Bartholomew proclaims three visions: St. Andrew orders, "Dig beside St. Peter’s altar and find the spear that pierced our Redeemer; bear it and you will be saved." Witnesses watch as searchers unearth the lance head; cheers spread, courage rekindles, soldiers clamor for battle. Despair turns to exaltation; hymns and trumpets roll through ruined streets, torches blaze till dawn. Chiefs decide to notify the enemy and choose bold Peter the Hermit to carry their challenge.

Peter strides into Corbogha’s tent, ignores ceremony, and declares, "The princes of Antioch bid you quit the siege or, within three days, test our arms. Fight alone, pick equals, or let both armies meet: choose." The sultan sneers: "Fools, my sword rules your choices. I shall spare able men as slaves; the rest will fall like useless trees. Famine, not steel, will give me the city." Back in Antioch Godfrey muffles the tale, saying only, "They want battle, prepare at once." Joy surges; knights polish mail, saddle horses, and at every gate heralds cry that before sunrise each man must rally under his banner.

On June 28, 1098, feast of St. Peter and Paul, the army marched from Antioch. Clergy led, chanting Psalm 68; Raymond d’Agiles shouted, “I carried the Lord’s spear.” Twelve divisions advanced; Count Raymond, wounded, stayed behind to guard the citadel. Ragged veterans, many on foot, moved under a light rain. Awed, Corbogha proposed a duel, now refused. Battle blazed; Kilidge-Arslan almost crushed Bohemond until Godfrey and Tancred struck back. Christian fury broke Turkish lines; Corbogha fled toward the Euphrates, Tancred pursuing. Chroniclers count 100,000 Turks and 4,000 crusaders dead. The victors plundered tents, horses, fifteen thousand camels, and Corbogha’s jewel-studded pavilion sent to Italy.

In Antioch sudden spoil bred discord. Some revelled, others drifted home; many chased eastern fiefs like Baldwin’s Edessa or Bohemond’s Antioch. Raymond coveted the citadel and kept it. A council chose to wait for cooler weather, rest, and western reinforcements before marching on Jerusalem. Outraged soldiers shouted, “If our princes tarry, pick a loyal knight and go. Perish all who stay!” Yet they lingered, and a plague carried off Bishop Adhemar and thousands. To disguise inertia, they raided Syria: towns fell, emirs fled, captives died. Raymond stormed Marrah, smoked out refugees, killed or enslaved them; nearby cities yielded at once.

Word came that the Egyptian caliph had captured Jerusalem. Wrath flared: “Shall it forever change hands, never to Christians?” Pilgrims pressed Raymond to lead with the sacred spear or yield it. He set departure for fifteen days and tried bribing reluctant princes, yet insisted on garrisoning Marrah; the crowd leveled its walls. Barefoot, he marched with clergy; Tancred followed, rumors of cannibalism in their wake. Godfrey, Eustace, Robert of Flanders joined, Bohemond stayed at Antioch. Reinforcements under Edgar Atheling arrived. Egyptian envoys offered gold and unarmed pilgrimages; the chiefs spat refusal and threatened the Nile. Late May 1099 scarcely fifty thousand crusaders entered Palestine.

Greed re-emerged the instant the host crossed into Palestine; whoever first breached a town halted and claimed ownership, while barefoot pilgrims pressed on beneath the cross, lamenting such grasping hearts. At Emmaus, Bethlehem Christians begged help; Tancred, with Godfrey’s leave, rode out at midnight with a hundred horse and planted his banner on the church roof precisely when angels once spoke to Judean shepherds. Dawn, 10 June 1099, the army crested the hills and Jerusalem burst into view. “Lo! Jerusalem appears in sight. Lo! every hand points. Lo! a thousand voices salute Jerusalem,” they cried.

Awe soon became grim labor. Behind the walls stood forty thousand fanatics and many armed townsmen; outside, barely fifteen hundred knights and twelve thousand foot lacked food, water, timber, iron. Enemy filled the springs; men fought over muddy trickles, beasts died and stank. Timber from far groves became towers, hauled a mile under guard. Tancred praying on Olivet killed three assailants; Toulouse paid a denier for three stones to fill a ravine. After four weeks the quarrelling chiefs reconciled and circled the city barefoot while Saracens mocked. Peter thundered, “Ye see, ye hear… to-day proud, to-morrow they will quake; mosques shall serve the true God.

At dawn, 14 July 1099, assault raged on many fronts; Friday the 15th, at the very hour Christ surrendered His spirit, the crusaders stormed every wall. Streets, mosques, vaults, and cellars filled with steel and screams; chroniclers count seventy thousand slain, more than the garrison itself. Battle-madness, vengeance, greed—all ran loose under the holy banner. When blades wearied, victors ordered the spared Saracens to purge the carnage: they dragged corpses outside the gates, built grisly dead-houses, heaped severed limbs into baskets, scrubbed blood from floors, and washed reeking stones until Jerusalem stood cleansed for its new masters.

Within days the victors gathered to choose a ruler. Robert of Normandy flatly refused, preferring ease at home; Raymond of Toulouse, aging and reluctant to wear the title, urged election of another; chivalrous Tancred wanted only knighthood. Votes converged on modest, valiant Godfrey de Bouillon. His squires testified to silent virtues, and the assembly acclaimed him. He accepted the burden yet rejected pomp, declaring, “I will never wear a crown of gold in the place where the Saviour was crowned with thorns.” Instead he styled himself Defender and Baron of the Holy Sepulchre, guardian of the freed city.

Though his fiery mission was complete, Peter the Hermit did not vanish. Citizens who had once received his plea now knelt before him in the liberated streets, blessing the eloquence that roused kings and nations to endure such toil. In public and private they credited him, after God, for escape from long bondage and for Jerusalem’s recovered freedom. Soon afterward he returned to Europe, settled near Huy in the diocese of Liège, founded a monastery, and lived quietly until 11 July 1115. So acclaim followed him home, and gratitude closed the first volume of the crusading epic.
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