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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







Prologue of the Persons


ROME, the city that was the world and the Empire, is the main person of the story: How she came to her end, and how the world ended at the same time.


GOTHIA, the ambulant kingdom of the West Goths who, under her esoteric nobility, returned to the attack across many centuries and thousands of miles.


ALARIC, the Boy Giant, the King of the West Goths, who brought the world to an end in his moment of weakness.


STAIRNON, the first and most magnificent of the Valkyries, the wife of Alaric. And her three brothers:


SINGERICH, the Goth who became a Greek,


SARUS, the Goth who became a Roman,


ATHAULF, who is Cain, the Goth who remained a Goth.


Then:


STILICHO, the great Master General of Rome, a Pannonian German Vandal convert from paganism who was more Roman than the Romans and more Catholic than the Pope.


THEODOSIUS THE EMPEROR, the last who can be called ‘Great’ without laughing. And his three offspring:


ARCADIUS, the Emperor of the East, who was born an old man.


HONORIUS, the Emperor of the West, with the mind of an eleven-year-old boy.


GALLA PLACIDIA, the goblin child and sister of the two young emperors who, at age seventeen and when all the rest of them were cowed, seized control of the Roman Senate and the City and represented the defiance in the last one hundred days of the world.


These are the high persons of the history, and should be noted.


Then these others, from the strangeness of their ancient names and in the interest of clarity, are given for easy reference:


FRITIGERN, the Gothic leader who defeated and slew the Emperor Valens during the boyhood of Alaric.


ATHANARIC, the Gothic leader who threw away the victory.


EUTROPIUS, the Imperial eunuch who may have been two different men.


ARBOGAST, Count of the Franks, who had the world in his hands, and dropped it.


EUGENIUS, the pretender Emperor, the last of the last of the pagans.


SIRICIUS, the Pope who did nothing.


INNOCENT, the Pope who did next to nothing.


SAUL, who led the switch to the Christian side at Frigidus and so saved the day.


ULDIN, a King of the Huns, who devoted his life to the support of the Roman Empire after the Romans had ceased to care.


ST. AMBROSE in Milan, who believed that the world was to endure.


ST. AUGUSTINE in Hippo Regius who understood why the world must end, and when.


GODIGISEL, the King of the Vandals, who was overmatched by the imperial Vandal Stilicho.


RADAGAIS, the Ogre, the complete barbarian, who convinced the Roman world that it had falsely applied the name to others.


OLYMPIUS, the Defamer, who out-Heroded Herod.


SOLINAS, the Infiltrator.


HERACLIAN, Count of Africa, who, from another viewpoint and in the light of different sympathies, might be considered as great a man as Stilicho whom he killed.


These and many other great men and ladies mingle in the high history of the days just before the world ended.




Prologue of the Picture


Near the end of the fourth century, the Mosaic-of-the-Great-Picture came into its own. Its centers were Constantinople and Ravenna. Like Creation itself, it was built around one grand trick.


The great mosaics were made up of thousands of small cubes or tesserae imbedded in a matrix of plaster or cement or clay. The colored cubes formed intricate pictures, one picture merging into another: these smaller pictures, when seen from a distance and in the right aspect, would form one great picture. Most persons could see it clearly: some could not see it at all.


The small glass cubes were clear or naturally colored. The clear cubes were wrapped in gold or silver leaf or colored fabric; over this another thin layer of glass was fused. The cubes were set into the matrix with an unevenness that was an art, so that the light off them shattered and gave a sheen and sparkle to the whole arrangement.


The smaller pictures were of people, animals, actions, furniture and handicrafts, towns, fields, banquets, worships, labors and pleasures, buildings, ships, plows, soldiers, children, courtesans, sheep, and asses. They combined in the great picture (which not everyone could see), the face of Christ.


Among the colored cubes pressed into the matrix to form the mosaic of the end of the fourth century were these: the cities Rome, Constantinople, Ravenna, Brundisium, Syracuse, Zancle which is Messina, Oea which is Tripoli, Massilia, Alexandria, Artaxata, Caesarea, Camulodunum which is Colchester, Carthage and Cyrene, Corinth and Athens, Damascus and Jerusalem.


There are six hundred mountain peaks that must be pressed in here, and two hundred main rivers. There are fifty million slaves who form a part of the picture. The Adriatic Sea is a person in the complex, and the Euxine.


There are the nations of the Empire whose names read like a litany: Cappadocia and Cappadocia Pontica; Cilicia and Pisidia and Pamphylia; Galatia, Lycia, Bithynia; Arabia Petrae and Arabia Felix; Syria and Coele Syria and Palestine and Armenia; Greece and Thrace and Macedonia; Dalmatia and Dardania and Moesia; the settled nation of the Pannonian Vandals, and the wandering nation of the further Vandals; Raetia and Vindelicia and Decumates; the three nations of Gaul, Aquitania and Lugdunensis and Belgica; Britain and Narbonnensis; Tarraconensis and Cisalpine Gaul; Baetica, Lusitania, Gallaecia, Asturia; Mauretania and Numidia; the Province of Africa which had been Carthage; Libya and Egypt; and the wandering nations of the West Goths (them especially), the Burgundians and Lombards and Alemans and Huns. And many more, for there were two hundred nations involved in the Empire.


There are the translucent tesserae of the saints and martyrs like chips of lapis lazuli; and of the Blessed Virgin who did not die, who is the only yet-living citizen of the Empire. There are the popes of the turning of the century, Damascus, Siricius, Anastasius, Innocent: the Emperors Valentinian and Valens, Gratian and the Second Valentinian, Theodosius the Great, Magnus Maximus the Usurper, Eugenius, Arcadius and Honorius and the Second Theodosius.


There are Goths by the dozens. (We will come to them. The Gothic people were very strong in the mosaic.)


The great Master Generals of the era: Promotus, Nevigastes, Gennerid, Sebastian, Trajan, Frigerid (many of these were Gothic men), Victor, Maximus, Nanienus and Mellobaudes, Hellebicus and Caesarius, Saturninus, Lupicinus, Julius, Heraclian, Bacurius, Stilicho, Arbogast.


There are the Kings: Godigisel and Respendial and Uldin the Hun. The ministers, the heresiarchs, the great ladies were all parts of the big picture. Sometimes the picture of the passion and death of the Empire will be the face of the crucified Christ: but often there will emerge the most fulfilled, the most shatteringly profound image ever, the laughing Christ of Creophylus.


And now we will attend to the business at hand and disclaim all further looseness of thought and word. We will studiously add the colored bits to the matrix of blue clay, and we will be guilty of no more such outbursts. Dimitte nobis rhapsodia nostra—forgive us our rhapsodies.


To a great extent, the matrix was Roman, and in that fullness of time, the tesserae were very often Gothic. We consider that perfervid Gothic element now.




1. All About Goths


Tacitus, four lifetimes before, had referred to the Goths as a red-haired nation, but most now called them blond. Their coloration may have changed in their wanderings or with the mixing of blood: or the application of the words may have changed, as Latin Americans today call a blond a rubia, a red one.


The Goths were a tall people, that much is agreed upon. They were giants to the Romans, as the Celts and the Scythians and Persians and African Negroes were not. In early illustrations they were a type of German that has changed little in nearly two thousand years: deep-eyed, what can only be described as dished-faced, long of moustache and beard and hair, very tall and straggly, often gaunt, tremendous of hands and feet. The same type appears later, again in popular illustrations, as the Vikings. They are subject to caricature, and their appearance on early murals almost had to be caricatures. Real people could hardly look like that, but we must assume that the caricatures are valid ones. The Goths were of an exaggerated size; and to the Romans they were funny looking.


Strabo, the ancient geographer, writes of two rivers lying near to each other: the Sybaris that makes the horses that drink from it timid; and the Crathis that makes the hair of persons who bathe in it to be yellow. He sets these two rivers in ancient Italy, but the geographer was weak on geography. One of those rivers surely was in deep Gothia: that which turns the hair of the people yellow. And in Gothia also there must have been a river of opposite effect to the Sybaris: one that turned the horses into savage giants.


The elephants that Hannibal had brought over the Alps did not startle the Romans so much as did the giant horses of the Goths. The elephants were completely strange, and evoked mere wonder. The giant horses resembled, to a degree, the Roman horses, though Pliny believed them of separate species and unable to breed with each other on account of the great divergence of size. These giant horses were, to the Romans, a familiar thing gone wrong, an animal friend cast in a gigantic and frightening aspect—a terror.


The Gothic word for horse, maran, cognate to the English mare though with change of sex, has become an element in the word for a terror, a nightmare, in several of the Low-Latin languages, cauchemar, quauquemaire, and has kept its same sense for sixteen hundred years.


The Roman word for horse, equus, was to die out, and caballus, a slang word given by the Romans to the four-footed giants, became the generic word for horse. The new giant men and the new giant horses came together of necessity. A Roman horse would have carried with difficulty a heavily armed Gothic knight, and would not have given sufficient bottom for the using of the heavy lance. The big northern horse was a draft animal in its development, whereas the Romans used ponies for riding and oxen for draft. The northern horses were kin to the giant modern draft horses used into the twentieth century. They were larger than the Percherons or Clydesdales, as heavy as the Shires and Belgians, and probably taller than these animals.


The new giant men and horses coming together gave the Romans the impression of a visitation of centaurs; and the male prowess of the Gothic men went into male legend in terms more applicable to horses than to men.


The appearance of the new people made one other unusual impression on the Romans. They seemed to the Romans to be furred animals. The Goths, a very hairy people, dressed to a considerable extent in furs and skins. They wore the fur of marten, mink, sable, castor fiber or the old European beaver, fox, wolf, bear. They did not dress in furs from savagery but from something like the modern spirit of advertising. They controlled the fur trade of Europe and they luxuriated in it. But their own extreme hairiness (going from brindled through tawny, roan, red, blond, sandy, tow, straw-colored to nearly white) seemed but a continuation of the furs they wore. There was something artificial-seeming in the wide moustaches and flowing beards and long head hair of the men: and the waist-length, even ankle-length hair of the women. And their coloration seemed too extravagant.


The Goths were not generally referred to as barbarians at their coming, for it was realized that they were no such thing. They were called Gothi by the Romans and Gota by themselves. In history, they are the West Goths, the Visigoths. And they were not a primitive people.


In many things, especially their handicrafts, the Goths were more advanced than the Greeks and Romans. It is forgotten that in many fields the Greeks and Romans, depending so largely on slavery, did not advance as might have been expected; were sometimes actually adverse to advance. In the larger things, shipbuilding and military engines and architecture, there had been advance. The Romans had had concrete constructions for nearly five hundred years, while the Goths had been limited to timber and rough stone construction. It is an exaggeration, though, that any of the “barbarians” looked upon the large buildings of the Empire as natural phenomena, like mountains and caves, not built by human hands. It may be that some of them were not properly impressed by this deft hugeness; it may be that some of us are not properly impressed today.


But it was in the smaller and more common things that the Goths and other creative minorities were superior to the Old-Empire people. The wagons and carts of the Goths were better than those of the Romans. Their saddles (with stirrups) and general horsemanship was better. Their rafts and barges and river boats were in advance of those of the Romans—though the Goths had not yet come to lead sheathing of wooden bottoms as the Romans had for their Mediterranean and other salt-water craft. The carpentry of the Goths was better, their leatherwork finer, their iron work as good. Their farming was superior, their plows heavier and designed to turn the deeper furrow required for the heavier northern land. Their draft animals, their harrow sleds, their scythes and corn-cradles, their winnows and flails, their corn-drying kilns, were all superior to anything to be found in the Empire.


The Goths had better axes, shears and scissors, churns, buckets and barrels, knives and whetstones, forges and anvils, sieves and querns, better rope and cordage, better harness, better soap and lye, better spears and lances and armor, better flax and linen, better carpets and cloaks, better shoes and shirts.


They were as good at intrigue and better at logistics than the Romans.


The cartage of the Goths was so superior that they had become the haulers and draymen for much of the Roman world. It was the Gothic firms that controlled the overland freight. They were the commercial haulers, the expressmen, the wagoners over areas of thousands of miles. By this enterprise in particular the Goths had entrée into the Empire for the several centuries before their bulk colonization.


In another class of trades they were also known. They were the established—as well as itinerant—blacksmiths, tinkers, sharpeners, bottomers, peddlers, horse-traders. They served in the capacity of gypsies to the Romans six hundred years before the gypsies themselves appeared in the same area.


The superiority of the Romans over the Goths would hardly extend beyond stonemasonry, ship building (but not small-boat building), wine and olive culture, glassmaking, and the complex of the arts. But even in these fields it would be found that it was not the Romans themselves who excelled, but certain specialized foreign groups within the Empire. If any real superiority of the Romans over the new races existed, it would seem to be in the fields of administration, organization, politics, and law. Yet it was in those very fields that the Goths ultimately defeated and superseded the Romans.


The élite among the Goths were literate in about the same per cent as were the Greeks and Romans—somewhere between three and ten men out of a hundred—even during the generations before the Goths crossed the Ister. The surviving account books of the Gothic merchants are in every way better than those of the Greeks and Romans for the same period. The Goths used both Greek and Latin; and also their own language written down variously in Greek, Latin, and Runic letters. The Gothic Bible of Ulfilas used Uncial Greek letters, with several letters from the Latin and Runic alphabets to represent Gothic sounds for which there were no Greek equivalents.


The Goths used a trade-pidgin language with a large accretion of Celtic and a barter-equivalent notation that has not been completely unraveled. They were born linguists, as are the Germans and gypsies and Jews and Levantines; as were not the Romans and Greeks, as are not the English and Americans. They are found serving the Romans as translators, of languages other than the Germanic, very early.


The Gothic system of numbers—actually the Runic—was derided by the Romans as no more than notches or tally cuts; yet it was far better than any notation of the classical world. In the fourth century they already had—and it is possible that the whole northern sweep from the Baltic to China had it—a system that would later be introduced into the settled world as the Arabian. Their numbers or marks or tally cuts had positional value, as they do with us today, and as they did not with the Romans. A mark could have the value of two or twenty or two hundred, depending on its position. Multiplication could be accomplished in the modern manner, and there was a mark for the zero. With the Romans there was not even an idea of the zero.


The Goths had a seven-day week from their beginning. The Romans had but recently changed from a nine-day to a seven-day week. But the Goths hadn’t an accurate calendar; they arbitrarily employed insertion of weeks or longer periods to even up the years.


The Goths had been converted to Christianity in significant numbers about as early as the Romans. At the time of their bulk entry into the Empire—the final third of the fourth century—they stood at about 60 per cent Christian. But with a difference.


There had early been a strong element of Catholic Christianity among the Goths. It would have run to 10 per cent and above in them, as it did also in the Empire in the same early years. But when—early in the fourth century—Christianity moved suddenly to increase its one-tenth to one-half, the increase in the Goths beyond the frontier was in another manner. Ulfilas, a Goth of the Empire and a heretic, appointed himself an apostle to the people of his ancestry. He converted great numbers of them, not to Catholic, but to Arian Christianity.


This is more than a detail. Belloc has written that an Arian world would have been much more like a Mohammedan world than what the European world actually became. Arianism was a rationalizing Unitarian sort of religion, denying the full Godhead of Christ, carefully choosing its nucleus from the great body of Catholic belief. Within the Empire, Arianism was held by a group of intellectuals who maintained a feeling of superiority over the masses. For them it was a half-way house between paganism and Christianity. They would be Christian, but not overwhelmingly so. These intellectuals were a chilly group, but there is one thing that must be said for them. At that time there was still a requirement, since dispensed with, that intellectuals must be intelligent. These were intelligent, as were their Gothic counterparts who also selected Arianism, and for the same reasons. They realized that in accepting Arianism they were not becoming full Christians, and they did not intend to be.


The cult of Arianism—a religion that dies is demoted to a cult—was unsuccessful; but for centuries it served as a compromise between paganism and Christianity. The practice of it can be traced wherever the Goths went, into Provence and Langdoc, Spain and Africa—and the working of it was in truth Mohammedan. Christ was, in effect, the prophet of God, but He was not God. The implications of this difference were great. In action it was as though the women and children were Catholic and the grown men were Arian; it continues so today in much of Latin Europe and America with the free-thinking husbands and fathers of Catholic families.


One other point about the Goths—they were rich. The Roman officers—assigned to the inspection of the Goths before the Danube crossing—envied them their fringed carpets and their linen garments. Of all the northern people the Goths were richest in cattle. A Roman report claimed, however, that their numerous red cattle had no style to them; were not fine cattle like those of the Romans. The Goths were rich in cattle, horses, sheep and goats, swine, land, and tools. They had wagon loads of gold and silver bar as befitted an organized nation on the march. They had wealth of furs and iron. They had millions of bushels of grain cached along the line of their marches, in caves and earth granaries. The Goths were an anomaly: a pastoral nomadic people who farmed wherever they set down. They had fifty thousand heavy horse wagons. If they had traveled in a single-file caravan, which they did not, their horse-drawn wagons would have stretched out for more than two hundred miles.


The Goths were governed by an oligarchy of noble families, as the Balthi who were descended from bears, and the Amali who were descended from wolves. They elected a king in time of crisis. They did not, however, maintain a king at all times, and it might be several generations between the times of their calling one up.


The early history of the Goths is a fog. Their first sure location was in southern Scandinavia in the last centuries before Christ. Their names are there yet; in Göteborg (Goth town) on the Kattegat at the entrance to the Baltic; and Gothland (Goth land), an island in the Baltic. Gothland in classical times included all of southern and central Sweden and Norway.


The sifting of the legends gives the impression that the basic Goths had been in Scandinavia for many centuries, but that their nobility—which was not entirely of the same stock—had come to them from the sea, and that within generations that could be counted on the fingers of the hand.


A great fermentation was produced by the interaction of the old Goths and the new élite that had arrived overseas. The identity of this refugee nobility defies research. They were even taller, but leaner, than the Goths themselves. They were often dark, and the progeny of the crossed races was often red-haired. The old Goths and the new intrusion did become, more or less, one people; but they became an exceedingly restless people. The sea arrivals, after coming to the Baltic arm of the sea and discovering—to their wonder—that it was fresh water, did not linger more than a century. They were drawn to wander again, and in the ultimate direction of something they remembered strongly. The Gothic nobility, whoever they were and wherever they had come from in the century before the birth of Christ, remembered Rome.


The Goths were one of the few old peoples who had historic memory. The Romans hadn’t, in its real sense, until they learned it from the Goths and other outlanders. It is possible that every early people who carried a memory carried it for revenge.


At about the beginning of the Christian era the Goths crossed over to Europe proper and settled in the neighborhood of the mouth of the Vistula. They remained there for more than a century and less than two centuries. Then they began to wander once more, or to scatter. In the two centuries following they occupied land all the way from the German Baltic to the Pontus—the Black Sea. They traveled as a nation of shepherds, farmers, and wagoners. When they set down they would plant barley and spelt. They would remain one, two, or three years in one location—no more; and then move on. There were about a third of a million of them in the main body, which was to be called the West Goths, the Visigoths. The Eastern branch, of identical history before leaving the region of the mouth of the Baltic, wandered even further and were sundered from their Western brothers. This Eastern group became involved with the Huns and went into the composition of that large aggregation of steppe peoples sometimes known as the White Huns.


The heaping up of details may help in comprehending the sort of people the Goths were. They had lived in lands 55° N., and their tradesmen had traveled much further. They were familiar with regions beyond the limits that the classicists had set for the world, and knew there to be mountains and plains where the geographers showed only encompassing ocean. They had seen overhead stars that the Greeks and Romans had seen only in the low north. They may have hunted the last of the European lions, which seem to occur in their mythology. They certainly saw the last of the giant wolves, now extinct. They had known snowfalls of fifty inches, whereas the classical peoples were unfamiliar with anything beyond an inch or two. The Goths were a mountain people to a degree impossible of realization in the south. They knew frozen rivers, torrential floods, tempests, and thunderstorms, and forest fires of thousand-mile fronts. Nature in the south, when they came to it, seemed an incredibly gentle thing.


It is not to be admitted that they were universally behind the classical world in the arts. They carved in wood instead of stone, and so left few remains. The epic poetry, embryonic in them, did not make its full and startling appearance till six hundred years after this time. Though all the epics of Europe, from the Poema del Cid through the Song of Roland and the Nibelungen to the Eddas, were strongly Gothic, yet the early development of them either was not written down or was lost; and so cannot be judged.


The Goths were the inspired users of rime. Rime had been grotesque in classical Greek and classical Latin. Yet Low Latin, seeming much the same as classical and having—at first—the identical words and grammar, took to rime as though it were born for it. Vulgate, Low Latin, spoken by a new sort of people, was a new language. It used accent instead of tone and employed a new word order for the new thought pattern behind it. Vulgate Latin, and the Romance languages descended from it, were Gothic languages that happened to be made up of Latin words.


The Goths were not a strange people coming with a strange tongue. They were cousins of the Romans, speaking a language that was a cousin of theirs. It is not known whether the Goths of that day realized the cousinship of their tongues. The Romans certainly never realized it, nor do they to this day. Before the development of Grimm’s Law—and the brothers Grimm were the most Gothic of Germans both in their tales and their philology—the thing could not have been as clear as it is now. But it is seen more clearly between Gothic and Latin than between modern German and Latin.


The words for close kindred—father, mother, sister, daughter, brother—would have been recognized as the same; so would the numbers, and some of the pronouns. Possibly the k-h relationship would have been seen (remembering that Latin c was always hard—a k). Latin caput, Gothic haubith; the head. Latin cornu, Gothic haurna; a horn. Latin clivus, Gothic hlaivas; a hill. Latin caecus, Gothic haihas; blind or purblind.


There are a dozen such corresponding equivalents of letters, and some of the relationships would have been seen. The Goths, for all their strangeness, were cousins of the Romans, and their languages were cousins.


The Goths had no song. This is a Roman statement, and from the Roman viewpoint it was true. Strabo, the ancient geographer once more, reported that the Halex River passed through a deep ravine between the Rhegian and Locrian territories, and that the grasshoppers on the Locrian bank sing, but the others are mute. It might be possible that one people would make music and that an adjacent people would not. It is more likely, however, that somebody is using a too-narrow definition of song and music. The Goths did not have song as the Romans had it—odes or canti or carmines. Their chants were considered a species of shouting, and their rimed recitations as childish doggerel. They did not have lyrics—song—in the Roman sense. But they did have tunes; something that the Romans could not comprehend—almost could not hear.


The Goths had no drama, or none that has left survivals; but they did have variety shows—almost in the modern manner. These also the Romans had trouble comprehending. The Goths used shadow play, hand figures cast by candlelight on linen sheets. They used ventriloquism in conjunction with this, but they did not invent it; several ancient peoples used ventriloquism. The Goths had traveling wagon and tent shows—actual carnivals that followed the great northern fairs. These, and not the bloody business in the Circus Maximus and the Coliseum, were the first circuses—as far as the Western World was concerned. The Goths had trained bears and possibly, from one garbled account, trained seals.


The dance is something with no survival, lacking verbal or pictorial record. The Goths may have had it. If they painted, it was not in a medium or on a material that has survived. Their history was unwritten. Their scientific speculation may not have gone beyond mead-table discussions and arguments. There is no record of their early philosophy. Since they were Germans, they must have constructed philosophical systems; and also, since they were Germans, these would have been erroneous.


This is how the Goths came to enter the Roman Empire:


In the second half of the fourth century the movement of the peoples north of the Ister River was complicated by the coming of the Huns out of Asia. The Huns were not more terrible than the West or East Goths, but there were more of them; they were the largest cohesive band of people who had ever appeared on the steppes. They were more mobile than the Goths and others, being basically a movement of horse fighters without families, or with their families left at stations far to the rear. They struck, for a hundred years, in paroxysms of fury interspersed in periods of somnolence.


The agreement now entered into between the West Goths and the Roman Empire concerning the Huns was a simple business agreement and had no foundation of terror or panic. The Romans could have hired troops out of Africa or Spain or Cappadocia or Persia to cope with any sort of situation. They decided to use the West Goths, a people they had not employed before—except for a few thousand adventurers integrated into their legions—a people beginning to have some fame as warriors. Half a century later the Romans would not have been able to arrange support from many sources, but now they could still deal with forces and nations as needed. The Romans contracted with the Goths for a certain job.


The West Goths had offered to maintain the line against the Huns if they were given a topographical basis of operations. They were given the Ister River and the now half-populated provinces directly south of it. They entered on this territory. The Huns, understanding military reality, turned aside at finding the Goths established behind the river. They knew them to be impregnable there; they went and ravaged elsewhere.


It was in the year A.D. 376 of the new era that the Emperor Valens agreed for the nation of the West Goths to cross the Ister River (the Danube) and to settle in Lower Moesia (Bulgaria and Serbia). In the summer and the late summer—the Goths had no word for autumn—of that year, two hundred thousand Goths crossed the river and made their initial settlement near the most southern of the six mouths.


The two hundred thousand Goths were now—by agreement—Romans. This was the largest single entry of outlanders ever to come into the Empire, but actually it was not a great accretion: a fifth of a million people added to the seventy-five million of the Empire.


And in the same year (376) Alaric was born of the Gothic noble family of the Balthi. He must have been born late in that year—after the crossing of the river—for it is always mentioned that he was born a Roman.


It is also said that he was born on an island named Peuce (the fir) at the mouth of the Danube. Whether he was born there or not, it was necessary for his future that he be born there. The coming king of the Goths was to be island born, and he was to come to his people riding on a sorrel mare.


But this was still Roman territory, so he was still born a Roman. The line of the Empire began at the northernmost mouth of the river.




2. About Alaric of Balthi


But if Alaric was born a Roman after the river crossing, how did he remember the life and the land north of the river? He remembered them from many additional crossings made during his infancy and childhood.


A third of the West Goths had remained in the land north of the river. The river was an avenue, not a division. Alaric must have crossed the river many times in his childhood, since his father was in the business of hauling merchandise and crossing the river was a main occupation of the family.


The Balthi family, of which Alaric was a member, had been in the service of the Imperial army even before the Gothic entry into the Empire. They had been employed in the ferrying and transportation of whole legions where required. They were contract haulers, of goods, grain, animals, men, or armies.


It was in the transportation of armies that Alaric later came to excel.


The name of the father of Alaric is in one place given as Alareidar. This is a doubtful source and nowhere else is he mentioned by name, although he is several times spoken of as the head of the Balthi family.


Alaric never knew his mother, for one of two reasons. In the first account she is mentioned as dying in giving birth to him. In the second account she is mentioned as being taken hostage by the Romans—along with the wives of a certain number of Gothic nobles at the time of the river crossing—and as being murdered, along with the other hostages and seized children of the Goths, by the order of Julius, Master General of the Roman troops, in 379 or 380. The theory that Alaric swore an undying hatred of Rome because of the murder of his mother will not stand up. Alaric grew up considering himself a Roman. He considered himself a Roman till the very last, or nearly the last; though he did make symbolic reaffirmation of his Gothic identity before the time of his final assault on the Empire and the City.


Alaric, as a prince of the royal line, was raised by male tutors. But the place of his actual mother was taken by the girl Stairnon in a very peculiar relationship, for she was no more than five or six years his senior. Before it was finished, Stairnon was to be in every relationship to Alaric that it is possible for a woman to be to a man. Stairnon—sometimes called by her Roman-Christian name of Stella or Stella Maris—was a cousin of Alaric. The degree of cousinship is not known. She and her brothers, Athaulf and Sarus and Singerich, were raised in one family with Alaric.


These were all children of extreme talent, and every one was to make a great name in the world. Any one of the five children would have assured for any family remembrance forever. They all set early into a pattern, except Alaric, and what they were in childhood they remained forever.


Singerich, the youngest of all except Alaric—they seemed about the same age—would always be the smallest of the group, though he would be man-sized. He was dark and clever and quick. He was the Goth who became a Greek, and he was born with many of the qualities of that people. It was he who was selected to be taught to read and write, and he learned it in early childhood—later being something of a patron of literary men in Greece. It was felt that even in the noble families one literate member was enough. The others apparently picked up the arts later in life when they had the need for them. Alaric may have learned at the cadets’ school, if not before. Stairnon is known to have written many letters and to have aided Alaric in drafting documents. Athaulf, the Goth who remained a Goth, is said to have handled a stylus awkwardly with two hands, and may have mastered no writing but his own name. And there is strong indication that Sarus, when a General, misunderstood the import of written messages more than once. He would half read, half guess, the contents of whatever came to his hand, and he sometimes guessed wrong. The Roman generals, who were sometimes only semi-literate, would always have a scribe trooper by their side; but the Goths were too proud to admit that they did not know everything.


Alaric when small was said to give the impression that he had only two great piercing eyes—no face, legs, arms, body, only eyes. When he developed a body it was at first a very long, stringy one. He was to become the boy giant. He would reach his tremendous height early and then fill out to it, but for the first dozen years of his life he was like an unfledged bird pushed too early from the nest. As a small boy he was a total dunce, despaired of by all except Stairnon, but by the time of his adolescence he developed a tremendous aptitude for learning. He was the only one who learned and changed every day of his life. The rest of them were set in their mold from birth.


Athaulf was huge from childhood—a bear of a boy. When they were grown he was not quite of Alaric’s extraordinary height, but seems to have been a much heavier man. He had an amazing intelligence, limited only by his hatreds. In the time of troubles for the disintegrating Empire, he would pull the strings that animated a dozen barbarian nations, and drive the Emperor and Master General frantic. In him most strongly, and in his sister Stairnon to nearly as great an extent, was the old Gothic dream of conquering Rome. But in ordinary things he was a man of fine good humor and amiable nature, a letterless administrator over the affairs of a hundred thousand feral Goths, a military genius in his own right, and the idol of the roughest soldiery in the world. There was never any doubt that he would be and do all these things. He developed in one straight line, and divergence was impossible with him.


Sarus was not to be a giant like his brother Athaulf and his cousin Alaric; but he was as large as the average of his large race and was to be something of a physical marvel. His great strength of hand is mentioned over and over. This is a peculiarity of many very intense men of history who were otherwise but little over the average size. The Emperor Tiberius had it, and William of Falaise. Sarus, when a man, could break horseshoes with his hands. This is a trick which amateur and professional strong men can do today, but the Roman horseshoe—and Sarus was the Goth who became a Roman—was more nearly like a shoe. For reinforcement it had a toe or cusp piece for over the front of the hoof; and from the appearance of surviving shoes it would have taken superhuman strength to bend and break one.


As a man Sarus also performed the feat of lifting a horse, a Roman not a Gothic horse, on his shoulders. He was sometimes called the lion, and he was very cat-like in his motions. His hands and arms were those of Esau, covered with golden hair like fur; and his eyes, like a cat’s, are mentioned as looking through, not at one.


Sarus had grave limitations. Though he was to become the finest horseman and the most feared raider in the Empire, he demonstrated a curious incompetence when placed in the command of more than a very few hundred men. In his own specialty he was unequaled, and some of his wild raids were to pass belief. But when he had no clear aim, as when he did not know to whom he owed allegiance as the embodiment of the Empire, he became completely confused. Alaric and Athaulf were to be Kings in their turn. Even Singerich would be King in the weird last seven days of his life; but no one would have offered a kingship to Sarus. In personal combat he was the most feared man in the Empire, but he would not have made a king.


There was great affection among this family—the four cousins of Alaric and himself who grew up with them—with one exception. Stairnon, who was their matriarch from early childhood, loved and was loved by them all. She was an absolute cult with them. It may be for this reason that Sarus and Singerich never married, that Alaric was predestined to marry her, his cousin, and that Athaulf married only after she was dead, though then he married her worst enemy. Between Alaric and his cousins Athaulf and Singerich and Sarus there was close feeling. This may seem to be contradicted by later conflicts between himself and Sarus, for the conflicts are the stuff of which history is made; but in normal times they were very close. And Singerich, until right at the end, had a real love for all. But there it ended.


The conflict between Athaulf and Sarus was called by Alaric the black shadow over his life. It broke the heart of the Valkyrie Stairnon and helped drive her to her death, and it sent Singerich into fits of weeping—after he had become a Greek. For between the brothers Sarus and Athaulf there was something that went beyond all antipathy and all reason. From the cradle there was red hatred between them. It would be justified later when the two stood as far apart politically as it would be possible for two men to stand—when they represented two different views of a world of which only one could survive.


But in their childhood they had no such reasons. It was a blind and bloody hatred unheard of in children. Three times before they were in their teens they fought to near death. After that it was always assumed that one would kill the other—as was to happen. But they were separated. Athaulf was always thereafter kept with the branch of the family doing business beyond the Danube, while Sarus was kept within the Empire. Stairnon and Alaric and Singerich saw both of them often, but they did not see each other; not until, years later, Athaulf entered the Empire with his army, in the year the world ended, and Sarus followed to kill him before he should reach Alaric at Ravenna—but was unable to overtake him.


These three brothers and their cousin Alaric were the fruit of the Balthi family, one of the most talented kindreds ever.


It is not likely that Alaric would have married Stairnon if they had been within the forbidden degree—closer than third degree of kindred, or second cousin. The Gothic families, particularly the noble ones, were of large accretion, and there were often more than a hundred of them considered as one immediate family. The term brother, also, was used loosely by the Goths. Alaric and Athaulf have been called brothers in several primary sources, though plainly they were not. And several others, of lesser historic importance, have been referred to as brothers of these when only kindred seems to have been meant.


There is also the proposition, which may be the true one, that Athaulf and Stairnon were brother and sister in one family of cousins, that Sarus and Singerich were brothers in a second, and that Alaric was a singleton in a third—therefore, that these were only brothers in the wide Gothic sense. It cannot now be determined, but these five children were all raised in one family, and Singerich and Sarus and Athaulf all called Stairnon their sister; but Alaric called her both sister and wife.


Stairnon, the matriarch of the children, was their undisputed leader. She still dominated Alaric, to a great extent, when he was first put in command of troops and had entered his initial phase of the conquest of the world; when he was just short of eighteen years old.


Stairnon, as the first of the Valkyries, is legendary and so defies description; but it must be attempted. Physically she was magnificent. The Gothic standards, however, were not the modern standards. Alaric was envied for having her, but it is not known if he would be envied today. She was taller than most men of her very tall race, and magnificent of shoulder and arm and breast. The Gothic women went bare in arm and shoulder except for the fur capes in winter weather. She was red-headed, and in her case there was no possibility of the red and the blonde being confused. Her hair was flame-red, and she is spoken of as standing out like a beacon. She wore it to below her waist and it was very heavy. It was once spoken of as of such weight that a Roman woman would not have been able to bear it, but this may have been poetic exaggeration. She was to become a cult with the Goths. But when, in the last years, the goblin girl Galla Placidia called her a holy cow, the blow struck home. But even as a girl she was of this compelling appearance.


Stairnon was the fabulist to the other children. The common heritage of children’s stories was already old and known. The Gothic tales were thousands of years old before the latter-day Goths, the brothers Grimm, collected them.


The repertoire of Stairnon consisted of northern fairy tales and Christian legendary, Greek mythos and Hagios and nostos, Gothic airzjanhait—tales of wandering—and Roman fabulae. Storytelling had a large place in a world that was still mostly unlettered, and some of the stories of the steppes had come all the way from China. And all the tales were of lands of wonder.


But, if the lands of wonder to the children of the Empire were the weird exterior lands, those of the Gothic children concerned Rome itself. The Empire was the magic land that they had only begun to taste, the Pandora’s Box that would contain all treasures when opened. The glory of the City of the Empire had amazed these northern people for the hundreds of years of their wanderings; and, in some way not understood, they had a folk memory of Rome. The stories of Rome were never entirely believed, just as stories of terrestrial paradises and isles of the blessed are never entirely believed; but much of the stuff of the stories was believed, and much of it was true.


In the tales Rome was always a high-towered city on a tall pinnacle—which it was not; and shone like gold—which it didn’t. Rome was mostly built of gray blocks of tufa or slabs of tufa-concrete; sometimes it shone like silver, but not like gold.


But the Goths were never to lose their wonder of Rome, and they have not lost it yet where they remain in Italy, Spain, France, and the Rhineland. Eventually, they made it somewhat into the image they had conceived of it. There was a further element in these stories. The Pandora’s Box of the riches of the world belonged to the Goths by right, having anciently been stolen from them. And at the end of their quest the Goths were to recover it.


This is the one fairy tale that really came true. Three of the children, Alaric and Stairnon and Athaulf, would indeed take the city of Rome and open the Pandora’s Box of all treasure. But they had misunderstood the ending of the Pandora story. They hadn’t known that when the lid of the box was opened the world would come to its end.


But there was still more to this legendry, as created by Stairnon. Alaric was to be the king and conqueror of Rome—Alaric, the most unlikely of them all who was then nothing but an unfledged nester with only a startling pair of eyes. Only a mother or a Stair-non could have preferred the grotesque Alaric in his early stage, but she decided for him; and what she decided was decided for all the children. She decreed that Alaric should be king and conqueror, before he understood what it was to be either. She used the inevitability of this event as a weapon. She was his first oracle, and she gave him his first prophecy that he would take the City. This was some years before a more formal prophecy was given by an official oracle in Latin verse.


She told him that his name Alaric meant the all-powerful, the all-ruling, just as the name of his father, Alareidar, had meant the all-riding, one who excelled in the saddle. She told him that the name Alaric could be given to the scions of only five families in all Gothia. The Balthi were one of the five families from which a king might come.


Stairnon insisted to her brothers, Athaulf and Sarus and Singerich, that they must always defer to Alaric, that he was to be the king and emperor. Neither Athaulf nor Singerich ever swerved in their loyalty to Alaric, or questioned the word of their sister in this, though in many respects both of them had more ability than Alaric. Sarus, however, who had not the high intelligence of his two brothers, was to see a distinction that they missed. Sarus, at one later period acting as spokesman for the generals assembled in Bologna, offered to sponsor Alaric as emperor (and his sponsorship would have made him so), but only on the condition that Alaric should cease to be King of the Goths.


If kingship could come to the Balthi, among the five families, it must come to one of these four boys, the princes of Balthi. Stairnon, by her early influence, arranged that the choice should be Alaric. To do this she had to seize on an old legend and make it come true: the legend that the next king of the Goths, island born, would come to his people riding on a sorrel mare.


She announced him King in his eighth year, and fulfilled the legend in this manner:


She had called to him, seeing him on horseback, and he had cantered to her in a glen. He often dove from the saddle into her arms. He was still a small boy; and she was, too early, a woman.


She told him to come out of the saddle onto her shoulders, and she carried him on her shoulders into camp, announcing that she carried him as King. She had timed it for the afternoon of a great assembly, that he should so come riding the red mare. It was a very Gothic thing to do, but it had Gothic precedent. An early betrothal rite among the Goths had required a girl to carry her man on her shoulders to prove that she was of an age and strength to marry.


The act was accepted absolutely by all the children except one, and the adults remembered it when the time did come to choose a king. Sarus, however, did not accept Alaric completely. Older than Alaric, he had his own ideas about the ultimate kingship. Later, when he became the Empire Goth, he believed that there must not be a Gothic king.


Sarus would several times plant himself as an obstruction in the path of Alaric, and remained unafraid of him. Hafras, writing a few years later, even seems to imply that Alaric was afraid of Sarus. The best of opinion, however, is that Alaric was afraid of no one; that neither of them ever knew fear. The opposition of Sarus and Alaric would become very intricate, and the friendship strained. There would be the accusation of treason; but the question would remain, who was the traitor and who the betrayed? Both boys were to suffer divided allegiance between the Gothic and the Roman in them, but it was Sarus who became entirely Roman when he matured.


There was a strong religious element in the life of the children. The Arian children, like the Catholic, were very close to the Eucharist. This religious element in the life of the Goths and the Romans was more important than it seems, and was the thing that turned many of the Goths into Romans. The Empire had already become a complete Theocracy. It was as totally so as the ancient Jewish state, or as Islam in the years of its explosive activity. It is impossible to get the feel of the period without understanding this. The Empire was Christocentric; though for some, particularly the Arians, Christ was not quite so vividly at the center as for others.


Here it becomes necessary to chronicle briefly the affair between the Goths and the Romans in the early years. The fortunes of the Visigoths, for the first twelve years of the life of Alaric of Balthi (A.D. 376-388), abstracted as simply as possible from the sources, are as follows:


On their entering the Empire the majority of the Goths did not at once settle peacefully on the land of Lower Moesia. Probably neither side expected it to be carried through peacefully. Both the Goths and the Romans defaulted on the terms of their agreement.


The Romans had made the harsh provision, or so it is reported down to us, that the Goths should give up their arms to the Romans on their entry into the Empire, and that the children of the Goths should be taken from them and distributed through the provinces of Asia. The children were to be indoctrinated as Romans, and were to serve both as ambassadors and as hostages of their own people.


The Goths, of course, did not give up their arms. The defence of the border by them was the main part of the agreement for their entry. Neither did they assign all their arms to Roman custody or inspection. For one thing, the Goths were better armorers than the Romans, and a good part of the northern trade had been in arms supplied by the Goths to the Romans. This mysterious requirement—that the Goths give up their arms—may be a historical misunderstanding of a payment to be made by the Goths in kind—in arms, in the quality of which they exceeded the Romans.


Probably several thousand children of the Goths, but not the fifty or sixty thousand who would have been all the children, were separated from their families for Romanization in groups and centers. It is plain that the Romans intended these to be the children of the noble families, and it is just as plain that the Goths deceived them in this. At least one thousand were taken, for at least one thousand were later murdered by the order of the Master General Julius. It is possible that this taking of the children for a special education was considered as an honor—so considered more by the Romans than the Goths. Provision, apparently, was made for others to be taken at a certain age and for certain periods. Many wives and citizens were also taken as hostages.


The Romans defaulted in their promised treatment of the Gothic settlers. Profiteering at the expense of the Goths was promoted by Lupicinus and Maximus, military officers of Thrace. Instead of assisting in the transition of the Goths, they robbed them and starved them. Supplies brought by the Goths themselves and contributed by their brothers from across the Danube were seized at the inspection points and confiscated or sold at auction for personal profit. Fines were assessed, and Gothic persons were held for money ransom.


At this time Alavivus and Fritigern, called judges, were the leaders of the Visigoths. Fritigern is sometimes spoken of as a kinsman of Alaric, but their relationship, if any, is not known. This Fritigern was an adherent of the Balthi family or party and worked in accord with the Balthi men. The best of belief, however, is that Fritigern was a commoner and not of the Balthi line. He was a man of stubborn ability and much military talent.


Alavivus soon drops out of the picture, and Fritigern becomes the sole effective leader. He did not at once resist with arms, and he forbade the Goths more than local resistance. But he did set up a series of intrigues and was able to reach into the Imperial forces. From the beginning the Goths were able to make contacts where most needed, and they never made a move of any sort before their intelligence system had given an analysis. But it was Fritigern, when he believed that the Goths had absorbed enough abuse, who moved quickly to put a term to the affair.


The first blood of the Gothic revolt was shed at Marcianapolis. Fritigern defeated a Roman force under’ Lupicinus, and with surprising ease. Fritigern had information that Lupicinus, for all his ability at extortion and deception, was an incompetent general, and that the Roman troops, of adequate quality, would be badly arranged and badly handled. He knew also that Lupicinus was hated by his own men, and that the resistance would be only a token one. Yet the Romans would have been defeated even if well-generalled and determined. The Goths, in this one action, established the supremacy of heavy horse troops over even good infantry, and that supremacy would endure into the time of gunpowder and to the very close of the sixteenth century. Reading history backwards, it looks as though the events of the next several generations could have been predicted from that one action alone.


At a little later date, Fritigern won his second victory without himself being present or his own men being involved. This concerned a move of certain basic Gothic troops of previous introduction into the Empire as mercenaries. There were anti-Gothic demonstrations, of official or quasi-official instigation, by the populace of Adrianople. These Gothic troops of the Empire, under the leadership of Colias and Suerid, swung against the people of the City and crushed the demonstrations and riots. Then they came out of the City and joined the forces of Fritigern. This partly settled the question of where the loyalty of the Roman-Gothic forces would lie. It would seem that much could have been predicted by this act also.


A bloody stalemate was then fought between the Romans and Goths at Salices. This was almost a reversal of the action of Marcianapolis. Here the Goths encountered Roman soldiers perfectly commanded, the toughest foot soldiers in the world. The Goths could not ride them down or run over them as they had at Marcianapolis; and the old Roman contention was almost proved—that an absolutely disciplined infantry can stand against any horse assault whatsoever. It was not conclusive, however; the Goths had attacked with insufficient forces, and the battle was fought to a bitter draw. Both sides withdrew in good order to prepare for the final event. The Emperor Valens collected a sizeable army and moved from Constantinople against the Goths near Adrianople. And Fritigern assembled his total force for the total battle.
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