

[image: cover missing]




About the Author

Erik Durschmied was born in Vienna in 1930. After the Second World War he emigrated to Canada. A television war correspondent for the BBC and CBS, Durschmied covered every major crisis, from Vietnam, Iran, Iraq, Belfast, Beirut, Chile, to Cuba and Afghanistan. Winner of numerous awards, Newsweek wrote ‘Durschmied is a supremely gifted reporter who has transformed the media he works in.’ And in Le Monde: ‘He’s survived more battles than any living general.’ Erik has just been appointed Professor of Military History at The Military Academy of Austria. He lives in Paris and Provence with his family.



Also by Erik Durschmied


The Hinge Factor

The Weather Factor

Whisper of the Blade




THE HINGES OF BATTLE


How Chance and Incompetence
Have Changed the Face of History


Erik Durschmied


[image: Logo Missing]


www.hodder.co.uk



First published in Great Britain in 2002 by
Hodder & Stoughton
An Hachette UK company

Copyright © Erik Durschmied 2002

The right of Erik Durschmied to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

ISBN 978 1 444 76968 5

Hodder & Stoughton Ltd
338 Euston Road
London NW1 3BH

www.hodder.co.uk


For Annelise



Acknowledgements

The editorial team and military experts who helped me on my first two books in the series, The Hinge Factor and The Weather Factor, have assisted me once again in taking a further look at battles which have influenced world history. I have travelled afar to visit the places described in the book, spoken to the survivors of Stalingrad and Diên Biên Phu, checked the archives in libraries from London to Moscow, Istanbul, Stalingrad, Hanoi, Dublin, Vienna, Paris and West Point.

The earliest accounts of Attila’s chevauchée were kept by the Church, amended to portray the deeds of its heroic bishops, and thus paid little or no attention to tactical details. Constantinople was easier to research, since it took place a thousand years later and military reporting had already become an art. There was no shortage of Napoleonic literature. The ‘last stand scenario’ of Custer’s cavalry, of British regiments at Isandhlwana and Rorke’s Drift, were well documented at the time. The Rising at Dublin was almost contemporary. And as for Gleiwitz, Stalingrad and Diên Biên Phu, there are still some survivors able to tell their stories.

In the winter of 1983, I received a surprise invitation from the Communist regime in Afghanistan to cover the ongoing war from their side (and that of their Soviet allies). After eight weeks ‘in-country’ with Afghans and Russians, it left me with a general impression of a war that couldn’t be won by sophisticated modern means. The confrontation was never one of two armies, but a struggle of two worlds separated in time and space by a thousand years. After the dramatic events of September 2001 and its military response, we added a chapter at the end of this book concerning Afghanistan and a frightful blunder that took place there 150 years ago. During my stay in 1983 I discovered the full story of the disastrous British retreat from Kabul in 1842.

I owe much gratitude to the many who have offered me strategic advice or personal accounts, and the librarians in state and private libraries who helped me find historic archival material and ancient manuscripts. I’ve talked to participants and survivors, independent observers and geostrategists. Everyone gave much of their valuable time to fill in gaps, tell their stories or offer good counsel. They supplied unsurpassed experience and cool historic judgment. I am also deeply indebted to all those who applied their renowned historical, military or editorial skills and shared so much in the preparation of this book: Roland Philipps and Luigi Bonomi for their advice in planning the book; General Pierre Gallois (Diên Biên Phu and modern armament); Colonel Ken Hamburger (American military history); Robert Kee (Ireland); and Ailie Geddes, whose criticism has been pertinent. To them, and all the many who helped make this book possible, go my special thanks.

As for historical errors, I accept all responsibility. I wasn’t present when Attila turned left; I’ve only read about it. In the final analysis, it didn’t matter which way he turned. What did matter was that he lost the battle.

E.D.
Domaine de Valensole, France
Summer 2001



Prologue

The Truth, and Nothing but the Truth


‘He is come to open

The purple testament of bleeding war …’

William Shakespeare, King Richard II



On 14 October 1973, a week into the Arab-Israeli War, we heard rumours – it should be stated that wars and rumours are like mustard and hot dogs; they always go together – about a significant clash between Israeli and Egyptian tank forces in the Sinai desert. We headed south in our rental car and had just passed a number of convoys when we arrived at a major crossroads. There were no signs such as would be expected in a war, like ‘Military Traffic Only’ – not even a ‘Danger – minefield!’ Just a lonely military policeman directing traffic. We thought it quite normal when he stopped us. After all, his country was at war and we were running around armed with nothing more lethal than a press pass. He asked politely: ‘Where to?’

‘The tank battle.’

‘Ah, yes. The tank battle,’ said he. ‘Well, if you want to see burning tanks, take this road,’ and he directed us on to the road leading off to the left. He was absolutely right. Within an hour we stumbled upon an amazing sight – a desert floor littered with the shells of burning Egyptian tanks.

Ten years later, in another part of the world during another war, I had a drink with an Israeli colleague who, at the time of the Yom Kippur War, was in Israeli intelligence, looking after the foreign press. We talked about 1973 and I told him the story of the policeman at the intersection who had pointed us in the direction of the burning Egyptian tanks. My journalist friend smiled before he admitted: ‘I know all about it. We put him there.’

‘You did?’

‘You see, had you driven straight on, you would have seen more burning tanks – only these were ours.’

This only goes to show what cleverly applied ‘psychological warfare’ can achieve with the media. The fact is, we did get our scoop and reported on it, but we missed the real story.

 

So what is the real story? How much is hidden behind the thin screen of ‘whose bread I eat, his song I sing’? If we cannot perceive a war’s truth, standing right in front of it, how can we possibly tell what really took place in the days when most bards believed in war as a glorious adventure and memorialised events with romantic conceit? We eagerly read their accounts on granite steles, on yellowed parchment, or watch events on inflammable rolls of nitrate film – and we believe that we are actually standing next to them in battle. Despite the horrors of war, their reports were often incorrigibly optimistic; observing the worst that men could do to one another, they wrote about heroism and valour, and believed in the best of humanity. They were not naïve, but they were certainly hopeful.

For three millennia, the course of recorded history was shaped by epic conflicts, sometimes small but decisive, sometimes with the pounding step of mighty forces as they marched against each other to the drumbeat of warlords. Battles were fought and battles were won. Some by brilliance, many by minor but significant quirks of fate. Many will argue that mere chance alone does not direct the flow of human destiny, but few will deny that warfare has never been an exact science, and its outcome depended frequently on a series of coincidences, bad luck or outright blunders. Everything is simple in war, but then suddenly the simplest thing becomes difficult. War is one of the great tests that separate planning from execution. Courage or cowardice, energy or weakness, strength or impotence, intellect or imbecility – all play a vital role. Then there is always something called ‘the chance factor’ – the proverbial racing car that runs out of fuel yards before it crosses the finishing line. So it was with mortal combat. Too often the reason why wars were lost was that someone bungled his chance when he thought the battle won.

 

The concept of absolute war is the concept of absolute violence. ‘War is the province of danger, and therefore courage above all things is the first quality of a warrior …’ wrote Clausewitz, the father of modern strategy. His method was to define the real nature of war and then compare it with warfare as soldiers practised it. French colonel Ardant du Picq stated: ‘The human heart is the starting point in all matters pertaining to war. Centuries have not changed human nature. Passion, instincts, among the most powerful one of self-preservation, may be manifested in various ways … Fear! There are soldiers who do not know it, but they are rare. The mass shudders – because you cannot suppress the flesh.’ He ended with a key phrase: ‘Let us then study man in battle – for it is he who really fights!’1

It is true that all men are afraid on the battlefield, but most, despite their fear, remain products of their culture and their value system.2 It is equally true that it is the individual who decides the issue and that courage, imagination, will and energy are vital ingredients in doing battle, but not always the decisive factor in achieving victory. Because if something unexpected intervenes, a general is suddenly plagued by doubts. And when uncertainty enters the equation it will invariably lead to disaster. That moment is the ‘Hinge of Battle’.



1

Flagellum Dei – the Scourge of God

7 September, AD 451 – Attila the Hun


‘Put, oh Lord, a fear onto them

so the barbarians will know that they are human!’

Bishop St Nicaise of Rheims, beheaded by Attila in AD 451




‘Praecipuus Hunnorum Rex Attila

Patre genitus Mundzuco

Fortissimorum gentium dominus!’

(Thou, greatest of Huns, King Attila

Son of Mundzuc

Master of the mightiest people!)

Eulogy by Attila’s warriors during his funeral, AD 453



‘I’ve heard it being said …’ is how one of the great epic poems begins. The Hildebrandlied, which fathered the Nibelungensaga, was written four hundred years after the event. The setting of this blood-dripping drama is Frankenland (France). The main cast consists of heroes and villains – the good, the bad, and the beastly. The epic sings of pure maidens and jilted love, treachery and betrayal, shining heroism and dark villainy. There is Siegfried, young, blond, handsome and utterly naïve. A buxom blonde in body-fitting armour, Brunnhilde, who is actually Siegfried’s aunt, is so impressed by his valour that she falls madly in love and makes his life miserable with tantrums of jealousy once she discovers that her hero is in love with the fair Kriemhild, sister of the Burgundian king. The jilted Brunnhilde marries this king, then seduces his knight Hagen, a sinister character lurking in the shadows, and persuades him to murder Siegfried. End of part one – but fear not, there is always a second part. It comes in the form of retribution, as hell hath no fury like a woman in pain. Siegfried’s widow Kriemhild is willing to go to any lengths in order to achieve vengeance for the brutal murder of her beloved. She consents to marry King Etzel, a brutal overlord, assassin and tyrant, and conspires to have her own tribe, the Nibelungen (Burgundians), brutally done to death by an act of treachery. She invites them to partake in her wedding feast. That’s when the dark Hagen appears back on the scene. At last, the sinister man turns into a great Germanic hero and gives his life in the defence of his tribe and his king. Finally, Kriemhild kills King Etzel on their wedding night, and the curtain comes down.

 

‘I’ve heard it being said …’ – every drama has its true origin, every tale is based on a cast of real characters and events. It is the only source which we have at our disposal in order to reconstruct the events of a distant past.

There did indeed exist a Brunichilde (Brunnhilde), a Sigibert (Sigmund) and a Gundicarius, King of the Burgundians (King Gunther); all were somehow involved in a terrible blood feud that broke out among the Frankish tribes. There was a King Theodoric (Dietrich von Bern). And most assuredly was there a King Etzel, only he wasn’t called Etzel. His real name, one that instilled terror and fear, was Attila the Hun, Flagellum Dei, the Scourge of God.

The Huns and their cruel master, Attila, are more fully represented in the memory of the Western world than any other tribe of nomads. ‘The Huns!’ – a name that still evokes with force the terrors which have haunted the spirit of man since ancient days; a wild, brutal tribe which has left to history a name that has gone down in infamy. Nothing is known about their origin, or their name, ‘Hun’, which could have originated from Hiong-nu, Chinese for ‘common slave’. They may have been part of the Turanian warrior tribes from the Altai mountains of central Asia that Emperor Hwang-te tried to stop when he ordered the Great Wall to be built (258 BC).

When Rome was at its zenith, their emperors came and went; all were powerful, greedy, brutal, lecherous or sanctimonious, and all were masters of the Roman universe, which they ruled with the help of auxiliary armies. Augustus, Tiberius, Claudius, Trajan, Hadrian, Marcus Aurelius, Diocletian – all were ‘heathens’ until Constantine, following his victory over his rival Maxentius at Saxa Rubra (27 October, AD 312), created an historic watershed by establishing Catholicism as the state religion, and thereby made it into the world religion. The split between East Rome and West Rome became a political reality and a new rivalry was born. Soon East Rome took the sun away from the West.

While the West Roman Empire was involved in bloody internal conflicts to regain its former glory and power, a new threat loomed from the East – the nomadic tribe of the Huns. Soon their herds grazed on the land between the Baltic and the Black Sea. Inside the boundaries of this rapidly extending empire security reigned, but this did not extend to the peripheral nations, forever under the shadow of yet another sudden advance by the brutal rider hordes. Surprise, cunning and mobility were the Huns’ major assets. Their combat superiority lay in their incredible mobility and their hit-and-run tactics. They never offered a set battle, never went for man-to-man fighting, but circled their enemy and buried him under a shower of arrows from bows made mainly of horn, as their steppes were treeless. For this form of attack they depended entirely on their small ponies, agile and manoeuvrable. Faced by the much heavier horses of Western riders, good only for straight-line formation charges, the Huns wheeled their ponies at will and dashed off to sting once more from the flanks. In whirlwind advances and tactical retreats they wore down their cumbersome enemies time and time again.

But their strength was also their problem. Ponies needed grass to feed on, and that was not always easily available. Therefore they had constantly to keep on the move. The ‘Hun Plague’ began in 395, when the first hordes devastated the lands of the Fertile Crescent along the Euphrates, and from there advanced into Syria and Armenia. ‘The whole East trembled, for swarms of Huns had broken forth from the far distant Sea of Azov, the icy Don River and from behind the mountains of the Caucasus,’ wrote St Jerome. ‘They filled the whole earth with slaughter and panic alike as they flitted hither and thither on their swift horses. By their speed they outstripped rumour, and they took pity neither upon religion nor rank nor age nor wailing childhood.’1

It was at this time that a message reached Rome that the Burgundians, a Germanic warrior tribe of the Rhine region near Worms, had invaded Rome’s Northern Provinces and were warring with the Belgians. The Roman commander, Aetius, pressed for reinforcements, dispatched an urgent plea for military assistance to the King of the Huns, Oktar, to which the Hun agreed in exchange for copious land grants. Under Roman command, the Huns took up arms against the Burgundians. ‘At this time, Aetius marched against Gundicarius, King of the Burgundians, who pleaded for peace, but was not granted it and he and his people were slaughtered by the Huns.’2 The Burgundians were massacred and the survivors fled into the wooded hills of what today is Burgundy. With the help of the Huns, Legate Flavius Aetius had managed to drown the rebellion in Burgundian blood. But in doing so he committed a fatal blunder when in 435 he led the Hunnish host across the Rhine and showed them the splendours and treasures of the West.

The Burgundians, few as they were, would not forget the massacre; they trained and armed themselves to avenge their people. This was to lead to an incident in which history and legend interweave. ‘As one night the King of the Huns Uptaros [Oktar] ate and drank so much that he died, the Burgundians set upon the leaderless Huns, slaughtered a great number, and, being only 3,000, achieved a great victory.’3 This bloody event was immortalised in the Nibelungenlied, the great Germanic epic.

Strengthened by an influx of auxiliary legions formed from Huns under Roman centurions, all went relatively well under the Roman Emperor Theodosius. The tribes provided warriors for Rome, and in exchange their king received his yearly ransom of gold. But then an accident occurred that changed the entire scenario. On 26 July 450, while on a hunt, Theodosius was thrown from his horse and killed. General Markianos (428–78), who made his way to the throne via the bed of Theodosius’s daughter Pulcheria, succeeded him. Rather foolishly, Markianos stopped paying the yearly tribute to the Hun king.

During a thunderstorm in 433, Hun King Rugila had been killed by lightning and replaced by his two nephews, Bleda and Attila. In 445, Attila murdered his brother Bleda and usurped the crown as the Huns’ undisputed leader. A born warrior, short of stature, with a thick neck and eyes that sent out flashes of lightning, he was not only cruel but also extremely smart. He nurtured ambitions other than to serve as a mercenary surrogate for Rome’s armies. His opportunity came when Empress Placida’s daughter Honoria, a nubile seventeen-year-old, got herself pregnant by one of the servant boys in her household. To avoid the royal scandal, she was expelled from court. In her fury, she offered a ring and her portrait to Attila, begging him to marry her. Attila had no desire to bed the daughter of a Roman emperor, but he could see the advantage in her proposal. He claimed Honoria as his bride, and with her the dowry – nothing small, just half of the Western Empire! Quite understandably, the emperor told him to go and ride his horse somewhere else.

In 450, the Ripuarian Frankish King Chlodion died and a quarrel over the succession broke out between his two sons, Merovée and Gundebaud. Merovée was quicker off the mark and turned to Rome, which left Gundebaud no choice other than to ask Attila for his military assistance. This demand from Gaul, plus his claim for Honoria’s dowry and the emperor’s refusal to pay the yearly ransom, gave Attila reason to invade the Gallo-Roman territories. And so it came to be that in 450 the Huns saddled up and went upstream along the Danube, headed for the heart of Europe. Nothing stood between Attila’s hordes and the Rhine; the thinly manned Roman garrisons at the gateway of the Danube, Carnuntuum and Vindobona (Vienna), fled behind the river. Because of the Huns’ threat to the culture of the Occident, a strange coalition was formed. This was no simple matter, nor was the man who undertook to put it into place a simple ambassador. He was the de facto master of a puppet emperor and he was the empire’s final hope. Flavius Aetius, ‘the last of the Romans’, was called upon to turn the tide and change the course of the inevitable.

Flavius Aetius was born in Silistria. His father, a Roman officer on garrison duty, was murdered by his own troops during a rebellion. Young Aetius achieved the rank of a comes domesticorum et cura palatii (imperial secretary), and was dispatched to the court of King Alarich of the Visigoth as a Roman hostage (407–10).4 In 410 an event took place which left a permanent mark, not only on Aetius but also on all of Western civilisation. Alarich’s Visigoth went on a rampage, which ended in Rome. Bereft of all defences, Rome fell and the Visigoth devastated the city. After plundering its treasures, they took off. Aetius swore to himself that the Visigoth would never again be allowed to get near Rome, a promise he was to remember forty years later. By 423, at a time when the Eastern and the Western Empires were fighting over control of Europe, Flavius Aetius, now back in Italy, was put in command of Emperor Johannes’ Imperial Guard, a key position on the way to the top. His rapid rise was due to his good relationship with the Huns, indispensable as allies for the Western Empire in safeguarding its predominant role. The armies of East Roman General Ardas had overrun upper Italy, captured Emperor Johannes in Ravenna and then cut off his head. With an army of Hunnish auxiliaries, Aetius defeated the Eastern troops and put a child emperor, Placidus Valentinianus, on Rome’s throne. Aetius followed this up with a palace revolt (446) and took supreme power as ‘consul for life’. He used the Hun auxiliaries to usurp and suppress. But the price he had to pay for this help was heavy; Rome ceded Savia Pannonia, the lands between the Save and Danube (today’s Yugoslavia and Hungary), as a permanent homestead for the Huns. With this single step, Aetius had opened for Attila the way into the heart of Europe. When Attila marched in 450, Aetius found himself stripped of his auxiliary help and too weak to put up any resistance. He switched from the role of conqueror to that of intriguer, a role he was to maintain for all the years of his reign as dictator of Rome.

 

The danger for Rome had always come from the north. At that time there existed several belligerent Alemanic tribes, some of which had supplied Rome with mercenaries for centuries – for example, the Vandals of King Gaiseric. Wherever he went, Gaiseric acted without pity, leaving to humanity the word ‘vandalism’. But the main danger was always the Goths, a huge mass of tall, blond warriors from the northern part of Russia and Scandinavia. Moving from their original Gotland, they had split up into two distinct factions, the Ostrogoth (Eastern Goths) and the Visigoth (Western Goths). Rome, in their endeavour to ‘divide and rule’, had managed for a long time to keep these two groups at loggerheads, like quarrelling brothers. Both their great warrior masses were hovering dangerously close to Rome’s vital water barriers, the Ostrogoth north of the Danube and the Visigoth along the Loire. The Ostrogoth, under their Prince Walamir, settled in those eastern parts of Germany that had established contact with the Huns. As allies to the Hun, they now presented the greatest danger. That left the Visigoth under King Theodoric, whose kingdom of Gothia (today Aquitaine) bordered Roman Gaul and would be endangered should the Huns cross the Rhine.

When Attila’s immense host reached the impassable Black Forest, he split his forces in two. The faster Gepids, another nomadic tribe, crossed the Rhine near Basle and moved from there in a south-westerly direction towards Besançon, while the much larger northern wing, made up mostly of Huns under Attila himself, crossed the Rhine unopposed at Trier and from there took the Roman road towards Mettis (Metz). While the Roman garrisons folded their tents and silently stole away, the Huns crossed the hapless countryside, leaving in their wake a swath of fire, destruction and death. Cologne, Mainz, Trier, Strasbourg, Amiens and Tournai were sacked. Metz was left without defences but for a bishop and his monks. The Huns entered the town on Easter Saturday, 7 April, AD 451.5 ‘They threw fire upon the city, killed one and all with the tip of their swords and even murdered the priest on the holy altar.’6

After the sack of Metz, the Hunnish hordes set out on the road to Lutetia Parisiorum (Paris). On their way they had to pass the major city of Rheims, a sacred place for all Catholic Gauls. The town was undefended but for a heroic and courageous bishop, Nicaise (St Nicaise). He had received a note from Consul Aetius instructing him to bar the doors to the Hun, but Nicaise knew that such an action was hopeless. His few hundred armed citizens would achieve nothing but a massacre of the town’s people in the face of half a million approaching Huns. When Attila rode through the open gate, he was met by Bishop Nicaise, barring his way with a cross.

‘What message was it that Aetius did send to you, Bishop?’ demanded Attila.

‘If I have burned his letter so was this not to inform you of its content,’ replied a defiant Bishop Nicaise.

‘You shall pay for this.’

‘He who lives under the claw of a tiger can only ask for the animal’s leniency. But hear me, Attila, I’m not asking for clemency because only my God can grant it.’

‘This we shall see,’ responded Attila, and promptly ordered the bishop’s head cut off.

‘Put, oh Lord, a fear on to them so the barbarians will know that they are human!’ said the holy man who was soon declared a saint, before his head rolled down the gutter. In the end, it was up to a pious and exquisitely beautiful woman, Eutropia, to stand up to the Huns. ‘By her purity she stopped the Huns from their murderous ways and they fled from the city in great panic.’7 Before the host reached Paris they sacked another important town, Durocortorum Catalaunum (Châlons-sur-Marne). After several thousand of its citizens were slaughtered, Attila ordered the establishment of a permanent supply camp there. This town, controlling the Marne crossings, was to play a vital role in the months to come. From there, the Huns bypassed Troyes and Sens without attacking them and moved on Paris.
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Before Paris they faced another encounter with a saintly woman. Sainte Geneviève was a maiden of seventeen from the neighbouring village of Nanterre who roused the women of the city to shame their men, ready to take to their boats and flee before the terrible ‘Scourge of God’, into burning the bridges to the island from the mainland and then taking up arms in defence of the town. Great quantities of food were stored inside the walled city and all ferry-boats were sunk. The siege of Paris, an island in the midst of the wide Seine, would have been too long and costly, and therefore Attila abandoned the attempt. ‘By the faith of a maiden the city was saved …’ (Sainte Geneviève is still the patron saint of Paris).

Attila’s army was headed for the Loire. Its advance was slow, the speed of the whole force dictated by the slowest ox wagon. The troops dragged their feet; discipline was lax. There were sporadic attacks on the rearguard. It is astounding that up to this point there was no sign of Aetius or his legions, nor any indication that he really intended to put a stop to the Hunnish juggernaut. Attila must certainly no longer have counted on serious Roman resistance; it should have come much earlier, on the wild waters of the Lech, on the wide Rhine, or in the narrow defiles of the Ardennes mountains. Safe in this belief, he set out from Paris for France’s key to its interior, Orleans, the town bridging the Loire. For a moment it looked as if the town would be handed to him without a fight. The King of the Alan, Sangibanus, had migrated with his people from his native Valence to settle around Orleans. Faced with the threat of annihilation from Attila’s hordes, he panicked and offered to hand over the town to the Huns without resistance, but this was prevented by men loyal to their warrior bishop. ‘The King of the Alan, Sangibanus, had spoken from fear when he offered Attila to open for him the doors of the town of Orleans, in which he and his men were at the time. When Aetius and Theodoric heard of this, they ordered a high wall built around the town and put the Alan under the observation of others.’8

Attila knew that the gates would be closed against him, and that in the town was a bishop who promised to make life difficult for him – the Bishop of Orleans, Anianus (St Aignan), a born Alan from Vienne (Rhone), ‘a pious and clever man who put his trust in God’.9 Attila couldn’t bypass the town as he had done Paris. He needed the bridge to lead his army across the wide Loire. Also, Orleans would present a permanent threat to his rearguard in case a strategic retreat was called for. Unlike Paris, Aureliana (Orleans) was vital. Attila reached the town in the first week of June 451.10 Negotiations to allow the Huns to cross the bridges came to naught and Attila laid siege to the town. For five weeks, his rams pounded the walls; his arrows killed hundreds of defenders. Bishop Anianus walked around the crumbling walls carrying holy relics. Just like the maiden Joan one thousand years later, speaking from the very same ramparts, he kept up the townspeople’s spirits. ‘We fight because we must hold until the Lord send us help in this great hour of need. It will come, I know, the Lord has so promised. We sit astride the only good road south. Until we fall, Attila can take no great force in search of our friends. They will gather and defeat the evil the Hun has brought about our land. We must buy that time for them.’

But this time was running out fast.

 

What had happened to the Roman armies the bishop so fervently believed in during all this time? Why did Aetius leave his Gaul provinces undefended? His legions were not just some slapdash put-together force, but made up from veterans of the Roman Army. There had been ample possibilities to defend Gaul from the invasion – along the Rhine, in the narrow valleys of the Ardennes – and yet Aetius did nothing. That is the great historic mystery, and the only explanation is that Aetius had planned it that way. He was counting on the fact that somewhere in the depths of Gaul the two masses of barbarians, Hun and Goth, would meet and pulverise each other, thereby leaving the road open for Rome’s continued world supremacy. The Goth were just as much of a menace to Rome as the barbarous Hun. It was a devilish plan, but one absolutely within the strategic grasp of someone like Aetius: to lure the Huns towards the kingdom of the Visigoth, those blond, bearded giants of a warrior nation, and an eternal threat to Rome’s borders. By betraying both sides, first his erstwhile allies, the Huns, and thereafter the Visigoth, Aetius hoped to re-establish Rome’s supremacy. And that can be the only valid reason why he did not act sooner. Only once the direction of the Hun’s advance became clear – Orleans, on the very doorstep of the land of the Visigoth – did he set his scheme in motion.

Attila had played beautifully into his hands. Since the Huns had appeared on the scene, Gaul had known no peace. His hordes had ravaged the lands, burned the crops, killed the people and plundered the cities. Its women were raped, its girls sold into slavery. Its villagers were dead, of hunger, by the sword or from the plague. The Huns has so enslaved the provinces that survivors from villages had come with their scythes and sickles to join the Roman Army and to have a go at the enemy, though they knew that they would die in the attempt. Until now Aetius had offered no great battle because with what he had at his disposal he couldn’t expect to win. But finally he was ready to catch Attila in an unfavourable position and destroy him in one great battle. But for that he needed the Visigoth’s mighty force.

Aetius knew that he was faced with a most difficult mission; the Goths had grave suspicions about the true intentions of the Romans, who governed the world by proxy and let their feoderati (auxiliaries) take the casualties and do their fighting for them. But now, with the Huns at the Loire border of the Visigoth kingdom, the situation had changed. Now each needed the other. Roman Consul Aetius, accompanied by Senator Avitus (who became Western Emperor from 454 to 456), went to Tolosa (Toulouse) to meet with the wisest of the Visigoth, King Theodoric, a giant in his seventies with a flowing white beard. It took a silver-tongued approach to convince the Goth.


Common sense orders you, oh noble king, to come to an alliance with Rome and face up to the tyrant of the Earth. He doesn’t even look for a reason to start a war, he just does anything he likes. He satisfies his ambition with brutality, his arrogance with licentious unrestraint, he shows a total disregard for right and law, he is even the enemy of nature. He, who has sinned against all of humanity, deserves only the hatred of us all. Recall your own setbacks against these Huns, they all came about by treachery. Can you bear that shame any longer? You command a mighty nation in arms. Therefore consider a way to escape another duplicity and ally yourself with Rome’s legions. Rush to the help of those who depend on you and your might. How much we seek such a union you can see by the evil scheme of our common enemy.



The vote by the king’s nobles was divided; some of his advisers were in favour, while Theodoric’s eldest son, Thorismund, was against. Having listened to their counsel, Theodoric thought matters over for a long time before he finally gave Aetius his answer:


Your wish must be our wish. The Goths have no choice. The animosity of our people with the men of Attila carries deep and proud warriors cannot forget the shame. Now we will chase him wherever he turns. May he show off with his overbearing claim for victory over other mighty tribes, the Goth nation will know how to stand up to the one with the evil spirit. A war is not difficult to lead if it is based on honourable grounds. Nothing can faze the warrior who is sure of the favour of the One and Divine Majesty.11



Only after Aetius had departed with an assurance of mutual assistance did Thorismund ask his father: ‘What about this Roman Aetius? Can you trust him?’

Theodoric slapped his sword. ‘Yes, the length of this blade.’12

 

At Orleans, Bishop Anianus once again climbed the wall to assess the situation. Great chunks had been knocked from the enclosure protecting the bridges. Their situation was hopeless. ‘And it was the third time he climbed the wall and decided on their final stand, when they saw a great cloud of dust in the far distance. It was the Visigoth King Theodoric with his son Thorismund in company of Aetius – and in a short but bloody battle they threw the Huns back and delivered the town of Aureliana. And Attila and his hordes fled the field and raced to the fields of Campus Mauriacus and there prepared for battle.’13

The Huns weren’t expecting, and therefore were not prepared to fight, a defensive battle; nothing can be more decisive than a siege army suddenly finding itself under attack from the open rear.14 It is like the bite of a hungry dog into a mighty lion’s neck. ‘Driven from street to street, beaten down by stones hurled at them from the roofs of the dwellings, the Huns didn’t know what was to become of them before Attila sounded the retreat. Such took place on 14 June 451 and the civilisation of the West was saved from total destruction.’15

After his defeat at Orleans, Attila was left with three options: a planned retreat using his hit-and-run tactics to offer delaying measures, running fast and disappearing into the Hungarian steppes before the enemy had time to follow up on their victory, or facing Aetius and Theodoric in a great, final battle to avenge his shameful setback at Orleans. Attila chose to stand and fight. ‘At this point, Attila considered a fast retreat, but this was more shameful than death itself. So he decided to inquire with his seers …’

Attila, like all barbaric rulers, never undertook a combat without first consulting his seers (Hitler was somewhat similar). The Hun shamans slaughtered an animal, studied its innards stretched out over a heated thighbone, and came to the conclusion that a confrontation would bring about the death of his enemy. Attila took this to be Aetius. ‘And his seers told him that, although he might face possible defeat, it would bring about the death of his enemy’s leader … he chose to begin battle at the ninth hour [after sunrise] to benefit, should the battle end in defeat of the darkness of night …’16

Attila’s reasoning was based on consideration of his principal goal; in order to achieve global hegemony he had to kill the man who stood between him and his rule over the Antique world, Aetius, the Dictator of Rome. Without its charismatic leader, Rome ceased to be a power. Therefore, allowing for possible defeat – and for this reason he would hold off giving battle until late in the day so that he would have the option of escaping in darkness – by killing his adversary he would eventually end up the victor. Gathered around his mainstay, his Huns, were the breakaway Ripuarian Franks of Gundebaud, the Gepids of Ardarich, and the Ostrogoth of Walamir. As battlefield he chose the Campus Mauriacus in the Roman province of Campania (Champagne), a flat plain across the Marne on the Campi Catalaunici17 – the site that was to go down in the history books as the Catalaunian Fields.

 

The army Attila was about to face was mighty: Theodoric at the head of his Visigoth host, well armed, well trained and disciplined; Aetius with two and a half Roman legions brought in forced marches from Provincia (Provence) and Upper Italy; and young Prince Merovée, son of King Chlodion, with his Salisian Franks, arch-enemy of his brother Gundebaud’s Ripuarian Franks; plus a smattering of allied tribes – Burgundians (who hadn’t forgotten their tribe’s massacre by the Huns), a large group of Helvetian footguards, and the doubtful Alan contingent under their King Sangibanus. Only months before at Orleans, when Sangibanus had seen the changing tide, he had quickly switched sides. Theodoric didn’t trust him and Attila hated him.

When Sangibanus met Aetius, he tried to make the Roman believe that it was strictly due to his non-intervention that Orleans had not been taken. Aetius frowned. ‘You had no more power to change the issue after Bishop Anianus shut the gates. With your treachery you’ve betrayed Attila. He will not easily forget. So you’d better stand and fight for your life.’ In fact Sangibanus was more of a liability than an ally, but put in front of reliable troops he and his men would be unable to retreat and would be forced to fight.

While the Western coalition partners were gathering their forces between the Loire and the Marne, and showed no great hurry to pursue their enemy, Attila was left with plenty of time to prepare his defences. Near Brolium (today Saint Mesmin, in memory of Deacon Memorius) a minor incident occurred King Ardarich of the Gepids, riding as Attila’s vanguard, had reached the small River Aube, when he was met by a delegation of seven Catholic priests and monks. Marching at the head, Châlons’ diacon (deacon), Memorius, carried a silver cross. As he held it up, a ray of sunshine reflected from it, blinding the king’s horse, which reared and threw the king. The Gepids saw only their king’s distress and the priests confronting him. Without a moment’s hesitation, they hacked down six priests; only one managed to escape to relate the story. According to Church annals, this took place on 7 September 451, and thereby the date is known for what was to become a much larger action.

 

There can be nothing more lethal than the meeting of two hostile brothers. On the morning of the main battle a vanguard of Gundebaud’s Ripuarian Franks spied a small contingent of Merovée’s Salisian Franks across a brook and splashed across to attack. The initial skirmishers were quickly reinforced by both Frankish hosts. Now Gundebaud committed a fatal blunder. He told his riders to dismount and form a solid line in the face of charging heavy cavalry. With a mighty blast from a war horn, Merovée’s cavalry trotted forward, preparing to meet their brothers head on. With a hundred paces to build up momentum, they struck the leading elements of Gundebaud’s riders, simply rode over them and drove their enemy back, wheeling away as yet another wave charged through to strike. When that battle was over, the screams of pain from the fallen mingled with shouts of triumph from the victors. The losses were great; at least 15,000 Franks lay dead on the field, including Prince Gundebaud. With him, Attila had lost one of his key participants for the forthcoming confrontation.

In the camp of the victorious Franks there was great rejoicing; everywhere Merovée went, his men cheered him. He could feel a certain pride in that. He had won a battle and it had been worth winning. Because with victory assured, Merovée went on to unite the quarrelling Frankish factions into one great nation. That day on the field of blood he founded a dynasty, the Merovinger, which ruled over the Kingdom of the Franks (France) until the eighth century.18

But the two main protagonists still hadn’t met. Because of the earlier battle, Aetius and Theodoric had now decided on a crossing of the Noblette higher up, and thereby upset Attila’s battle plan, which was to intercept them at the crossing near his entrenched camp. Attila had to shift his contingent to confront the new situation. He refused to give battle; his plan was still to wait for late afternoon. By the early afternoon of 7 September, the opposing forces were lined up and the battle lines set. They were now formed across the Roman road which led from Rheims via Toul to Basel. On the Aetius/Visigoth left wing were the giants of Theodoric; the centre was Sangibanus and his Alan a little to the front of Aetius and his Roman legions. On the right were the Burgundians and the Helvetians, strengthened by the recently victorious Salisian Franks. Behind the line was one Roman legion which Aetius held as a final reserve.

On the opposite side of the plain, Attila set Walamir and the Ostrogoth to face the Visigoth, assuring himself that the two enemy brothers would clash with violence and without pity. There were more Ostrogoth, but the Visigoth were better armed and probably better disciplined. There was another good reason for this disposition: compared with his small, bow-legged Huns, the Goths were true giants, and their heavy chargers, once in full cry, would ride over his lightly mounted Mongol warriors. His fast Gepid rider hordes he planned to send in a flanking attack against the foot-soldiers of the Roman legions. For his Huns he reserved the special pleasure of going up against the centre of the traitor Sangibanus; this also meant that they would attack the Roman phalanx of shields and spears head on.

Hectic activity erupted around the tent of the Roman commander. He assembled all the leaders around him. ‘King Gundicarius, upon the signal of Prefect Ferreolus, pull from the centre and strengthen the left wing … King Merovée, do not strengthen the Alan centre, I will do this with my legions, but move your riders also to the left wing and wait for the signal from Legate Maecilius to swing around the Huns … The Helvetian will move from the centre towards the right wing, they will then hold the line and while the Visigoth pull out their cavalry … King Theodoric, my friend, tonight we shall taste victory together …’

Attila was also surrounded by his commanders. He had studied the enemy’s battle line. They had their flanks covered by their heavy cavalry, Visigoth and Franks, and there his light Hun riders could not attack. The best place was right in the centre; Sangibanus and his Alan were the least reliable and certainly the weak link. Attila decided to drive his cutting wedge straight at the enemy centre.


Ha, the Roman has set his line … see there, the Alan in the centre … Ellak my son, you will go against Sangibanus, he is the weakest and most unreliable ally of the Roman, he shall be the first to die, the traitor and his Alan dogs … then we shall tear wide open the centre and roll up the enemy lines … King Ardarich, take your riders around the flank of the Franks, harass them enough so they will not attack towards the centre … Prince Walamir, ride on my right flank, attack Theodoric … drive him against the hammer of my centre, do not lose contact with me … now patience, my friends, we shall wait now … and then unleash hell!



In the centre of the plain was a rise, not much higher than the surrounding terrain but high enough to offer some advantage for a down-slope rider attack. It was the fight for possession of this hill which started the battle – a rather useless waste of men for a rather meaningless hill. But that was also where Sangibanus held his position. And Attila had sworn that this traitor would be the first to die. Hun cavalry and their accompanying foot-soldiers had formed up in a wedge – riders in first, then the foot-soldiers would fan out and roll up the enemy from the rear.

The sun was past the zenith when Attila raised his battle flag. All along his line the commanders raised theirs. The flag came down. ‘Unleash hell!’ the commanders cried, repeating their leader’s command. A blast from the horn, and the quiet of a moment before was shattered by battle cries. A great mass of horses raced up the gentle slope, heading for the dismounted Alan in the centre. Despite the flights of arrows that created havoc among horses and riders, the Huns drove their ponies in utter frenzy and managed to close in with the Alan’s first rank. The impact was terrible; the Alan lost half their men in the initial contact. They put up a desperate struggle, yet the weight of the attackers soon proved decisive. They isolated the Alan into a pocket from which there was only one escape lane, already piled high with bodies and slippery with blood. ‘Aetius, help us,’ Sangibanus cried out in panic. ‘Back! Back!’ But they couldn’t go back and they couldn’t advance. The Alan king saw Attila on his horse, and what he saw was death. Sangibanus was cut off and surrounded. ‘Peace,’ he yelled, ‘I give in …  back from me … pity, Attila …’ Up on the hill sat a solitary leather-clad rider, staring down on him. ‘Pity …’ was Sangibanus’ last word; an arrow pierced his throat and the King of the Alan fell from the saddle. That took the fight out of the Alan, which gave the Huns the opportunity to push their wedge towards the Roman phalanx.

By the time Aetius finally moved one of his legions into battle, the Huns had taken possession of the summit ridge. With the Alan auxiliaries lying dead before them, his Roman centre took on the full weight of Attila’s attack. Still, the Roman legion stood as one man, shield to shield; behind heaps of corpses they faced the renewed onslaught. The Huns attacked from all sides, mounted archers with their short bows maintaining continuous fire on the Roman legions piled up in the centre. Aetius brought up his reserve legion to plug the many holes that appeared in his centre, caused by the ceaseless shower of arrows. Attila now threw everything he had into the fray. A simply overwhelming mass of Huns soon pressed the legionnaires so close together that they could no longer use their lances. They were tiring, fighting on bravely until the centre of their shield wall buckled and they were driven back in great confusion. The Huns drove their massed wedge deeper and deeper into the Roman phalanx until the legions’ centre shattered. Aetius waved his hand vigorously and the legions’ trumpets sounded a frantic retreat, but for many there was no retreat possible. Now victory was within Attila’s grasp.

While this singular slaughter continued in the centre, another fierce battle had erupted on Attila’s right wing, where the Ostrogoth had crashed into the Visigoth. Both sides fought like lions and the slaughter was fearsome. For a while the outcome hung in the balance, before the Ostrogoth gained the upper hand. But this pulled them away from Attila’s centre and opened a dangerous gap between the right wing and the centre. Attila had backed up his initial wedge by throwing nearly all his remaining Huns against what amounted to hardly a legion and a half of Romans. He was certain that this would decide the outcome, and now he could no longer extricate them to plug the gaping hole between his centre and the Ostrogoth wing. He cursed himself; while that traitor Sangibanus had distracted his attention, he had overlooked the ruse of old Theodoric. It was a trap! While his Huns advanced in the centre, a wall of riders gathered on his flank – Theodoric and his Visigoth giants.

Theodoric saw confusion reigning in the Roman centre. Unless he acted immediately, the battle was surely lost. He issued an order to give way slowly to the onrushing Ostrogoth, to lure them away from Attila.

Walamir, fighting like the god of war, and his Ostrogoth pursued the retreating Visigoth farther and farther. It was a matter of kill or be killed. Attila dispatched a messenger to stop him: ‘No more advance, make a slow retreat to get in contact with the centre.’ Before Attila’s dispatch rider could deliver the urgent message, he was struck down by an arrow. Every minute counted now; every minute the distance between Attila’s centre and his right flank widened dangerously. To complicate matters it was getting dark, and in the diffused light fighters could no longer be clearly identified. That’s when it happened.

It was at this moment of greatest peril, with both the Romans and the Visigoth in retreat, that the likely outcome of the battle was reversed. While Walamir the Ostrogoth battled on, in the belief that he had the entire Visigoth force before him, Theodoric planned a daring manoeuvre; for this he had to operate a flanking movement around the Ostrogoth, in order to get his heavily armed Visigoth into the press of the Huns’ centre. He left a covering screen of Helvetians and dismounted fighters behind and then raced ahead of his massed riders towards Attila’s vulnerable flank.

Aetius was conspicuous among his Roman legionnaires in his crimson coat, desperately trying to rebuild the shattered centre in order to stem the flood of Huns pouring through it. For the moment the Huns had pulled back and were milling around the centre, slaughtering his Romans. Shortly they would form up for another charge against his wings. He turned for an instant from his own battle to look for Theodoric, just in time to see the Visigoth lead his heavy cavalry off to the left.

On a series of horn signals the Visigoth riders spread first to a hundred then to five hundred abreast. They spurred their heavy mounts on. The ground shook under the mad charge by the savage Visigoth. The leading horsemen drove on harder as arrows flew at them with a deadly sound. In a moment the air was thick with them. As one flight struck, another arched out. Horses reared and crashed into each other, men fell, the next line stumbled over fallen horses to be themselves brought down. More came on; nothing could stop their charge.

For a long while Attila had sat grimly astride his horse atop a small knoll, watching the battle develop and dispatching orders. His mouth was set in a hard line. Below him were a mass of fighting, screaming and dying men, slashing with hooks and axes, swords and scythes into living flesh. The slope was soon filled with the sounds of pain and terror. The light was getting bad; darkness began to settle over the field. What worried him was looming in the distance, on his right wing – the advancing Ostrogoth still moving away from his centre. Attila cursed himself – why hadn’t he kept back a reserve to fill the gap? With a reserve one could always exploit the enemy’s mistakes, and victory generally went to the side that made the fewest errors. Suddenly he noticed a change in the distant battle between the enemy tribes of Goths. He breathed a sigh of relief; at last, Walamir had received his order to make his slow retreat towards his centre. The Ostrogoth riders were finally pulling back – but why so fast? Now the unbelievable happened right in front of his eyes. Thousands of Huns raced off towards the distant river, raising a cloud of dust as they whipped their ponies to greater speed. Fool that he had been – what he had thought to be withdrawing Ostrogoth were in fact Theodoric’s heavy Visigoth cavalry! And they were about to annihilate his centre.

To the Huns, the sheer weight of the rapidly advancing Goths was overpowering; blond, tall and muscular, with their caps of iron they resembled a horde of extraterrestrial devils. Already the sight of them had put the fear of God into the Huns. With a spine-chilling war cry from thousands of throats, Theodoric’s Visigoth massed riders raced straight for the Huns. There were screams and shouts and the Huns faced about, bewildered. For an instant they didn’t know whether to stand and fight or to run – and then it was too late. The impact came in a tremendous head-on collision, and it was entirely one-sided as the much heavier European chargers rode over the light ponies of the steppe. The mass of chargers formed an irresistible battering ram as they pressed onward, catching the Huns from the side and from behind. Within seconds the Huns had become totally disorganised; thousands were trampled under the hoofs of the mighty Goth mounts, while long Teutonic swords hacked swaths through the confused enemy, cutting down everything in their way. The Huns turned, but the pressure from behind was too strong. With Theodoric in the van, his barbarous fighters scythed through the Mongol hordes. Much better armed than their enemy, they bashed in heads with their fearsome battleaxes while their heavy-bladed swords sliced off limbs, and they speared dozens with their iron-tipped pikes. It wasn’t a contest, it wasn’t even a battle – it was slaughter. Nobody could withstand such onslaught by the blond giants, certainly not the Huns. The whole brawl lasted probably not more than fifteen minutes, but they were fifteen minutes that changed history.

‘The Huns flee,’ came triumphant shouts. And so it was. The Huns, who had found an escape lane and had abandoned the field in utter panic, were hacked down on the bank of the Noblette by Franks waiting for them, or simply drowned in the river. ‘The stream between two shallow riverbanks was coloured red from the blood of the fallen; it was not like after a heavy shower, swollen by the rains, but the blood had turned it into a raging river. And those, whose wounds forced them to still their thirst, did so with blood reddened water. Thus the poor souls had to drink the very blood their wounds had flown into the gully.’19

Thus ended one of the fiercest battles of ancient time.20

 

The victors fell to their knees. A Christian God had shown himself in all his glory. But he showed no signs of favour. He had chosen the most valiant to be slain. Night laid its dark mantle over the field. Only then did the slaughter stop. Most of the leaders were dead. For hours after darkness, the Catalaunian Fields resounded with the screams of the dying. But nobody was fighting any longer, not even the ghosts of the many lying there. A few torches sent out circles of light. What were they looking for? For survivors? Or to slaughter the wounded enemy? Who could tell.

Having seen that all was lost, Attila had withdrawn inside his earthen-walled fortress. The Hun cursed his own foolishness – his dream of a kingdom for the Huns lay out there, with broken limbs and severed heads. All for nothing, because his shamans had been wrong in their predictions: that cursed enemy leader was not dead, he was very much alive, and surely as the sun rises each day he would lead his legions to destroy what was left of the decimated Huns. The dawn would see his end – but he would never allow himself to be taken alive. He was ready to die a fiery death rather than be captured by Visigoth and Romans.21 He ordered his men to use their wooden saddles and pile them into a huge pyramid, his own funeral pyre. Slowly, downhearted, they dragged their saddles to the middle of the camp, reciting their age-old prayer of death to their god Loki. In the darkness a monumental mountain of saddles grew.22 The survivors begged their leader to lead them in a breakout in the coming dawn. Perhaps their god would be lenient and grant them a miracle. But Attila knew that the God of Huns had outlawed miracles. In this hour of despair, he wasn’t aware of a momentous incident that had taken place earlier, one that was to spare him and his Huns.

As darkness had settled over the battlefield, and the horns of the Visigoth had finally called the warriors to end the combat, among those who failed to answer the call was one whose absence was felt the most: an old man with a flowing white beard – Theodoric the king. ‘During the fierce battle, Theodoric King of the Visigoth was thrown from his horse and was trampled to death under the hoofs of the horses of his own, advancing mass of riders.’23

While his men went out to look for him, a centurion in his crimson robe arrived at the tent of Flavius Aetius. He tore off his helmet and put a fist to his chest. ‘Hail, Consul, be it known but to you that Theodoric is slain,’ he pronounced, out of breath.

The Roman consul was stunned. ‘How be it?’

‘He was thrown in the final charge. I saw it myself.’

With the king dead, the warriors would elect a new king: Thorismund, his son – and Thorismund was the avowed enemy of Rome. That changed everything. For three hours, while chaos reigned in every camp, while survivors bandaged their wounds or simply fell asleep from battle exhaustion, Aetius disappeared from his camp. In the darkness, no one saw him and no one ever discovered what really went on in these decisive hours before dawn. Chances are he went for a secret meeting with Attila.

Logic dictated it. The death of King Theodoric had eliminated the only man who could have seen through the schemes of the Roman. Aetius acted immediately; with the Visigoth menace out of the way, and a young, inexperienced new ruler, the weak West Roman Empire could continue to play the leading role on the continent. But for this he now needed once again the Huns as his feoderati. He would use the tribe to checkmate the Eastern Emperor Markianos and, at the same time, to stop the Visigoth from moving on Italy. He knew that he could reach an agreement with Attila; therefore, it was vital to let the Huns get away, and in fairly good order. How he passed this message to Attila is one of the enigmas of history. But it could only have happened during these hours of darkness.

King Theodoric’s body was found under a pile of dead warriors; the great hero of legend fell where the fight had raged the fiercest. In his funeral procession, followed by every single one of his victorious Visigoth, the king was carried in plain sight of Attila’s camp and placed on a magnificent funeral pyre, erected from the saddles of his slain foe.24 His courage and energy were the stuff legends are made of … and his spirit lives on in the greatest epic of the blood-soaked fields of central Europe, the Nibelungenlied.

As predicted, his warriors on the battlefield elected Thorismund as their new king; he sought counsel from his Roman ally. Aetius offered it with great cunning; he pointed out to the new Visigoth king the danger he might have to face from his five brothers in Tolosa (Toulouse), who would vie for Theodoric’s inheritance – unless he were to return home immediately and make known his right to the throne.


After all was finished, Thorismund, shaken by the death of his father sought counsel from the Patrician Aetius how to avenge the death of his father. What to undertake in the morning. Aetius, vastly superior in wisdom and age to the young king, advised the Goth to round up his survivors and speedily to return to their homelands to forestall other claims for the throne. Or his brothers might just take the crown away from him. Thorismund failed to see the treachery, considered Aetius’ advice as nothing but that of a well-meaning friend, and returned into the interior of Gaul. Thus can human weakness, especially when furthered by baneful advice and influenced by suspicion, become the reason to forgo the opportunity for great historic feats.25



This great feat would have been the complete annihilation of Attila and his Huns, and it is significant that it was actually a Roman who stopped the extinction of the Huns. Within the year Aetius was to regret his act. Thorismund failed to see the treachery. While Aetius looked on as his Visigoth ally rode off towards the west, Legate Maecilius reached for his hand and fell to his knee. ‘Attila is beaten, Gaul is free and now we must use our victory well. Great Aetius, you have saved Rome!’ Aetius looked to the west, where the first rays of the morning sun touched the walls of the city of Catalaunium. He didn’t see salvation, only danger.

‘Gaul has been saved for Rome – but for how long?’

A fine prophecy. Within the year, Gaul was forever lost to Rome.

The facts

From what took place in the days that followed victory, it becomes obvious that Jordanes’ description of the monumental betrayal was accurate. The powerful Visigoth had to be put aside to save Attila for Aetius’ future designs. The Roman consul could easily have decimated the Huns, still encircled in their Camp d’Attila, a hastily put-up field fortification that was protected only by water-filled ditches and earthen walls not much higher than a man.26 At this stage, even the reduced Roman legions would have sufficed to finish off the Hun; instead the legionnaires remained impassively in camp while Attila’s hordes were allowed to move off without hindrance. For Rome’s raison d’état, a young and naïve Visigoth had been persuaded to take his men from the field in order to save Attila’s Huns. Once this act of political juggling was accomplished, and the Visigoth had disappeared over the horizon, the veterans of Aetius’ Gallo-Roman legions were only too happy to sit by and watch the Huns vanish across the Rhine. At Châlons, it wasn’t the Romans who had supplied the cutting edge. Only two and a half of Rome’s legions had fought, a mere 25,000 out of many hundreds of thousands. Who, then, held history in the balance? The Germans, Visigoth and Frankish warrior nations that served the will of Rome.

Aetius’ equation didn’t succeed; he had sown dragon’s teeth. By ridding himself of his bothersome Germanic allies and stripping Italy of its Roman legions to lead them against the Huns, he left Rome without defences. Within ten months, Attila had rallied his tribes around his overpowering personality. This time he invaded the heartland of Rome (452), the fertile Upper Italian plains. Attila’s chevauchée was terrible, his fury unbridled, his brutality without restraint; his hordes burned, raped and murdered. He descended across the Julian Alps on Aquileia, whose citizens fled to an offshore island and thereby founded Venice. One city after another was put to the sack: Padua, Vincenza, Verona, Brescia, Bergamo, Milan and Pavia. To give his hordes a rest he halted on the Mincio. There he was met by Pope Leo I, ‘and the awe of Christianity was upon him …’ It wasn’t the thundering of the Church but the huge ransom the Pope paid Attila out of Church funds which helped Pope Leo – who for his daring endeavour achieved sainthood and was thereafter known as Pope Leo the Great – to rid Italy of the Huns.

Attila’s sudden death, shortly after meeting Pope Leo I, was interpeted by the Christian nations as a holy miracle in which the representative of God on Earth subdued the Flagellum Dei, Satan incarnate, son of Nimrod, the Antichrist. This belief in holy relics as political ammunition for papal authority, backed up by the pious maiden Geneviève, who had saved Paris with her prayers, and the ‘miracle of Orleans’ performed by Bishop Avianus, added to the mystical belief in the ultimate power of the Christian Church. ‘Thus it can be truly said that indirectly the King of the Huns contributed more perhaps than any other historical figure towards the creation of that mighty factor in the politics of medieval Italy, the Pope-King of Rome.’27

Attila died in 453 in Pechelarn (Pöchlarn in Lower Austria), his demise said to have been caused by a nosebleed brought on by drink and exhaustion during his wedding night with the fair Ildico (Kriemhild, Siegfried’s widow). As he lay on his bed and the blood flowed down his throat, it drowned him. Another account represented a more Teutonic version: having avenged Siegfried, the noble Kriemhild would not give herself to the vile Asian and cut his throat. Whatever the case, Attila was dead, and with the death of their ‘little father’ – Attila was actually a diminutive of atta for father, while the Goths called him Godegisel for Gottesgeisel or, in Roman, Flagellum Dei – the Hun kingdom fell apart. King Ardarich of the Gepids, who had been Attila’s lieutenant at Châlons and had miraculously survived the battle, joined with the Ostrogoth in revolt. In the ensuing battle at the Netad river in Pannonia (454), Ellak, son of Attila, was killed. The Gepid took Dacia and the Ostrogoth Pannonia. With Ellak’s defeat, the Huns vanished altogether.

In 454, the ‘last of the Romans’, Consul-for-Life Flavius Aetius, demanded Emperor Valentinianus’ daughter for his own son. The emperor invited Aetius to a banquet during which he stabbed him, jealous of his consul’s power. One of Aetius’ lieutenants, Petronius Maximus, took terrible revenge; at the head of the imperial cohort, he marched on the imperial palace, where he had the entire court put to the sword, murdered Valentinianus and forced the emperor’s widow, Eudoxia, to marry him. In her distress, she sent a message to the ruthless Gaiseric, King of the Vandals, to come to her rescue. Gaiseric, who had already devastated most of North Africa, responded to her call, met Eudoxia, stripped her of her jewels, and then put Rome to the sack. In an act of ‘vandalism’ at its purest, he butchered most of Rome’s patrician population during two weeks in June 455.

 

Aetius wanted to defend Rome and Attila wanted to destroy it. Both succeeded, and yet Attila and Aetius were the losers. A Goth king died at the moment of his greatest victory, and a Roman dictator thought he could save Rome. His betrayal didn’t spare the Western Roman Empire from obliteration. Aetius did nothing but open the way to others – to the hordes of Attila in 452, to the Vandals in 455, and in 472 to the Burgundians and Suevi. The end of a thousand-year-old Rome came on the morning of 4 September 476, when Odoaker, a barbarian partly Goth and partly Hun, deposed Rome’s last emperor, Romulus Augustus.

With Rome’s demise, Visigoth and Franks expanded throughout western Europe. Both nations formed mighty empires. In the final outcome, King Theodoric’s heirs were the winners. The Battle of Châlons was one of the decisive battles of history. A victory by Attila would have brought about the collapse of Western civilisation, the end of Christianity, and possible domination of Europe by Asian masters. It brought about the end of Rome. In its stead, a new world power emerged, the Catholic Church. Its spiritual leader, the Pope, replaced Imperial Rome as the only valid authority throughout the Middle Ages.

Theodoric’s death had removed the linchpin that could have saved Rome. It is possible that he, and only he, could have maintained a conciliatory position that would have saved the empire, and the great Greco-Roman culture it represented. Instead, one man’s death signalled the beginning of the Dark Ages.

The Hinge of Battle on the Catalaunian Fields was the death of a valiant king whose wisdom would have subverted the plans of a dictator who was indeed ‘the last of the Romans’.

The Catalaunian Fields brought about the fall of Rome.
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Through a Gate Wide Open

29 May 1453 – The Fall of Constantinople


‘Wa lillahi el maschreq wa el maghreb.’

(Allah is the Orient, Allah is the Occident.)

Call of the muezzin to prayer (from the Koran, Surate 2/115)

‘Bear yourself bravely for God’s sake! If God wills, ours shall be victory!’

The emperor’s captain, Giustiniani, before the Turks’ final assault, 29 May 1453



The fall of Constantinople to the Turkish armies of Sultan Mahomet II,1 greatly assisted in his victory by the genius of a Hungarian cannon-maker, was a strategic event that changed Europe, set new religious boundaries, marked a watershed in military history, and brought about the end of existing structures of armoured hosts. It was at Istanbul that cannons and firearms spelled finis to the chivalrous Middle Ages.

Medieval battles of close-in fighting with cutting weapons left behind battlefields more typical of a slaughterhouse. But once the cannon was added to hand-to-hand knightly combat, the results were truly horrific. Gunpowder revolutionised history as much as the printing press, and at roughly the same period – the middle of the fifteenth century. It was the age of discovery: Gutenberg invented the printing press, Columbus was about to travel the seas, the teaching of Johann Hus rocked the Catholic Church to its foundation, and an obscure German monk, Berthold Schwarz, invented Schwarzpulver (black powder). It was a time when progress moved with lightning speed. The most dramatic confirmation of the effectiveness of gunpowder and shot as the new ultimate weapon is the story of the fall of Constantinople. Its walls, though certainly in decay, had withstood attacks over many centuries. But the highly effective siege artillery of the Turkish Sultan battered down these walls in a mere fifty-five days.

 

It began when a Hungarian bell-maker tried out the German monk’s magic powder in an overturned bronze bell. He mixed the Schwarz formula, and lit it with a length of hemp. It didn’t give much of a bang, just a searing flame. Next he added a stone and pushed some rags around it. Then he lit the fuse – and vroooom! Chickens, cows and farmhands fled; the stone landed in a field and made a large hole. Master Janos Urban, the Hungarian, improved on the bell shape by sculpting a lengthy tube of clay to fit a round stone, after which he poured bronze into the form. A cannon! Urban said farewell to his beloved ones, climbed on a horse and travelled with only a drawing to Constantinople, to offer his invention to the East Roman Emperor, Constantine XI Dragases. He never got to see the emperor because court officials showed him and his invention the door. Understandably, Master Urban was furious about this personal affront and the lack of faith in his brainchild. He looked for other prospective customers and found a wealthy client, Mahomet II, Sultan of the Ottoman Turks, who was about to embark on the conquest of the very emperor who had so shabbily treated Master Urban and his newfangled contraption.

 

The East Roman Empire was founded in 324, when Emperor Constantine I chose Byzantium as his capital. Soon new dangers appeared ante portas in the person of Hugalu, grandson of Genghis Khan, who quickly subdued Byzantium’s bordering tribes and set up Ertughril from a nomadic tribe, the Turkomans, as his provincial governor. While the Serbs and Bulgars diverted the attention of the Byzantine emperor, Ertughril’s son, Othman, took his Turks on a rampage that left the surrounding lands piled high with corpses. In 1281 he founded the kingdom of the Ottoman Turk. His successor reorganised the Turkish Army by adding an élite formation of Christians, aptly called ‘the new troops’ or janissaries. When John V, Emperor of Constantinople, was defeated by the Serbs, he offered his daughter’s hand in marriage to the Sultan, in exchange for military assistance, and the Turks set foot in Europe. Of the sultans that followed Othman, the mightiest was Murad I, who decisively defeated the Serbs in 1387 on the plains of Kosovo. When a Serb posing as a deserter assassinated Murad, Murad’s brother, the ferocious ‘Thunderbolt’ Bayazid, launched a war of extermination during which he ordered that every captured Serb be put to death. This again forced Byzantine Emperor Manuel II to cry for help from his mortal enemy, the Catholic Church and its Pope, Boniface IX, who called for a ‘Holy Crusade against the murderous Turk’. In 1396, 100,000 Hungarians under King Sigismund marched against the infidel Turk and were routed by Bayazid, who then marched on Constantinople, which he besieged in 1402. That he failed to conquer the city was due not to its defences but the danger to his realm from an even more brutal killer, the Mongol overlord Tamerlane, whose trademark was to slaughter every soul in the cities he conquered and then pile their skulls in giant pyramids before the city gate. Bayazid rushed with his army to face the Mongol threat, by which time Tamerlane had already retired to his capital of Samarkand.

Next came Murad II, who moved against the Catholic Hungarians and won a two-day battle in October 1448 that left 8,000 Hungarian knights dead on Kosovo’s fields. His victory spelled the end for Constantinople. Other than by sea, the city was cut off from the rest of Europe and its potential allies. Murad II died in 1451 and was succeeded by his son, Mahomet II, who was soon to acquire the title of ‘The Conqueror’.

The middle of the fifteenth century was the time of the Black Death, when life lost all its meaning. It was also the time of some of the most notorious butcheries committed by ruthless despots whose names have erected a monument to cruelty: the Mongol Timus the Lame (Tamerlane), Prince Dracul of Valachia (Dracula), and the equally ruthless Albanian Scanderbeg. The English and French fought for supremacy in western Europe; the Pope of Rome, one week in bed with the Milanese, the next with the Venetians or Florentines, struggled for supremacy in Italy. The Holy Roman Emperor of Germany had a hard time getting rid of religious zealots, the Hussites. The longevity of a Byzantine emperor depended entirely on avoiding an assassin’s dagger or the poison of a jealous courtier. And Sultan Murad II drowned the Balkans in a deluge of blood.

Mahomet II (1451–81), the son of Sultan Murad II and the beautiful Albanian slave Mara Brankovich, the dominant personality in the Sultan’s harem, was a product of this period. Other than his mother, he had not much use for female companionship. On his father’s death, Mahomet was twenty-one, and from that moment on his overpowering mother pushed him to excesses. They began when he usurped the Sultan’s throne by the simple expediency of having his half-brother assassinated (as had Attila the Hun), after which he himself beheaded the assassin. Again on his mother’s counsel, he sent his father’s younger concubine, the mother of his dead half-brother, into a whorehouse in central Anatolia. He was of slight build, with a sensual face, highly cultured and spoke five languages. Furthermore, he seemed anxious to add to his universal wisdom, especially in the field of military technology. This thirst for knowledge brought him into contact with a Hungarian bell-maker, destined to play a vital role in the Sultan’s plans for conquest – Constantinople. As a young boy, when he first saw the gilded spires of the Christian capital from across the water, he swore that one day he would make it his. From then on, every one of his actions was guided by one central thought – to bring about the fall of the pearl of Byzance. But his ambition went further than that. ‘He wished to conquer not only Constantinople, but the world, to see more than Alexander and Caesar or any other valiant man who has ever lived.’2 He was a conqueror who knew no pity, neither towards the enemy nor his own troops, who called him ‘Hunkar’, or ‘the Drinker of Blood’. His favourite form of punishment was to nail a turban to a man’s head, and then cut the head off and impale it on a pike outside his tent. It was a clever psychological move that he had copied from the similarly bloodthirsty Count Dracula, and it kept his generals and courtiers in constant fear for their lives, and thereby willing to obey his every command. ‘Of a master who never forgives, the orders are seldom disobeyed.’3

The stage for a Muslim takeover of the Byzantine capital had been set centuries before (1073) by Pope Gregory VII when he pronounced: ‘It is far better for a country to remain under the rule of Islam, than being governed by Christians who refuse to acknowledge the rights of the Catholic Church.’ If confirmation was needed of the hatred between the Catholic Church of Rome and the Orthodox Church of Constantinople it was reaffirmed by the Byzantine Grand Duke Lucas Notaras: ‘It is better to see the city in the power of the Turkish turban than that of the Latin tiara.’ The Great Turk knew that he had a clear road and nothing to fear from Rome. All he needed now was a way to breach the massive walls of Constantinople.

At this propitious junction in time, a new character entered the scene: Master Urban, the wizard bell-maker from Hungary, who now outlined his invention to the Sultan.

‘Will it work?’ asked the Sultan.

‘Your Magnificence, I will do my very best to make sure that it will.’

‘Master Urban,’ replied Mahomet with a sardonic smile, pointing at the forest of poles with its crop of heads planted outside the tent, ‘I’m certain that you will do better than that.’

A shaky Urban knew that he must do better than try. He made several cannons, one of them a true monster, which, in honour of the Sultan, he called ‘Mahometta’. It was a huge bombard, weighed 20 tons, and – according a recent calculation – could fire a 1,450lb stone ball over a mile. Because of its uncontrolled recoil, the cannon had to be carefully aligned after each shot. Also, its muzzle-loading barrel, built up from bars encased with hoops, had to cool sufficiently before it could be safely reloaded. This limited its rate of fire to about six to seven rounds a day. The ground over which this monster gun moved was levelled to provide smooth passage for the sixty oxen that were needed to pull it. To prove the cannon’s worth, Urban lined it up on the shore, aimed carefully and then fired a single round at a Venetian galley anchored in the Bosphorus. With a mighty bang the galley cracked open like an eggshell. The Sultan jumped with joy and pounded his cannon master’s back before he showered him with honours and jewels. To keep Urban happy, he even provided him with nubile slave girls who soon had the cannon genius forgetting the dumpy wife he had left behind on the Hungarian puzsta (plain).

 

By the time of the death of Byzantine Emperor John III in 1448, the once mighty empire of Constantine I, which had encompassed the Balkans, Asia Minor, Syria, Palestine and Egypt, was little more than a few churches surrounded by the walls of a city. The only vestige of former greatness was the monumental gilded dome crowning the Church of St Sophia. The cupola of this white stone cathedral, built from hand-hewn blocks and decorated with an ornamental carved stone girdle, looked like the helmet of a divine warrior. Dotted along the seafront were the splendid palaces of the rich; but the rest of the city was beset by wretchedness and misery in overcrowded, dirty lanes, where a sometimes barbarous and thieving populace vegetated in meaningless unhappiness. For them, life was but a long disease under a permanent sentence of death. The idiot children and the discarded old were left to die in their excrement, completing a picture of hopeless degradation. For centuries, the ruling classes had encouraged the grossest laxity and unheard-of corruption. Scenes of the vilest debauchery were the rule. ‘A nation that had become an inert mass, without initiative, without will. Before Emperor and Church the population grovelled in the dust; behind them it rose up to spit at them and shake their fists. Tyranny and exploitation above, hatred and cowardice beneath; cruelty frequently, hypocrisy always. Political and social bodies were rotten. Selfishness placed itself on the throne of public interest and tried to cover its hideousness with a mantle of false patriotism.’4
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