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      Alfred Duggan
1903–1964

    


    ‘There have been few historical imaginations better informed or more gifted than Alfred Duggan’s.’ (The New Criterion).


    Historian, archaeologist and novelist Alfred Duggan wrote historical fiction and non-fiction about a wide range of subjects, in places and times as diverse as Julius Caesar’s Rome and the Medieval Europe of Thomas Becket.


    Although he was born in Argentina, Duggan grew up in England, and was educated at Eton and Balliol College, Oxford. After Oxford, he travelled extensively through Greece and Turkey, visiting almost all the sites later mentioned in his books. In 1935 he helped excavate Constantine’s palace in Istanbul.


    Duggan came to writing fiction quite late in his life: his first novel about the First Crusade, Knight in Armour, was published in 1950, after which he published at least a book every year until his death in 1964. His fictional works were bestselling page-turners, but thoroughly grounded in meticulous research informed by Duggan’s experience as an archaeologist and historian.


    Duggan has been favourably compared to Bernard Cornwell as well as being praised in his own right as ‘an extremely gifted writer who can move into an unknown period and give it life and immediacy.’ (New York Times)


  

    

      1. The Beginning

    


    It was just the place for a stronghold, a steep flat-topped hill on the eastern side of the river which marked the boundary of the Etruscans. Nearby rose other hills, some with slopes too gentle to be defensible, others too acutely pointed for comfort. To the south-east stretched level beech-forest, the tree-tops seen from above making a level floor to the horizon, rarely interrupted by the clearings of other settlements. There was good ploughland to be won from the beech-forest, though the task of clearing it was laborious; if the worst came to the worst, and the foreigners over the river proved to be too warlike and well-armed to be robbed, the men in the stronghold might grow their own barley.


    All the same, it seemed a pity that the twins had decided to mark out the boundaries of the new camp with all the elaborate ritual that went to the founding of a city. If the place happened to be unlucky the knowledge that it had been consecrated would lead to endless delay before the newcomers cut their losses and abandoned it. As he stood among the throng on the hilltop, waiting for the ploughing to begin, Marcus ventured to grumble about this to the man standing beside him.


    He was answered, as he might have expected, by a reference to the wonderful omens which had encouraged the twins. Even to suggest that the new settlement might be unsuccessful seemed to his neighbour to be blasphemy. ‘You ought not to utter such words out loud,’ he exclaimed angrily. ‘A god might hear you, and make it come true. But if silly young men don’t deliberately bring down bad luck on the place it can’t fail. Aren’t we led by the sons of Mars, sucklings of the war-god’s she-wolf? How long is it since you saw a vulture? They are getting rare in these parts. This morning the twins saw eighteen vultures between them. What do you think of that? And have you heard what they found on that knoll over there, where the working-party are digging the ditch for our outlying fort?’


    ‘No, I haven’t heard. They began digging only two hours ago, and I kept away for fear they might put a mattock in my hand. Did they find a crock of gold, or one of those great stones in which a god dwells?’


    ‘Nothing so obvious, but an omen even more powerful. They were digging in undisturbed soil, when suddenly they turned up a human head. Freshly severed it was, and still bleeding. Do you know what that means? It means that our stronghold will one day rule all the land roundabout. The twins have already decreed that the hill shall be called the Capitol, so that the portent will never be forgotten.’


    ‘Whose head was it, and where’s the rest of him?’ asked Marcus blandly. He knew that such a question must annoy any devout servant of the gods; but as a poor and insignificant spearman he disliked the suspicion that the leaders might be surreptitiously practising human sacrifice. One day they might choose him as the victim.


    ‘It was nobody’s head, you fool. It was put there by the gods, to show us how lucky we shall be. Aren’t you one of us? Aren’t you glad to be a sharer in all this good luck?’


    ‘I come from nowhere, and that’s where I am going. When my father threw me out I decided to follow the lord Remus. I have a shield and a spear, and when we fight I shall kill a rich foe and take his sword. I am worth my place in the ranks and my share of the booty. But, since I follow Remus, this isn’t really my stronghold.’


    ‘It is. Remus has accepted the omens, and his followers will live where Romulus has decreed. Besides, you mustn’t call it a stronghold. It is a city. Look, they are just going to make it a city. Here comes the leader, with the plough. Silence, everybody, so that the gods can hear his prayer.’


    Marcus was glad to end the conversation. He was in a bad temper, and his neighbour was just the kind of prosperous, pious giver of good advice whom he disliked; such a well-fed, godfearing farmer had no business to join a band of desperate emigrants, warriors prepared to live by the sword until they died young or died rich. If the argument continued there would be a quarrel, and if they came to blows Marcus knew very well which of the pair would be expelled from the band. A leader always sides with the rich against the poor, and he had no kin to back him on this frontier hilltop.


    Marcus was nearly seventeen, slender and dark and still gawky with youth. He wore nothing but a ragged tunic and patched sandals; but he had cut his hair short and combed it, and his body was clean. On his forearm, just below the elbow, could be seen the calloused mark made by his shield-grip; that was the emblem of manhood, and he looked at it often.


    Now he stood in sulky silence, listening to the prayers. All this ritual meant nothing to him; he had not left home to hear it. Not that he had exactly left home, if that meant that he had gone of his own free will. His elderly father had been rash to take a young wife, and Marcus had never reached the point of doing anything unlawful with his stepmother; but that would have come if they had continued to share the same hut. His father had been within his rights in telling him to go. In fact his father had been merciful. He might have waited until he had caught the pair in adultery, and then tortured them to death with the approval of his neighbours; instead of sending his rowdy younger son off to seek his fortune before anything serious had occurred. All the same, his father’s second marriage had brought Marcus bad luck.


    It was by chance that he had joined the band led by Remus, another example of the bad luck which seemed to be his fate. After all, the leaders were twins, weren’t they? Both children of Mars, both fosterlings of the she-wolf, both exceptionally endowed with the favour of the gods. How could anyone have foreseen, a month ago, that Romulus would consistently outshine and outwit his brother, who in Alba had the name of being the more daring bandit of the pair?


    Marcus meditated in silence on that tricky business of the omens. There could be no doubt that Romulus had lied and cheated, and yet he had been signally favoured by the gods. It had happened only this morning, at sunrise, and all sorts of rumours were still flying through the band. But Marcus had been standing close to Remus, on duty as one of his bodyguard; and he had heard everything with his own ears. Each brother had gone to his chosen hilltop, marked out the sacred templum with his curved rod, and settled down to watch for omens. After quite a short wait Remus had seen six vultures flying together on the good side. That was a remarkable prodigy; for the vulture, which never hunts and yet lives on the fat of the land, is notoriously the luckiest bird in Italy. It was a rare bird, also, and no one on the hill had ever before seen as many as six at the same time. Naturally Remus had sent a message to his twin, bidding him come and hear about this remarkable demonstration of divine favour.


    Romulus had replied by telling his brother to come to the other hill, for he had seen an even greater prodigy. That was where they had made their mistake, Marcus realised as he thought the matter over. Remus should have stayed where he was, and asked for details of his brother’s omen. Instead he had weakly obeyed the summons, merely because it was rumoured that Romulus was the elder by a few minutes; as though between twins there could be any question of the authority of an elder brother over a younger! And when he had got to the foot of this silly, slab-sided hill where they were standing now, he had been impudently told that as yet Romulus had seen no portent, but that he was sure he was going to see a good one!


    Romulus was exposed as a liar and a cheat, who would not recognise a clear message from the gods if it supported his wretched, put-upon brother. That ought to have been the end of his pretensions as leader. But there is no arguing with favourites of the gods, and the gods often favour the most brazen scoundrels. While the common spearmen disputed hotly, and the well-born nobles attempted to keep the peace, Romulus climbed back to his consecrated templum on top of the hill. He had barely reached it when a clamour of excitement overcame the quarrelling below. Flying slowly and purposefully from the right, the side of good omen, came a whole flock of vultures, no less than twelve of them. There was no deception; Remus himself saw the birds, and so did his followers. Those hills must be a great place for vultures. But birds of good omen were what they had come out to see, in accordance with the rules laid down by the ancestors when a site was to be chosen for a new stronghold. The matter was decided beyond dispute; the hill chosen by Romulus would be their future dwelling-place.’


    Now Romulus alone was marking out the boundary of an enduring city, and that was more than they had expected when they agreed to fortify a camp just on the Latin side of the river. The Etruscans on the other bank might prove too strong for them, for it was already known that they were rich enough to be worth raiding. A camp that was too dangerous might be deserted; but it would be shameful to flee from a newly founded city. Both bands were committed, though the followers of Remus had not even been consulted.


    Besides, Romulus was performing the ceremony alone, as though he were not merely the senior partner in a dual leadership. Now he had finished his prayers, and was guiding the holy bronze Plough round the outline of what would one day be the defences. A crowd of helpers kept the plough-team steady, for a bull and a cow never work well together; even when they are special beasts, snow-white, dedicated, already garlanded for sacrifice. But alone Romulus wrestled with the blunt bronze ploughshare, that relic of the ways of the ancestors, used nowadays only in religious ritual. Marcus thought, with an inward sneer at all superstition, that if the chief wanted to be really old-fashioned and lucky he ought to mark out his furrow with one of those fire-hardened digging-sticks which were still used by the savages of the south.


    Until this morning Marcus would have boasted that he did not fear, or even believe in, the gods. But those vultures took some explaining away, and now he had an open mind. Stories of the miraculous birth and childhood of the twins had weighted very little with him when he chose Remus for his leader. Remus was taking out a band of emigrants; he Marcus, had urgent reasons for getting well away from his father and his stepmother. There was no more in it than that.


    From time to time some priestess who had dedicated her virginity to the gods scandalised the faithful by producing a child; though perhaps lusty male twins was overdoing it. If Rhea Silvia could persuade the elders that her virtue was unblemished and that it was all the fault of some incontinent god, well, good luck to her; though in future a prudent man would not believe her unsupported assertions. It was just possible that the twins were the children of Mars, but the excuse had really come out most conveniently when their mother was in a tight place.


    As for the other story, about them being suckled by a she-wolf, Marcus believed some of it. He had heard it at first hand from Faustulus, the shepherd who found them in their abandoned cradle. Faustulus had joined in this new venture, and he was now watching the ceremony; a sensible, level-headed man, who would never invent such a surprising tale. But the original story, as told by Faustulus, was not very hard to believe. There was nothing in it about the children being reared in a wolf’s den, or living as members of a family of wolves. Faustulus himself had seen the cradle placed at the margin of the flooded river by the minions of the wicked King Amulius. He had crept away, meaning to come back and rescue the children as soon as the coast was clear. When he returned he was horrified to see a wolf standing over the babies; but they took no harm, for it was a she-wolf heavy with milk, who would permit any soft baby-mouth to suck at her swollen teats. The whole affair, though exceedingly ominous, had lasted only a few minutes. Marcus, who had seen a bereaved farm bitch suckling a young rat, did not doubt that a mother wolf might be guided by the same instinct for a short time.


    All the same, whether the twins were the sons of Mars or not, whether they were the foster-children of the wolf or not, they were equal partners in this venture. Remus should have been helping his brother to guide the bronze plough instead of standing idle with the other spectators on the hilltop.


    One angle of the sacred enclosure had been marked by the furrow when Romulus lifted the ploughshare to indicate the site of a gate. At last Remus took action. Carefully avoiding the newly turned furrow he strolled down the steep hillside and halted on the slope. As soon as they saw that their chief did not wish to be walled in by his brother’s foundation his band streamed after him; they made up nearly half the company, and soon more than a thousand young warriors clustered on the slope, looking up at the new city as though they were already besieging it. That was not so dangerous as it seemed, for of course they had all left their weapons with the baggage at the bottom of the hill: no one would come armed to the foundation of a city.


    Presently Romulus completed the circuit and veiled his head in his cloak as he prayed to the gods, while attendants pole-axed the bull and the cow to honour the guardians of the new city. When all was finished Remus strolled back up the hill and halted just outside the new furrow, gazing at it quizzically with his hands on his hips. Marcus was only two paces behind him, for it amused him to hear the twins quarrel; and Remus would not have breasted the slope unless he intended to utter one of his unkind and unanswerable sarcasms.


    Across the scratch in the ground the young leaders confronted one another; each twenty-seven years old, each tall, ruddy and strong, each a true child of Mars, a proven warrior at the head of a band of eager warriors, each as utterly sure of himself as a man can be only when he has survived numberless perils and knows that he can rely on supernatural assistance. Remus looked intelligent and witty as well as strong; Romulus was so busy looking devout that there was no room for intelligence on his blank, regular countenance.


    ‘So there’s your city,’ Remus began. ‘Isn’t it time for another of your punctual omens? Perhaps the gods are late again. Last time, you remember, you had to lie about your vultures before they remembered to put in an appearance.’


    ‘This morning I told you that I had been favoured by portents stronger than yours,’ Romulus answered. ‘Perhaps it wasn’t true when I said it; but the gods made it true before you could gainsay me. My omens appear when I want them, and just now I don’t need another; so there will be no more. Are you looking at my wall? It has been filled with my luck, so that no enemy can cross it. If you want to come inside you must go round by the gate.’


    ‘Filled with your luck, is it, brother?’ said Remus. ‘That’s very strong luck, I know. May I remind you that I also have a little luck of my own? I too am a son of Mars, a fosterling of the she-wolf. This morning you saw more vultures than I did, but we are still joint leaders of this expedition. It might be interesting to see whether my luck will get me over your wall.’


    Marcus, standing close, could feel the quiver of excitement that ran through his leader; the excitement that comes to the bravest man when he is about to test the protection that the gods granted him at birth. Romulus understood that his twin was about to do something desperate; he motioned quietly to his celeres, the gang of devoted henchmen who kept order in his rowdy band. A celer who had been piling the loose earth of the lucky wall moved up to stand behind his leader, mattock on shoulder.


    ‘Gently, brother,’ Remus continued. ‘We don’t want your new city to lose its luck because of a quarrel on the very day of its foundation. All the same, I really must test this famous luck of yours. Here goes. Will some god turn me back? Your wall won’t. An enemy could cross it as easily as I do.’ He took a pace forward, and leapt over the furrow.


    He landed, smiling easily, beside the celer. The bully shuddered at the desecration, and his hands tightened on his mattock. ‘As for enemies, this is how we deal with them,’ he shouted.


    There was a sharp crack as the mattock came down; Remus collapsed in a heap, his skull splintered.


    Marcus stared, his mouth open and his hands hanging idle by his sides. Things were happening too fast for his mind to follow; and anyway Remus, the leader he had chosen only a few days ago, did not mean much to him. But in the crowd were warriors who had followed their dead lord for eight years, ever since he revealed himself to his grandfather. ‘Remus is dead. Get the man who killed him,’ shouted someone in the front rank. The whole group of unarmed but vigorous young men surged forward against the holy furrow.


    For a moment Marcus thought of running down the hill to fetch his shield and spear. That seemed the most sensible thing to do, but it might look to his comrades as though he were running away from his first fight. He pushed forward in the mob, feeling at his girdle for his little eating-knife.


    Within the furrow the celer who had done the murder could no longer be seen. (He fled to the Etruscans, and never again appeared on the Latin side of the river.) But the other followers of Romulus gathered to defend their wall. Some of them had spades or picks, and they outnumbered the opposing band; as the attackers hesitated there was a momentary stillness.


    A peacemaker seized his opportunity. Faustulus, foster-father of the twins, the only middle-aged man on the hilltop, could be easily recognised by his grizzled hair. ‘Boys,’ he called, ‘what’s done is done. You can’t bring Remus to life again. We don’t want any more murders.’


    ‘Murder it was, and we’ll avenge it,’ shouted someone from the back of the crowd. A stone as big as a fist flew through the air. It was sped by a young shepherd who had just remembered the sling looped round his brow to keep the hair out of his eyes, the lethal sling which was more deadly to marauding wolves even than savage sheepdogs.


    The stone whizzed straight at Romulus, who could not dodge it because of the dense throng at his back. It seemed that the expedition was about to lose both its leaders. But Faustulus could not bear to see both his foster-sons dead at his feet. As he jumped forward to guard his leader the stone caught him in the throat. Again there was a sharp crack, as when the skull of Remus had been crushed; with his neck broken Faustulus was dead before he hit the ground.


    The calamity brought peace, as nothing else could have brought it. Faustulus was by a full generation the oldest man in the expedition, and among the veteran followers of the twins he had been reverenced as a father. Someone raised the wail of mourning, and in a moment it was taken up by the whole company. At the first lull, as the mourners paused for breath, Romulus jumped on a hillock to address them.


    ‘Spearmen,’ he shouted, and the formality of the address made them all feel calm and responsible. ‘Spearmen, we came here to found a city, on a site that has been filled to overflowing with the luck of Jupiter, with the luck of my father Mars – your father Mars. The city has been founded, filled with luck, blessed by omens more favourable than the greatest prophet could foretell. It is ready for us to dwell in. Let us dwell in it, peaceably, as good comrades. It is true that I have incurred the pollution of fratricide. I take the whole of that to myself, and not a particle of it will infect you. The luck bequeathed to me by my divine father is strong enough to overcome it. The man who struck the deadly blow has fled, and he will never return within these holy walls. When we have built our huts and marked out an open square for a templum I shall fetch from Lanuvium certain holy things, things which once belonged to grandfather Aeneas who brought the sacred line of Venus to Italy. You will see them, before I put them in a safe place where human eye shall never look on them again, for so long as this sacred city shall stand. I say again: the luck of this city, my city of Rome, can overcome all misfortunes. But we who live in it must live united. Let any leave who wish to do so. They go with my good will. But to those who stay I shall be the chieftain, the King, King of Rome. Will you obey me?’


    Marcus looked at the chief, ten years older than himself and so in his eyes a mature man in the prime of wisdom. It was less than a month since he had agreed to follow Remus. That had been nothing but a pointless episode; there was no need that he should vow vengeance for a leader he had hardly known. The greatest asset of Remus had been his luck, and now it had been proved that the luck of his twin brother was the stronger. He decided to serve faithfully the new chief whom Fate had put over him.


    As far as could be seen, not one of the followers of Remus abandoned the expedition; though a few may have slipped off unobserved. Marcus followed in the crowd which went carefully through the unploughed gateway and lined up with the adherents of Romulus. When the new King understood that the threatened battle had been averted he once more addressed his followers, now all standing within the city.


    ‘Our enterprise has begun with a fatality. This evening we shall burn my unfortunate brother on a splendid pyre, with all the rites needed for the welfare of his spirit. The pollution of his death I take entirely on myself. Luckily, as you can see, no blood has been shed; and unless blood lies on the ground the Old Women cannot track down the guilty. Nevertheless, a few minutes ago our hearts were filled with hatred. Before the city springs to life that hatred must be purged from us. Let us all gather brushwood for a great fire. When the wood has been heaped up I shall kindle it with my sacred flint, repeating as I do so a prayer taught to me by my father Mars. While the fire blazes we shall all jump through it. Thus shall we leave in the flames all feelings of enmity which are unfitting for the citizens of one city.’


    So it was done; and the common effort of gathering brushwood and carrying it to the hilltop brought the first stirrings of a sense of community to the assembled warriors.


    When the ritual had been accomplished Romulus set his men to building shelters for themselves, and to bringing up the baggage from the valley. That night they slept in the new city. But when they awoke on the morning of the 22nd of March, 753 years before the Incarnation, there was still much to be done.


    During that first spring, while they planted the barley which must keep them through their first winter, King Romulus found time for a private talk with every one of his new subjects. Marcus was one of the last to be interviewed, for a clanless exile without even a sword was among the least important members of the new community. But Romulus spared no pains, and took as much trouble to inquire into the private life of this insignificant spearman as if he had been the head of a powerful family.


    In the raw unpainted wooden hut that was the King’s house they talked together, squatting on billets of wood beside a pan of charcoal. First Marcus must explain how he came to be so utterly alone in the world. ‘Chief – I mean King,’ he said nervously, blurting out the whole truth lest he be accused of concealing the worst, ‘my father drove me from my village, and my name has been removed from the muster of my clan. But I was not accused of a crime for which the clan-elders might punish me. It was rather that my father feared I would commit a crime if I remained in his hut.’


    ‘How was that? I don’t understand.’


    ‘My lord, I had a young stepmother.’


    ‘I see. But as yet you had done nothing wrong? Then why did your father send you into exile without even the protection of your clan? Surely it would have been enough to arrange for you to leave?’


    ‘Yes, my lord. That was how it started. But later we had words, and I answered until my father swore that I might not stay a moment longer. It had been planned that I should leave with the Sacred Spring, which was due to set off in two years. Do you have the custom in Alba? All the children born in one year must emigrate when they grow up, and they take with them the increase of the flocks born in the same year. I wasn’t born in the sacred year, but they would have taken me. Then we had this quarrel, and my father chased me with a stick. So I had to leave. I am too old to be beaten, but I could not strike my father. In my village we don’t do that.’


    ‘I should hope not,’ said the King. ‘No one does. But did your father really want you to go? What about carrying on his line?’


    ‘I have an elder brother, Perhaps I should say I had one; now I have no kin. I possess nothing but a spear and a shield, and I have those only because they were a gift from my mother’s brother, and my father could not touch them. But at the next battle I shall get a sword.’


    ‘Yes, you need a sword, and a helmet, if you are to take your rightful place in the levy. It’s right that you should win them for yourself. Now what else do you need, that I, or my city of Rome, can offer you?’


    ‘Not much, my lord. But then I have nothing. A patch of ground to grow my barley, a corner where I can store my plunder, a roof where I can sleep safe from my enemies, comrades to avenge me when I am slain.’


    ‘I can give you those, though I cannot give you more. You need kinsmen to take an interest in you, to tend you if you are sick and to buy your freedom if you are enslaved. You can’t expect three thousand citizens to look after you as though you were cousin to all of them. So tomorrow you must join a kindred. I am dividing the whole body of citizens into thirty kindreds; choose one of them, and stick to it. That will give you a clan-name as well; I won’t ask your old one, for it has been taken from you and it might be unlucky to pronounce it. Is there anything else?’


    ‘No, my lord. Or rather, only one thing. You have mentioned luck, and I know that you are one of the luckiest men in the world. Is there anything you can do to help me to regain the favour of the gods? I must now be suffering under their displeasure, since I am so lonely and friendless and poor.’


    Marcus was surprised to hear his own voice uttering these words. He used to think of himself as an enlightened scoffer, and suspect that all this business about the favour of the gods was just another invention of the old to keep the young in order. Now, without friends or advocates in the other world, he felt lonely and isolated.


    ‘You will share in the luck of my city,’ Romulus answered. ‘That is all I can do for you, but in the end you will find it sufficient. If you fear the enmity of your father you won’t want to share my personal luck. I have offended pretty heavily against the gods of the kindred; though what I did was righteous, and I shall give my answer when I am accused.’


    ‘Very well, my lord. I shall have kindred to avenge me, and a wall to shelter me. That is a great deal. With the gods I must make my own terms.’


    ‘Even there the city can help you. There may be death on my hands, but my ancestors were endowed with holy things of great power. Soon I shall bring them here to Rome; and there are rituals that we must perform, all together. The men of Rome will know how to serve the gods and to please them. Wait until the barley is sown, and you shall see.’


    On the next day Marcus chose his kindred, from among the thirty groups into which Romulus planned to divide the whole body of citizens. It seemed odd to call a young man of twenty-one his father; but there was no other way of joining a kindred, for in the new city there were no elderly men. Aemilius was a noble from Alba, who had been driven to emigration by the poverty of his house and the number of his elder brothers. He was an affable young nobleman, very pleased to increase the number of his followers. He told Marcus that he might use Aemilius as his second name, and reckon himself personally a full member of the Aemilian clan. But he added that only men of genuine descent by blood might offer sacrifice on behalf of the kindred; as soon as they got hold of someone who could write (for there was not a single scribe in the new city) they must make a supplementary list of the new members of the clan, whose descendants could never succeed to the chieftaincy or rank themselves as equal with those born of the true blood. That seemed fair enough, and very much better than having no clan at all. Marcus Aemilius willingly agreed to these conditions.


    When the barley had been sown and might be left to do its own growing until harvest Romulus did not lead out his army to raid the Etruscans, as had been expected. He announced that before his men did any fighting they must increase their luck by appropriate service to the gods. To begin with he brought his own ancestral Guardians from the sacred Latin city of Lanuvium. These Guardians already had a long history. It was said that grandfather Aeneas, the first recorded ancestor of King Numitor, had brought them to Italy from the fallen city of Troy; that had been long ago, at the time when all the divine cities were sacked by the Peoples of the Sea. But their origin was even more ancient. Before Troy had been founded they had been lodged in the magic island of Samothrace; before that, in the very beginning of the world, a goddess had given them as the dowry of her daughter who married a mortal man. Romulus himself was descended from this goddess; but then most men, if you went back far enough, had some supernatural being in their genealogies. It was not the divine descent that impressed Marcus as he saw the holy things carried in procession to their new home, but their amazing antiquity.


    In appearance they were not impressive. There was a large earthenware jar, of the kind used to hold the ashes of a corpse; it was certainly old, but it might have been empty. Everyone who saw it was disappointed, until Romulus explained that within it was a very ancient wooden image of the Maiden, the gift of his divine grandmother to her mortal son-in-law. He had wished to display the image to the people, but soothsayers had advised against it; for the wood was filled with divine power, which must not be dissipated by spreading it through a multitude. The soothsayers had prophesied that while this image remained safe in its lodging the new city could not be captured by an enemy.


    Behind the mysterous jar were borne on a second litter the remaining holy things: an old green spearhead that was the emblem, perhaps the material body, of the speargod Quirinus, and two staffs of bronze, wreathed with bronze serpents. That looked more like strong magic, and the onlookers were impressed; nobody knew what power they embodied, for they were not objects associated with the Maiden, or with the Mother, or with Skyfather. But snakes are uncanny things, and snakes of bronze must be very potent indeed. The arrival of these supernatural protectors encouraged every citizen of the new foundation.


    Romulus had not yet finished. He was determined to give his city all the protection that wise men could devise. On the swampy wasteland between the hill and the river he marked out a circle with his divining staff. Every man of his following was ordered to throw within the circle a handful of earth from his original home. Many citizens had foreseen this need and had brought a pot of earth with them; but Marcus was not the only spearman who gathered a handful of mud at random, in token that before he became a citizen of Rome the wide world in general had been his only dwelling-place.


    When the pile of earth was complete Romulus made magic over it, and decreed that henceforth it would be known as the Mundus; for it was the essence of the whole inhabited world. Then, while nervous spectators clutched at their amulets, he took a bronze pick and dug down through the pile deep into the swamp below. Presently he had gone far enough. He called to his assistants to hand him a sealed jar. This was quickly lowered to the very bottom of the pit, where it would be safe for all time; then a great stone was brought to seal the mouth of the hole. Romulus explained that this was now a passage between Rome and the Underworld. In general it was a good plan to keep the gate shut; but there were occasions when it should be opened, to remove spirits from the living world to their true home. The King would decree when the time had come to open it.


    So now they were in touch with all the gods, above and below. The sacred things in the storehouse brought down to them the influence of the sky; the Mundus could open, or close, communication with the Realm of the Dead. The new city was well protected.


    They did not neglect the affairs of this world, for Romulus believed in keeping his followers busy. During the first summer they felled beech trees, and hauled the timber to the top of the hill; soon the bank and ditch which defined the settlement had been strengthened with a stout palisade of upright stakes. One result of this was that, although Romulus insisted that his city ought to be called Rome after its founder, the citizens usually spoke of the hill on which their huts stood as the palisade, the Palatine.


    Another palisade crowned the steep outlying hill known as the Capitol, where that magical bleeding head had been dug up. A small garrison lived there permanently; for as a fortress it was much stronger than the Palatine, though it was too small to make a city.


    All summer the men worked at building palisades or huts, or by turns guarded the common herd of oxen, sheep and pigs. In autumn all hands were needed for the harvest; when that had been gathered they had barley enough to last them with care until next year. By working hard every day from dawn to sunset they could just keep themselves alive.


    There was discontent among the common spearmen. This city was all very well for Romulus, for his bodyguard of heavy-handed celeres, for the young men who had been appointed chiefs of the new clans. They were rulers in this new community, much greater men than they would have been at home. But the ordinary men in the ranks were living no better than landless labourers; they had gained nothing by leaving their fathers’ farms, where on the evenings of festivals they used to drink wine and court the giris of their village. Men who had bravely left home and kin to win a fortune by the sword were expected to sweat all day in the fields, and in the evening sup frugally on porridge and onions. That was not how they had pictured the lives of successful bandits.


    Marcus shared a little round hut with five other unattached warriors, and every evening they quarrelled about whose turn it was to boil the porridge. Cooking was women’s work, but there were no women to do it. Common sense warned Marcus that soon he must beget children to care for him when he grew too old to plough or fight. In the end he laid his worries at the feet of Aemilius, his adopted patron whose duty it was to solve all the problems of his client followers.


    Aemilius made light of the trouble; but then Aemilius had prudently brought a young slave-girl among his baggage.


    ‘You see, my boy,’ he said airily, ‘we are a band of warriors. If you wanted to take a wife at once you should have joined a Sacred Spring, made up of all the boys and girls born in a particular year.’


    ‘I couldn’t join a Sacred Spring, because my father made me leave home immediately,’ Marcus answered sulkily. ‘So far your band of warriors has not gone out on a single raid. Band of labourers would be nearer the mark.’


    ‘Before we start raiding we must build a fort, and make sure of food for the winter. But raiding time is coming, sooner than you think. Four days hence a party will cross the river to steal some Etruscan sheep. Quite soon you will be feasting on roast mutton, and then you will see the point of all this building. We would look silly if we stole sheep and then had nowhere to cook them in safety.’


    ‘I suppose that’s true. But I didn’t come here to steal sheep. I thought I was joining a band of desperate young men who would pillage the richest cities of Etruria.’


    ‘That will come; give us time. At present we are only three thousand strong, and that’s not enough to sack a great city. After we have done well for a year or two others will join us. When we have a really big army we shall devastate all Etruria.‘


    ‘Unless the Etruscans wipe us out first, I suppose. All right, patron, I’m not really grumbling. It’s just that at present I work harder than I used to work on my father’s farm, and get less for my labour. Perhaps brigands always begin slowly, with a lot of hard work at the outset. But that isn’t how it sounds in the old songs about jolly robbers in the greenwood.’


    ‘It’s harder work to live by the spear than to live by the plough. I suspected as much before I left home, and now I know for certain. But don’t let the King hear you talking in this strain. Though you and I came here to live by robbery, King Romulus thinks that all his followers went to found noble families in his grand new city.’


    ‘And that’s a good joke, sir, when you come to think of it. How are we to found these families when in this place there are ten men to one woman?’


    ‘Perhaps that holy jug in the storehouse will prove to be a fountain of wives; one day dozens of beautiful virgins may pop out of it. Seriously, the King is so set on making this an enduring city that he must have some plan for getting wives for us. And in the meantime we are much more comfortable, behind our strong palisade, than an ordinary band of robbers hiding in a damp cave.’


    When Marcus left his patron he felt a little comforted. It was something to know that his misgivings were shared by a distinguished young nobleman who had the ear of the King. He would be patient, and work hard until better times came. At least he could sleep soundly, guarded by the palisade.


    The first raid undertaken by the new community was only a modified success. They captured a flock of sheep, but in their retreat they were overtaken by the Etruscans, who killed several Romans. King Romulus announced that they must wait until their army had grown stronger before they again provoked their neighbours.


  

    

      2. Sabine Women

    


    There were a few women in Rome. Some of the young citizens had been married before they came to the new city, and these brought their wives; but men so young must be newly married, and it would be many years before their daughters were old enough to marry fellow-citizens. One citizen, who happened to be a little older than the general run, had been a husband for some years; but Tarpeius held himself aloof from the common herd, and guarded his ten-year-old daughter as though men were savage beasts. Because no one else wanted the post he had been appointed commander of the garrison on the isolated Capitol; there he lived with his wife and only child in unnatural seclusion.


    A few whores had arrived, as was only to be expected in a settlement of lusty young warriors. They were not allowed to come inside the palisade, but plied their trade in little shacks set in the marshy ground by the river. They had come to a poor market, where they must take their pay in pork and barley instead of silver and bronze. They were a slatternly crew, plain and elderly. No citizen would admit that he frequented their shacks, and it was good manners to look right through any man encountered there and pretend that he was invisible.


    But in the second year of the city men began coming to Rome who did not care in what low haunts they were seen, shameless men without dignity. King Romulus was obsessed with the dangerous weakness of his army, though to his followers it seemed that three thousand Latin spearmen should be able to defend their home against any number of Etruscans. He would do anything to increase his forces. After some opposition he managed to persuade the spearmen to open their ranks to any newcomer who could fight. In the Asylum, a collection of flimsy huts below the Palatine and outside the true city, any ablebodied man was welcome and no questions might be asked about his past. Some of the new recruits bore brands which marked them as runaway slaves; others were fugitives from justice, criminals guilty of incest or sacrilege, misdeeds which brought down on them the wrath of the gods. But if they looked like stout fighting-men King Romulus admitted them; his celeres bullied the original settlers, decent Latins who had come only to better themselves, into making room for these scoundrels.


    When the time came round to celebrate the fourth birthday of its foundation the new city was ready to burst apart from the stress of long disappointment, uncongenial companionship, poverty, hard work, and enforced celibacy. In particular the lesser spearmen came to the assembly which opened the holiday celebrations determined to make a protest. They would insist that the army march out to undertake the siege of Veii, the nearest and weakest of the wealthy Etruscan cities but regrettably, in addition, a very strong fortress. Otherwise they would withdraw the allegiance which the King had obtained from them by false pretences, and march north in a body to take service as mercenaries in the everlasting war between the Etruscans and the savages of Liguria.


    They started to proclaim their grievances as soon as the King appeared; it was an additional grievance that nowadays he went surrounded by gimcrack emblems of royal state borrowed from Etruria, emblems which meant nothing to true Latin spearmen. But it was difficult to carry a public meeting against King Romulus.


    From the start the King had governed by the simple method of dividing his followers; he could count on the support of every man who had been promoted by his favour. The hundred heads of families whom he had called into his Council of Fathers were solid for him; so were the three hundred young men of property who formed the cavalry of the army, for the horses which lent them distinction were the private possessions of the King. In addition there were the three hundred celeres. No one liked these young toughs, but a great many timid spear-men were afraid of them. In an unorganised assembly of three thousand voters seven hundred of the most weighty citizens were ranged in support of the King.


    The opposition soon saw that to make speeches against the King would get them nowhere; but Romulus, that experienced leader, knew it was better to persuade discontent than to crush it. He spoke frankly.


    ‘Spearmen, you have endured without complaint four years of hard labour. Don’t throw away the reward of your work by weakening at the last moment. I know what you want. You want plunder, and women with whom to share your plunder. Well, soon you will have both. This year we shall be strong enough to sack an Etruscan city; and within a month I shall send an embassy to the Sabine villages to seek wives for my warriors. It’s no good asking Alba again. They refused last year, just because I had that unfortunate trouble with my brother; they say our whole city is polluted by fratricide, too unclean for intermarriage with god-fearing Latins. One day we’ll show them their mistake! As though by defending the wall of our holy city, at the cost of family affection, I could anger the gods who guard Rome! When we flourish they will beg for our alliance! But all that lies in the future. What you want are wives, this summer.’


    ‘We shall get them from the Sabines,’ he continued. ‘They are our cousins and neighbours. Their ways are not exactly our ways; they squat in villages and don’t appreciate the advantages of city life. But they worship our gods, and they speak our language – even though they speak it very badly!’


    The last words came out on a comical Sabine accent. The crowd laughed, and Romulus knew he had won.


    ‘So that’s decided,’ he went on. ‘You should shout Yes to show that you agree with my plans.’ Roars of agreement. ‘Now today we shall march in procession through our city to the templum where no less than twelve vultures appeared to prophesy our foreordained success. Let your worship be reverent and dignified, worthy of this city founded by the son of a god, in furtherance of the expressed will of the gods.’


    In ritual silence they marched to a splendid sacrifice, which promised a fine feast of roast beef at supper time; that put them all in a good temper. Romulus intoned the prayers with an eloquence and conviction which was enough in itself to hearten them. All the same, Marcus felt that in some way he had been bamboozled. That evening, sitting replete by the cooking-fire, he felt brave enough to grumble to his neighbour.


    ‘It’s funny how in the end we always agree to something that we don’t really want. No one could call us the slaves of a tyrant. King Romulus always explains his proposals, and promises that if we disagree with his plan he will try something else. But somehow when it comes to the point you can’t go against him. I don’t want to crawl to the Sabines for the right to woo their daughters, a right they should feel flattered to grant to Latins as soon as we ask for it. I don’t want to sit down under that insult from our own Latin kin. Perhaps we would do wrong to make war on the cities of our fathers; though that’s what they deserve. But there’s no reason why we shouldn’t raid the Etruscans tomorrow and carry off a few of their women. I’m sick of lying alone in my blankets, listening to five other men snoring in the hut. If we had one girl for half a dozen of us it would be better than nothing. Yet when the King had spoken I voted for him. Do you think he has us all bewitched? They say he is something more than an ordinary mortal man.’


    ‘Who say so? Only a few soothsayers and old women,’ answered his neighbour. ‘I come from Alba, and I can remember him as a boy; he’s only six years older than me. But he’s a cunning leader, and I’m content to follow him. It’s easy to see why he always persuades the assembly. It’s because he never permits anyone else to make a formal speech. Oh, he doesn’t forbid it. At every meeting he invites anyone who has something to say to come up on the platform. But somehow there’s always an obstacle. This morning, if you had tried to incite us to immediate war against the Etruscans the King would have cut you short by reminding us that the gods were waiting for our sacrifice. Before the next meeting those celeres of his would have beaten you up, unless they charged you with some crime that would earn you a formal flogging before the whole assembly. We never hear the opposition, and so we always agree with the King.’


    ‘I hadn’t noticed that until you said it, but now I see it’s true,’ said Marcus in some surprise. ‘But do you think my idea is a good one?’


    ‘No,’ the other replied. ‘There isn’t an Etruscan city we are strong enough to sack, and we can’t afford to have them attacking us in return. Besides, warriors lose their courage if they lie with women.’


    ‘That’s what the elders said in my village, but I don’t believe it. We had a brigand living in the woods, such a mighty warrior that none of our men would face him; and he was always raping women he found in the forest.’


    ‘He might have been even stronger if he had lived chaste. It’s not a thing you can prove, one way or the other.’


    ‘Well, if I can get hold of a girl I shall lie with her, even if there’s to be a battle next morning. If I had stayed at home I would be married by now. It doesn’t harm your courage if you are properly married.’


    ‘I would have been married, too, if I’d had the sense to stay at home,’ said his neighbour gloomily. ‘I came here to better myself, and after four years I’m no richer than on the day the city was founded. We have built a fine palisade, though. One day this may be a real city.’


    ‘A real city! That’s what you all say, and I’m sick of hearing it. I joined what I thought was a band of brigands; and all we do is build for a posterity which can never exist until we find men willing to let us marry their daughters. I’ve had enough feasting for one day. I shall take a jug of wine to my hut, and drink myself to sleep where I can’t hear these fools cheering for King Romulus.’


    But as the spring advanced Marcus felt more content; for Aemilius had been chosen one of the envoys to the Sabines, and Marcus was to go with him as a spearman of his bodyguard.


    It was an imposing embassy, even though it came from a city of young men, a city just four years old. The twelve envoys were lavishly bearded, though their beards showed no grey hairs; the escort were tall warriors, well armed, and Marcus displayed proudly the fine sword he had taken from a dead Etruscan who had failed to guard his sheep. They brought no present of gold, for there was hardly any gold in Rome; but they drove before them a troop of fine bulls, laden with skins of strong wine. The Sabines ought to be glad to see them.


    The Sabines were a nation of tough, old-fashioned warriors who thought it unmanly to sleep huddled behind a wall. Their villages, scattered among the glens of their wooded mountains, were moved every two or three years as the soil became exhausted. But in other ways their manners and customs were those of their Latin neighbours, and they spoke a dialect of the same language. Such old-fashioned but respectable rustics should be proud to intermarry with the citizens of a thriving and lucky new city.


    Standing in an open glade, the council of Sabine chieftains listened impassively to the speeches of the Roman ambassadors. They prodded the beasts that made up the present, and commanded that they be led away for sacrifice; but they did not praise them. Finally they withdrew to consult together, and when they returned it was announced that the answer of the whole Sabine nation would be given by a single spokesman.


    The spokesman who came forward was a gnarled, burly warrior, his eyes peeping out from a tangle of brown beard. The Romans noticed a twinkle in those eyes as he began, and nerved themselves to agree to a pretty stiff bride-price; evidently the Sabine knew he was about to say something outrageous.


    His first phases were elegant, and must have been carefully composed; although his outlandish dialect made them hard to comprehend. He explained that the Sabines were gratified to see such a fine new city on their borders; they admired the spirit of their Latin neighbours, who had at last decided to retaliate against the raiding of the greedy Etruscans. Of course such a city must not be permitted to decay, for lack of children to replace the original founders. But the mighty King Romulus had the remedy in his hands, and it was odd that he had not seen what was evident to mere rustic Sabines, notoriously slower in their wits than clever Latins. Already King Romulus had set up an Asylum for fugitives from justice, to the great benefit of his noble and broadminded city. Let him found another Asylum, a refuge for unsuccessful whores, runaway wives, and other female castaways. Thus his new citizens would find worthy mates, and there would be no need for the daughters of respectable Sabine villagers to go abroad and marry foreign husbands. The speaker stepped back into the group of chiefs, to show that he had no more to say.


    Aemilius turned to his bodyguard. ‘We are envoys. We may not draw our swords,’ he muttered savagely. The Romans retired from the clearing with exaggerated dignity, in silence.


    When this was reported to the assembly of Roman spearmen there were angry shouts for immediate war against the whole nation of the Sabines; but King Romulus himself seemed more amused than annoyed at the insult. He told his people that for the present they had affairs of more importance than a war undertaken on a mere point of honour. The spring sowing must be finished, then they would raid the flocks of the Etruscans (though they must be cautious, for they were not yet strong enough to capture a walled city), and after that would come the harvest. Not until they were sure of food for the winter could they start once more looking round for wives.


    During the summer, while spearmen sat idle in the sun, watching their barley grow, rumours began to spread that there was something lacking in the religious ritual of the city, something that must be put right without delay. At first these stories irritated Marcus; for he thought they already spent too much time on religion, and that for all their prayer and sacrifice the gods owed them more than a bowl of daily porridge and a thatched roof, which was the most any Roman had got out of the new city so far. Then he noticed that the celeres were the source of these rumours, and he listened more carefully. The ideas of King Romulus should be taken seriously.


    The celeres were saying that this year they must hold a proper harvest festival. Certainly they had tried earnestly to thank the gods after each harvest in their new home; but last year the yield had been poor in spite of their efforts. They must be omitting something of vital importance.


    When earnest students of religion had got that far the next step followed inevitably. In the Latin villages where most citizens had been reared women and unmarried girls played an essential part in the annual harvest festival. It was common knowledge that once upon a time the sowing and reaping of grain had been entirely the affair of the women, as it still was among the savages of the south; only the coming of the newfangled plough had made it man’s business. At a proper harvest festival married women ought to sprinkle on the fields whatever it was they kept in those mysterious baskets of theirs, and a choir of young girls ought to sing the hymn of the unsown field.


    Since in Rome they lacked women there was only one way to put things right; they must beg help from their neighbours. At the next meeting of the assembly, when the idea was already lodged in the minds of most of the spearmen, King Romulus outlined a plan. In the autumn they would hold a great festival in honour of the god Consus, who looks after everything kept in store; and to this festival they would invite their neighbours. If the Sabines, and the people of three little nearby towns, mongrel Latins ruled by an Etruscan nobility, accepted the invitation they were to bring their wives and daughters. In the morning the women and girls would bless the fields in their secret female way which no man can understand; in the afternoon they would watch a horse-race in the marshy ground below the city; and in the evening there would be a banquet, with plenty of wine.
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