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  Prologue

  ‘. . . winds light to variable . . .’

  
    When it rains, everybody gets wet.

    Popular saying.

  

  If you talk about the weather, everyone listens.

  ‘What kind of a day is it?’ asks the sweet voice as your alarm goes off. You climb out of bed, grope your way to the window, stare bleary-eyed up at grey clouds and down into puddles, and you groan. ‘It’s raining.’ Many others groan at the same time. The farmer because the rainstorm has flattened his wheatcrop, the young couple about to tie the knot who know that their garden party is off, or the general who’s just been told that his tanks are mired in mud. Their day is truly spoiled.

  ‘. . . winds light to variable . . .’ The weather forecast has become the principal morning information for millions. A nation’s humour varies with the weather, especially for those who do not work in a sheltered environment. Fishermen, construction workers and bicycle racers, they all have to suffer the caprice of the weather god. As do soldiers. Not to forget the insurance executive who trembles at the mere thought of a flood. To him, policy-wise, any natural disaster is simply referred to as an ‘Act of God’.

  Acts of God and the weather have had their profound influence on history. From the destruction of Rome’s legions to the first atomic bomb, the list is endless. And will continue to be so in the future.

  The old man stared up at the gathering clouds. ‘There’s only one thing to do now.’

  ‘And what’s that?’ asked his wife.

  ‘Pray.’

  Then the wind came and destroyed all that man had untiringly built.


  The Bible tells us so

  An Act of God

  
    ‘And, behold, I do bring a flood of waters upon the Earth, to destroy all flesh, wherein [is] the breath of life, from under Heaven.

    Genesis 6:17

    The same day were all the fountains of the great deep broken up, and the windows of heaven were opened.

    Genesis 7:11

    ‘You must build a boat,’ the dog said to his master, ‘and put in it all that you would save; for a great rain is coming that will flood the land.’

    A tribal tale from the Cherokee Indians of America.1

  

  One may well imagine the excitement, on that day in Nineveh, in Babylonia, when the spade of an archaeologist struck a solid object and out came the first of a thousand clay tablets, bearing cuneiform writing. It had been lying undisturbed in the ground for thousands of years.2 In honour of a mythical Sumerian king who reigned around 3000 BC they bestowed on it the name, the Gilgamesh Epic. Could this be part of the original bible? What George Smith translated in 1872 turned out to be the first recorded description of Noah and the Flood:

  
    . . . I caused to embark within the vessel all my family and my relations, the beasts of the field, the cattle of the field, the craftsmen, I made them all embark. I entered the vessel and closed the door . . .

    From the foundations of heaven a black cloud arose . . .

    All that is bright turned into darkness . . . For six days and nights wind and flood marched on, the storm subdued the land. When the seventh day dawned, the storm was abated, the flood which had waged war like an army, and all mankind was turned into mud . . .’3

  

  Recent research points to a biblical flood as having taken place around 5600 BC, in the Black Sea region. At that time, a solid rock wall, the Bosphorus, blocked off an interior sweet water lake from the Mediterranean. A sudden change in temperature—sudden by the Earth’s clock, meaning several millenniums—led to the melting of the Eurasian ice sheet. This brought about a rise in the ocean’s water level and the Bosphorus barrier collapsed 7,600 years ago.4 Without restraint, water poured into the Black Sea at frightening speed. An area of some 155,000 square kilometres became inundated. The deluge forced families of hunters and gatherers to migrate as far south as Egypt and Babylon, and this explains how primitive northern tribes ended up in the biblical land of the pharaohs. The tale of their miraculous escape (in Noah’s ark) was carried over from generation to generation, and eventually written up in Genesis and Gilgamesh.

  Sudden changes in atmospheric conditions will lead to cataclysms; gales and floods, rainstorms and droughts, scorching heat and bitter cold, the list of nature’s calamities is endless. Struck by the unexpected, or unpredictable, the impact of violent weather fronts in combination with the colossal forces of nature unleashed against us, leads on to disaster. Suddenly the world we live in changes and man goes down on his knees to pray for divine assistance. Sometimes it is granted, more often not.

  Since time immemorial, history has been influenced by nature’s elements. The mega-fauna that once covered the globe was extinguished by climatic changes. A sudden drop in temperature killed off the ferocious predators and dinosaurs. Then appeared a creature that managed to walk upright, and who ran around in the nude, suffering from one of two extremes, cold or heat. His initial act was to kill some furry animal and wrap himself in his victim’s hide. He ripped a flaming branch from a tree that had been struck by lightning, and carried the torch into his cave to kindle the original campfire. This Age of Fire was followed by the Age of Tools, when man built primitive shelters against sun and snow, wind and rain. It protected him from daily and seasonal weather changes.

  The life or death of the people on our planet has always depended on a few degrees up or down. One may well imagine the terror of primitive man, when the days grew shorter and colder and the nights longer. He must have been wondering: will the sun ever return? Is it therefore astounding that man has considered the weather as something supernatural, falling into the realm of a god or a devil? Meteorological phenomena have always been connected with the diabolical or the divine. Our ancestors interrogated the heavens, invoked the saints, and suffered the heaven-made catastrophes. They turned to frogs and almanacs for information about rain and sunshine. They knelt in front of images of patron saints in supplication for the essential gift of life-giving water, or alternatively to stop the water from drowning them. They would go to any lengths to conjure the heavens.

  Today we know that spring follows winter as surely as day follows night. We know much more; for instance, that the fertility rate increases during a certain period of the lunar cycle.5 A scientist will explain that this has to do with gravitation, light, and the variations in the Earth’s magnetic fields, which again have an influence on human sexual behaviour. This is a fact that peasants in my village had been aware of long before the age of supercomputers. Does that mean that meteorologists with their eyes riveted on satellite pictures from space, which tell them all about cloud formations over Greenland, anti-cyclones over the Azores and the air humidity in Borneo, are better informed than the peasants in my village? Our farmers listen to the meteorological forecasts then abide by the good sense of their ancestors; they sniff the air, stick up their finger to test the direction of the wind, and study the nervous state of cattle and flies. Only if everything is to their satisfaction do they plant their trees or seed the corn. When sunflowers let their heads hang down in July, they need rain. When it rains in August, it will flatten the wheat harvest, but there will be plenty of truffles in January. Why? Not even our curé has an answer to that mystery.

  All those who listen attentively to the daily weather prediction will get a general overview for the next hours or days. There is one thing neither a scientist nor a farmer can predict—the arrival of a meterological disaster. When it strikes, it does so with the unbridled force of the elements, sudden and deadly whether they be typhoons, avalanches, storm floods, biting frost, hellish forest fires and killer fog, to name but a few. Weather fronts have had their profound and lasting influence on human history. Legions were destroyed in a thunderstorm, armadas sank in a typhoon, tanks got bogged down in mud, an invading army froze to death, and an atomic war ended before it even began.

  It is not always foul weather that carries bad news. Good visibility, just as poor visibility, is a vital factor for planners of a military operation. Any such sudden change in ‘favourable atmospheric conditions’ can turn a well-laid plan into a nightmare. An attack, launched under the cover of fog, can turn into horror if the fog lifts and the bombers can spot their targets. But for the masses of apocalyptic believers, the bleaker prophecies of storm disasters still carry that thrillingly familiar ring: paralysis and panic. For centuries, intellectuals have laughed at the scared and the frightened. Now they themselves are beginning to head for the hills.

  In the past, meteorological predictions were mainly by educated guess, and its prevailing conditions decided by God or Good Luck. Predicting the weather has always been a risky enterprise, and our credulity may still be taxed by the latest weather report. Today the world listens to the weatherman’s outpouring on the global media. His weather forecast is an economic factor: farmers, truckers, seamen, airline pilots, even stockbrokers tune in to the man on the radio. ‘. . . rain showers, accompanied by high winds, expected by noon . . .’

  The biblical flood may be the first recorded weather factor that has profoundly changed history. From those biblical days, if we dare believe historians and their contemporary accounts, the world has gone downhill. Mankind has always had to struggle against the elements more often than against each other. But when the two forces—weather fronts and human conflict,—collide it invariably leads to disaster.

  An Act of God.

  1 Ancient Sumerian, Akkadian and Greek versions all recount the same basic flood story.

  2 Probably written around 700 BC, but could be considerably older.

  3 Charles Berlitz, The Search for Noah’s Ark.

  4 The time was established by drilling into the Greenland icecap and studying the layers.

  5 The menstrual cycle of a woman is that of the full cycle of the moon, twenty-eight days.


  The lost legions of Varus

  11 September, AD 9

  
    ‘Varus, Varus, give me back my legions!’

    Emperor Augustus, AD 9.1

  

  It is the year AD 9, one autumn evening in the land of the Cherusci.2 Above the majestic pines, the golden sky is full of swarming carrion birds, following a column of soldiers that winds like some giant snake on the trail through the primeval woods. For hours, three Roman legions have struggled along this narrow trail, more a goat-path than a cart track. The advance units have to force their way through masses of resistant undergrowth and clinging creepers; their bare arms and legs are cut and scratched, and now mosquitoes settle on the festering sores. Occasional stone heaps topped by bleached skulls, altars to a pagan god, point to a presence of native tribes of the region. But for the vanguard of Roman legionaries, only able to see a small section in front of them, all is peaceful and quiet; only an occasional squirrel or hare flits across the forest floor. And yet, everyone, from tribun and centurion on to legionary, feels unease in these unfamiliar surroundings, hemmed in on either side by tall trees. The track is like a tunnel, overhung by an interwoven net of branches that form a vaulted dome with its natural penumbrae; a narrow passage between trees, too closed in for the archers to make use of their arrows in case of an ambush. The experienced centurions dare not tell their splendidly garbed tribun, a close relative of Emperor Augustus,3 that it is most unwise to march into this hostile wilderness without sending out patrols to reconnoitre their front or protect their flanks. Another bend in the track, the last one hopefully and they must surely step out into the open plain. But behind that bend is yet another, and then another. The trail meanders along like a creek, from forest to swamp and from swamp into forest. The Romans feel out of control, as if borne along by a river’s current. Swamps enclose them. A careless step to the side will spell certain death by being sucked down into the morass by the weight of their armour. And if they are not crossing a swamp, there is always that deep, dark, worrisome forest.

  [image: image]

  On the heels of the legions follows a haphazard procession of wagons, pack animals and push carts; women with babbling, suckling babies, cooks, money-lenders, prostitutes, and all the human flotsam raked together from military compounds that can be found anywhere in the realm of Emperor Augustus. With cries of anguish and curses, this mob pummels the ones in front to stay closed up with the legions. Their laden carts rattle with bone-crushing jolts over thigh-thick roots, only to sink into the deep ruts left by the supply wagons of the legions. Everyone prays for an end to the unholy wood.

  The forest deadens all sense of time and space. The vanguard, made up of natives under the leadership of a Cherusci nobleman, Arminius, advance around a bend; when the first of the Roman cohorts turn the same corner, the Cherusci are gone, swallowed up by the forest. Since Arminius and his local scouts are the only ones who know their way around these forests, the Romans halt in confusion when they come to a fork in the road. The day’s march has exhausted them so they do not hear the sound of breaking branches, and, all of a sudden, several frightful, fur-covered creatures pop up in front of them. They carry spears and maces, their skulls are shaven and their eyes burn with fierce fire. The Romans are so surprised that not one moves until the weird creatures gallop off into the distance. A detachment of legionaries chases after the fugitives, but they’ve vanished. Their appearance is a clever ruse: it lures the Roman formations onto a trail, which leads them straight towards an ambush.

  ‘They’re here . . . quite near,’ whisper the Roman legionaries. But where? They will soon find out.4

  Half a century before, in 59 BC, Julius Caesar—fatalistically brave, totally cynical, and coldly cruel—began with the ‘pacification’ of Gallia (Gaul), and thereby pushed Rome’s outer frontiers to the Rhine. His next ambitious project was to extend the Empire’s border across the Rhine, to the big rivers of central Germany, and thus assure the protection of his ‘acropolis italae’ (Upper Italy and Rome) and Provincia Transalpina (Provence) from the incursion by Alamannic tribes5, who the chronicle of Dio Cassius described as ‘a riff-raff of the basest kind’.

  Having successfully stopped an invasion of 250,000 Helvetes by cutting the bridges across the Rhone at Geneva, he turned north to smash King Ariovistus and his Suevian hordes in the Alsatian Plain. Next, Caesar led eight legions across the Rhine and pacified the region around Colonia Agrippina (Cologne) and Bonna (Bonn). At Augusta Treverorum (Trier), 200,000 Asipetis were no match for Caesar’s highly disciplined 50,000 legionaries. Faced by Rome’s military might, many of the tribal chieftains slipped away to escape captivity. Caesar promised clemency and presents, organised a great feast to which he invited all the leaders who had gone into hiding. Once they had sat down at his table, Caesar’s legionaries cut off their heads. After which deed he set upon the leaderless tribes and massacred them.6

  The Roman Republic died with Cicero and the Empire began with Julius Caesar, an empire based on the spirit of conquest and which owed its unity to the permanent presence of its soldiers in the confines of its enormous territory. Its military prestige was the cement of military power. Rome’s legions were omnipresent, striking at their enemies without pity, flattering their allies, barring the route to barbarians. With great sovereignty, Rome distributed war and peace. Pax Romana.

  At the time of Caesar, many Germanic tribes had moved from their forest redoubts into the open plains, and established villages on agricultural plains, primarily along the main rivers. This was to lead them into conflict with the Romans; when out in the open, barbarians proved no match for the well-disciplined Roman war machine. When, in the following year, Caesar crossed the Rhine near Confluentes (Koblenz), he defeated the Sugambri, a tribe that Caesar described thus: ‘Their life is made up of hunting and military pursuits, eager for toil and hardship. They eat milk, cheese and flesh, and show no interest in agriculture. Their leaders may well fear that their people could substitute agriculture for the conquest of the warrior.’7 From this description we may surmise that the majority of Germanic tribes were of nomadic origin. Caesar was quick to discover that pagan tribes hated each other, and the shrewd politician and opportunist ably used this information to divide et impera, divide and rule. Caesar’s assassination put an end to his plans for the ultimate conquest of Germany. After his death, his divide et impera diplomacy was abandoned, and instead the power of suppression, backed up with Roman spears, raised its ugly head.

  The Germanic tribes, according to Tacitus8, who was to become their intimate chronicler, were ‘large of body, fair-haired and blue-eyed. They carried no body-mail, but were armed with short, lethal spears (framae), and fought as one solid body, thereby they could easily be decimated by a hail of arrows from the Roman archery.’

  What set the barbarians apart from their Roman invaders was an unshakeable belief in their own, fierce gods, a belief contrary to the deepest conviction of the human spirit: ‘The gods are doomed and the end is death.’9 Valhalla, home to their divinities, was a truly fearsome gathering of helmeted warriors, whose main activity lay in the pursuit of war. Valhalla was a place of extremes, of burning fires and utter darkness. Such a martial heaven held no place for a goddess of love or one of beauty; its womenfolk were Valkyries,10 riding into battle to do the will of Odin. He decided who should die, and the valkyries led the fallen heroes to eternal glory through the gates of Valhalla and kept their met (beer) horns filled: Baldur, the God of Light, was murdered by his blind brother Hod; Fricka, goddess of marriage, looked after earthly morals; Odin (or Wotan), the god of warriors and kings was unforgiving;11 he even banished his own, disobedient daughter Briinnhilde to a fiery rock. Tyr was the God of War, and Freya was a splendid, golden-haired goddess who claimed half of those slain in battle, something as natural to a warrior as dying for a woman’s beauty. But fiercest of all the gods was Thor the Hammer, lord of thunder. With his mighty hammer Möllnar, the symbol of lightning, he hurled thunderbolts to smite his enemies.12 Thus, lightning and thunder became the voice of a god and an auspicious omen for victorious combat.

  During battle, tribal custom demanded that the barbarians equal their headman’s prowess, and by their own gallant action add to his glory. The freely elected tribal chieftain was ‘father to his people’, his word was law, and he wielded power over life and death. Yet he was no dictator,13 and any decision affecting the whole tribe, such as going to war against their neighbours, depended on a council of elders. Once such approval was given, the headman became supreme commander. In that sense, Alamannic rule was a curious mixture of democracy and feudalism.

  Any successful chieftain’s principal weapon was stealth and trickery. To bring down an enemy, especially a Roman, by any means was acceptable and honest. ‘Against such tribesmen, mistrust was the surest defence—for those who were trusted effected the most mischief.’ How true Strabo’s prediction was to turn out to be.14

  The legat who marched Rome’s legions to the River Elbe was Consul Domitius Ahenabarbus (AD 1). For this feat, Emperor Augustus decorated him with the ornamenta triumphalia. His successor was Marcus Vinicius (AD 4), who had fought under Tiberius in his drive to the River Visurgis (Weser). Then followed Publius Quintilius Varus. He had been elevated in rank to consul in 13 BC, and took over the command of the Army of the Rhine in AD 6. His legions had crossed the border river to ‘keep the peace’; instead they moved like a plague across the countryside, feeding themselves off the land and leaving nothing for those who tilled the earth. They carted off winter provisions, thus condemning villagers and their families to death by starvation. If stealing food wasn’t enough, Roman tax collectors harassed the locals, and robbed them of anything of value. Rings, ornaments and personal arms were impounded and distributed among centurions and legionaries. Should a tribe dare to object, or refuse to pay taxes, Varus’ soldiers strung up the occupants of whole villages on trees. Survivors fled into the dense forests, formed bands and lived off the land (which did little to ease the life of the villagers). They attacked Roman patrols, and the Romans responded by sending out punitive expeditions that spent their fury on innocent, defenceless villagers. But like all soldiery on soft garrison duty faced by a negligible enemy, their morale collapsed. While the ordinary soldiers raped women, their officers stuffed themselves with food, and afterwards even forced the villagers to carry their loot for them. Yes, there was much injustice, but Rome was far away, and the emperor’s attention focused on his conquests in the east, or on surviving intrigues at court.

  In 17 BC, the Sugambri tribe revolted and caught Tribun Marcus Lollius in a marshy region, where they inflicted a costly defeat on his soldiers, though more by ridiculing the image of its tribun than by lasting damage to Rome’s military capacity. Velleius Paterculus reports: ‘In all his wars, Emperor Augustus never received any ignominious defeat except in Germany, under his lieutenants Lollius and Varus.’

  This defeat sent a clear message to Emperor Augustus who became preoccupied with his imperfect frontier, the limes, bordered by the Danube to the south and the Rhine to the west. This left a huge, wide-open salient, which put emphasis on the importance of establishing a suitable connection between Rome’s Rhine and Danube armies.15 The emperor’s strategic plan called for the establishment of a new, fortified river borderline, to run approximately from today’s Bremen across Bohemia to Vindobona (Vienna).16 He assigned a large body of troops to push his empire’s limits far east, to the Weser River, and thus forestall the threat of a barbarian attack on Gaul, or south, across the Alps.

  Assigned to the task were his adopted sons, Tribun Drusus, and his brother, Tribun Tiberius.17 Drusus, a man of unbridled ambition, was not merely content to punish the breakaway Sugambri, but he also annexed the entire territory of the salient that lay between Danube and Rhine. He established his headquarters in Mogontiacum (Mainz). In 11 BC, his army set forth into the unknown territory from two heavily fortified positions along the Rhine. His advance took him east into the Harz Forest, into Thuringia, land of the Marcomanni. Then he swung north and entered Cherusci territory. After he had ‘pacified’ that tribe, he crossed Brunswick and was headed for the Elbe River, when his ambition came to a sudden end. In 9 BC, Drusus was thrown from his horse and broke his neck. Tiberius took command over the legions. Like his illustrious forebear, Caesar, Tiberius exploited the barbarians’ great weakness, their inter-tribal jealousies. Playing the various tribes against each other with promises and gifts, their warriors, though huge, blond, and fearsome to look at, failed to unite in a common front against the usurper. This became the decisive factor, one that the Roman general aptly used to bring his German campaign to a successful conclusion. Divided, the barbarians went down in defeat, time and again, before the Roman eagles.

  By 7 BC, most of Northern Germany had become Roman. The tribes had been subdued, yet peace had not been achieved: in 1 BC, the Cherusci tribe went into open revolt, serious enough for Emperor Augustus to order Legatus Tiberius back18 into Germany and confirm the authority of Rome. Tiberius collected an army with which he set off in AD 4. He vanquished the Cherusci and then their neighbours, the Langobardi (Lombards), with customary brutality, before he sailed as far north as Jutland, where his force got stuck in the snows of Scandinavia. Assembling a new army in Carnuntum19, Tiberius crossed the Danube to attack the Marcomanni of Bohemia, while another force, under Tribun Saturninus, marched from the Rhine. The Marcomanni were saved from extinction by a revolt in far-off Illyricum and Pannonia, which called for Tiberius to abandon the Bohemian campaign and rush south to crush the rebellion.

  Tiberius knew that it would be unwise to leave his newly conquered territories without protection. He left five legions to hold the forts which he had established along the big central German rivers. Command over this occupation force was handed to the Tribun Publius Quintilius Varus, a courtappointee, as lazy as he was stupid, and more accustomed to the leisure of the camp than to actual service in war.20 Varus was the grandson of Mark Anthony by his daughter Antonia, and had astutely wed the grandniece of Emperor Augustus. As Rome’s corrupt legatus (governor) of Syria, he had amassed a personal fortune, selling favours to tradesmen and collecting tribute from the population. The Syrians knuckled down to his demands; the Germans did not.

  With Gaul pacified, and the victorious campaigns of Tiberius which had left the German tribes without a leader, Varus enjoyed a ‘soft job’: his garrison life was one long series of feasts, gluttony, and high-class prostitutes, all paid for by local taxes. With it, he set a bad example for his soldiers, who turned indolent and lax. Not one of the five legions under his command underwent regular military training, and soldiers were used to steal cattle and bring in taxes. Legionaries took wives or simply kidnapped tribal women to make them their concubines, and military camps grew into shantytowns.

  During his entire tenure as governor of Alemannia, Varus failed to discover the difference between the malleable Syrians he had dominated before and the ferocious barbarians he was trying to govern now. Whether he was just weak, or outright oppressive, has never been fully established. Whatever the reason, he dug his grave the moment he began to exact tribute from the tribes to fill his personal coffers. Gold was rare, and the Germans were not about to give it up willingly. Nor did they take it lightly when their wives or daughters were dragged off to service legionaries and bear their bastard offspring.

  In AD 9, while Emperor Augustus’s attention was focused on court intrigues at the Capitol, and Tiberius was kept busy in Dalmatia, a message reached Legatus Varus. In early September, unrest had broken out in the region between the Weser and the Ems Rivers, in a densely forested-region settled by the Cherusci. Irate villagers had dumped his tax collectors into a river, a report that Varus did not take entirely seriously since he knew that the Cherusci leader, Sigimur, was someone who had always kept the peace. But he had reckoned without the leader’s son, Arminius, a firebrand, who Tacitus was to call ‘the incendiary of Germany’. His notoriety was well deserved.

  Arminius was born in 17 BC. From early boyhood he had acquitted himself bravely and earned the respect of his tribe. Together with his brother Flavius he had served in the Roman army, but little is known about him, except that he was tall and powerfully built, an aristocrat of the highest rank who had accompanied Roman tribuns for a number of years. At twenty-six, he had more than once shown his valour and intelligence in the service of Tiberius during the Illyrian campaign. For his bravery and leadership qualities he was raised to Roman nobility of equestrian rank (‘Iuvenis nominae Arminius assiduus militiae nostrae prioris comes, iure etiam civitatis Romanae . . .21) and made a praefectus in the Roman Army. Yet there was one thing the Romans didn’t know: Arminius was a fiercly patriotic German. Since childhood days, having been witness to a massacre of one of his tribe’s villages by legionaries, this seasoned leader carried in him a fanatical hatred of all that was Roman.

  For years, while serving under different Roman tribuns, Arminius had looked on helplessly at the tragedy that had befallen his people. Their sad destiny in defeat became an obsession. It gnawed at Arminius. Time and again, he reminded his father of the fate that awaited a subdued Cherusci nation. While his father counselled patience, a rage burned in the young man’s chest; from his own military experience he searched for a way to buttress his people against continued Roman slavery, though this was not an easy task.

  The Roman Empire was based on the spirit of conquest and owed its unity exclusively to the permanent presence of its soldiers within the confines of its enormous territory. Rome’s army was made up of professional soldiers, every one a Roman citizen (although few were Italians), uniformly dressed in short metal armour worn over a shift, shin protectors and helmet, and boots (caligae). They were armed with the pilum (javelin), a short sword for close combat, and an oval shield made of cowhide and painted in each legion’s colour. A legion (division), under a tribun, was divided into ten cohorts (battalions) of six centuries (companies) each, commanded by a centurion. The legatus was a court appointed governor, superior in rank to the military.

  Arminius knew from experience that facing the Roman war machine in open battle must inevitably lead to disaster. He had stuided the fate of Vercingetorix and his gallantly fierce Gauls, who went down to defeat before the highly trained, disciplined legions of Caesar (52 BC). The Germanic tribes were anything but disciplined, totally undependable, involved in petty rivalries, and could not possibly match the supremacy of Roman infantry, archery and cavalry. And finally, a headman couldn’t order up a tribe like a tribun could call up a legion; a tribal chief had to send out secret messengers (who could be intercepted by Romans, or by jealous tribal chiefs), then pray that enough warriors would follow his call to make a stand. It was also a choice of the terrain for a successful confrontation. Rome’s garrisons were strongly walled forts, invulnerable to attack. But outside their stockade, the emperor’s legions were exposed, especially if caught in a place where they couldn’t deploy into their standard battle formations.

  In AD 8 Arminius had joined the Legatus and Tribun Varus22 as the leader of a contingent of Cherusci auxiliaries.

  At the same time, he began to work out a devious plan, which would bring Varus into the open. To lure the bear from its lair needed a valid reason, such as an uprising or, as it happened in this case, the rumour of one.

  Arminius soon discovered that Varus was no Tiberius. He held the tribun in justified contempt and was prepared to use the Roman’s carelessness ‘as an opportunity for treachery, sagaciously seeing that no one could be more easily overpowered than the man who feared nothing, and that the most common beginning of disaster was a sense of security’.23 Varus had always failed to take the most elementary precautions, marching from camp without the necessary reconnaissance, and there was no reason to assume he would change his style. It was early fall, time for the return of Varus’s three legions from their summer camp on the Weser to winter quarters in Aliso (Haltern) on the Lippe. Being in the tribun’s confidence, he knew that Varus was planning on a detour, to teach the ‘rebellious villagers’ a lesson. Arminius’s only concern was the superior Roman numbers, and for that, it needed a bold plan, for his aim was nothing less than the annihilation of Rome’s occupation forces. He had to bring about an alliance of all tribes. With that in mind, he cast aside his caution, began agitating against Varus, and secretly contacted the tribes.

  Arminius had an uncle, Segestes, brother of Sigimur, who thought that the leadership of the Cherusci should be rightfully his, and failing to get the tribe’s vote, had turned into an informer of Varus, the Roman. To make matters worse, Arminius had fallen in love with Segestes’ daughter, Thusnelda, a fair maiden with flaxen braids. The young couple eloped, and for that affront, Segestes hated the young warrior.

  Arminius knew that there was no room for complacency in a land with a long history of tribal conflict. He had met secretly with tribal elders, not only Cherusci, but also Amsivari, Marsi, Bructi, Langobardi and Chatti. After much argument and bargaining, he convinced them to lay aside their fratricidal strife and join him in one supreme effort to rid their homelands of the invader. Despite the suspicion and hostility from some of the leaders, a plot took shape. Arminius outlined his plan, which was voted and accepted. What must be a unique course in the history of early medieval Germany, the tribes purged their leadership of all cantankerous, undependable elements by electing Arminius as their sole chieftain. But such conspiracy was vast, and couldn’t be kept secret, certainly not from someone as well connected as his uncle Segestes. ‘Don’t trust Arminius,’ Segestes tried to warn Varus, ‘he is plotting and you must throw him in irons or he will destroy you.’ Varus, well aware of the bitterness between Segestes and his nephew Arminius, who happened to be one of his most reliable lieutenants, thought of this accusation as the vengeance of an old man to settle his personal feud, and so ignored the warning. If anything, it convinced Varus that there was no danger whatsoever. As ultimate irony, the ‘trustworthy’ Arminius was handed command over the vanguard to guide the columns through the inhospitable forest region. Thus, Varus provided Arminius with the opportunity to lead three Roman legions into a trap.

  The first week of September, AD 9, began without a hint of the coming disaster. Having spent their summer pleasantly enough on the banks of the Weser, the legions expected to reach their winter quarters within a week’s march. They had been told that their tribun was planning on a minor detour to teach some rebellious villagers a lesson. Before the long columns set out, Arminius dispatched messengers to his allies, to congregate with their warriors in the Teutoburger Wald.24

  One autumn morning, Varus rode out of summer camp at the head of a mighty force, the XVIIth, XVIIIth and XlXth Legions, plus three ali of cavalry and six cohorts of auxiliaries. Cataphractarii and clibanarii (heavy cavalry) in full mail25 followed the foot soldiers and archers with their colour-coded shields (a colour for each unit and legion). Altogether, well over 20,000 heavily armed men trailed by a confused and chaotic wagon train of spouses and camp followers.

  The trap was in place.

  In those distant days, the forests between the Weser and Ems were made up of primeval growth with pines well over one hundred feet tall. Through this dark and sinister wilderness led only primitive trails, trampled out by wild beasts since the age of time. Such tracks were narrow and slippery, and crossed with thick roots, which had to be cut to allow the passage of the heavy carts. The weight of their armour and a stifling humidity made the legionaries sweat under their leather jerkins. And yet, despite the oppressive heat, they could feel a chill inching its way to their bones. They knew that the barbarians were around, unseen but observing. Centurions, standing out in their bright crimson tunics, called for more speed, trumpets blared, and legionaries tightened the straps on their helmets and steeled themselves for any ordeal that lay ahead.

  From the moment that Arminius and his Cherusci scouts vanished, the Romans were lost. The legions stumbled deeper into a chaotic wilderness of fallen trees and foul-smelling swamps. Despite earlier reports of hostile tribes in the region and the mysterious disappearance of his pathfinders, Varus still refused to send out vanguard patrols. Counting on his vast military superiority, he blundered on blindly. Any commander committing such folly is guilty of gross negligence. While Arminius was aware of the tribun’s plans—his march route would lead him invariably through the Dörenschlucht (Dören Gorge)—Varus had no idea of the whereabouts of the Cherusci.

  On 9 September AD 9, Arminius put his plan into action. His tactic was to harass isolated forward and rear units, decimate them and drive the main host deeper into the forest where they would be bereft of room for manoeuvre. A Roman front unit was the first to get buried under a rain of javelins and rocks. The attack came so unexpectedly that most of the legionaries died instantly, done to death by hordes of wild-eyed warriors, jumping on their hapless victims from cliffs and trees. Those who escaped the slaughter ran back to give warning. ‘Cherusci! Cherusci!’ Their shouts created panic among the thousands of camp followers that now jammed into the military units for protection. ‘The legions were not proceeding in any regular order, but were mixed in helter-skelter with the wagons and the unarmed.’26 Adding to the confusion, more sporadic attacks from the cover of the dense forest caused increased agitation and casualties among the legions. These hit-and-run attacks went on for most of the first day; the tribesmen struck, then faded into the cover of their woods. By late afternoon, the legions reached an open plain. Varus finally called a stop. Guards were put out and fires lit around the camp. The Cherusci did not attack that night.

  Early next morning the Romans broke camp. Varus ordered to set fire to his cumbersome wagon park. Once again, the trail led into dense forest. No sooner had the columns entered the woods than the barbarians struck. The centurions ordered a retreat. This was a bait, and Arminius recognised the ruse; however, before he could stop his over-zealous warriors, a number of Cherusci had already chased after the Romans into the open plain. With it, the Cherusci gave up the advantage of their chosen terrain. Out in the open, the disciplined Roman formations and their accurate archery soon made the difference.

  Arminius, forced into a situation not of his choosing, was pulled into the fray. The warriors’ initial charge was carried out with such frenzy that it nearly broke through the Roman line. The energy and spirit these savages possessed unnerved Varus, standing well protected behind the shields of his legions. He was paralysed with fright and incapable of reaching a decision, but his lieutenants soon had the situation under control. The legions quickly formed into phalanxes. Like deadly porcupines, bristling with lances and swords, their inter-locked shields raised above their heads shielded them from the shower of javelins, while the Roman archers had their day. With devastating results, they dispatched flights of arrows into the densely packed attackers. Once the barbarians’ attack was blunted, trumpets blared, and Roman triari and principes advanced in close order. The better-disciplined legions waded into the tribes. With great clash of arms, the Cherusci showed an obstinate valour and fell where they stood.

  While the Roman tribun remained safely in the background, Arminius was in the thick of battle, wielding his broad sword. But his men had reached their limit; even his best fighters had come to the end of their strength. That they remained on the field was in tribute to their iron-willed leader who had ordered them to crush the Romans. On that open plain many brave warriors died before their battle horns sounded retreat and the remainder fled back into the woods. As for the Romans, equally exhausted, they failed to follow up on their victory and destroy the danger.

  Arminius was in a quandary. He was berated over his call for retreat, the utmost dishonour for a warrior. Some dared to call him a coward. Others again resented that he hadn’t given them the opportunity to sack the undefended treasure carts. On the open plain, he had lost a great number of his bravest fighters, many of them interrelated, and now he was held responsible for their losses. A number of headmen accused him of trying to undermine their own authority. In a way, Arminius had as much to fear from his own allies as from the spears of the enemy. He cajoled, preached patience and outlined his strategy. One more day, only one more day, he asked for, and their dead would enter Valhalla avenged. They would attack again the following day, but this time deep in the woods, on territory favourable to them.

  For the Romans, the rest of the second day remained quiet. Tribun Varus was convinced that he had inflicted a resounding defeat, that the barbarians had had enough and were already far away. While his legionaries lit fires, tended to their wounds, and celebrated their victory, once again he failed to send out scout patrols.

  A silver moon sailed through the sky and the night was chilly. Arminius could not tear himself from his dark thoughts. How many a good warrior had he sacrificed! Could the rest launch another assault? Whatever the situation, it had to be the final attack; he had no more reserves at his disposal. Was this the end? A brave man always had the chance to sell his life dearly. In this hour of finality, Arminius was alone. One more time he would have to lead his people into battle, and probably suffer death. He leaned back against the trunk of a gnarled pine. The disc of the moon grew paler before it vanished behind a fluffy cloud. The first rays of sun seeped through the canopy of the woven crowns. The morning of the third day was dawning.

  Their superior number, and the stillness of their surrounding, lulled the Romans into a false security. Shortly after dawn they broke camp. To reach their fortress on the River Ems, the only trail open to them was through the ‘saltus teutoburgiensis’, the Teutoburger Wald, and through the sinister Dorenschlucht.27 Reassured by a feeling of having already achieved victory, the legions marched in good order of five abreast along the twisting path. What followed behind was less orderly, an unruly, noisy, highly frightened mob. Varus’s main force, held back to allow the vanguard to reach the valley, became utterly disorganised when this raggedy mob piled into them.28

  Arminius placed his warriors on both sides of the Dörenschlucht, a ravine bordered by steep, wooded slopes. From high up on a cliff, he watched the Romans file into the trap. He was about to signal the attack when an event took place that was to decide the outcome of the battle. In the moment that he needed it most, help came in the most unexpected manner. The first indication was a grey cloud. Soon the sun was hidden behind an ugly black mass.

  For the Romans there was only silence, that heavy, damp silence before a storm. The sky was so near that it faded into the earth. A metallic light filtered through the clouds and outlined sharply the tangle of trees, transforming the landscape into nature’s chaos. The dark cloud mass raced at the legions with its rain-charged electricity, for them, an evil omen. The legionaries listened to their inbred anguish. For reassurance, they gripped their swords. A human enemy, they could understand; but only a god, in their case, Mercury, controlled the weather.

  Suddenly the horizon exploded with electricity. The heavens burst into flames. Flashes of lightning gave off ghostly, split-second pictures of bluish trees, followed by ear-splitting crashes. When the storm struck, it came with unaccustomed violence, leaving no doubt about the power of nature. For the Romans it was too late for explanations of natural causes. The rolling thunder shocked them into inactivity. They implored their gods and raised their shields to ward off the evil demons. The ground shook. Terrified by this irresistible attack of heavenly bolts, women shrieked and old men fell to their knees, never having witnessed such a fury. Lightning followed by showers of sparks smashed into trees and split them asunder. Those who fled for protection beneath the pines were cut down when lightning struck the treetops. Howling gusts uprooted massive trunks, and buried legionaries and camp followers alike. A hailstorm battered the legions, stones the size of robins’ eggs clanged off metal helmets. To protect themselves from the incessant pounding they raised their shields. Soon, the shields’ leather covering was so thoroughly soaked and so heavy that the soldiers could no longer hold them up. Panic-stricken horses threw off their riders and bowled over the packed cohorts along the narrow path. Terrified soldiers flung themselves to the ground, dug their fingers into the earth and prayed for the thunder and lightning to stop. But nothing would stop their gods’ fire that poured down from the heavens on the superstitious Roman legions. That day, Jupiter was not with them; it seemed that the sky itself was seized by a frenzy to destroy all that was Roman.29

  The situation was quite different for the Cherusci. Their moment had come, heaven had sent a message. While the Romans interpreted the violent storm as a menace of the gods, for the Nordic warriors the Thunder of Thor was a sign of divine assistance. Arminius said out loud what all thought: ‘In Thor’s name!’ He raised his sword; a battle horn blared, followed by hundreds more. What, moments before, had been a dense forest, erupted into movement. Bushes moved, men jumped from behind trees and rocks. In an instant, the slopes converging on the trail were thick with barbarians. Lightning burst from the sky and turned the dark forest into a great bowl of brilliant flashes, a wood filled with hordes of fearsome, tall warriors, howling ‘Thor!’ and coming down the slopes. ‘Thor! Thor!’ went up the cry while their downhill charge built up to a furious momentum. ‘Thor!’ With lowered spears and swinging clubs they crashed into the utterly confused and disorganised Romans, strung out along a narrow forest trail.

  ‘Varus’s legions were prevented from going forward and even from standing securely, and moreover deprived of the use of their weapons. For they could not handle their bows or their javelins with any success, nor their shields, which were thoroughly soaked,’ wrote their chronicler Dio Cassius.30

  The legionaries, shocked by the unexpected downburst, which their superstition translated into the wrath of Mercury, suddenly stared at a forest erupting. An entire nation had gathered to drown in blood all those Romans they had had to endure under the yoke of Roman governors. The intermittent blue flashes gave the Romans an impression of a vastly superior number of barbarians rushing at them, yelling their blood-curdling war cry, wielding their spears and clubs, and assisted by bolts of heavenly fire. All along the narrow valley floor it was a similar picture. In great, wild leaps thousands of yelling Cherusci and their allies came thundering down the slope and crashed into the startled Romans, spearing the hapless legionaries like chickens on a spit. The force of this indescribably brutal onslaught was too much for even the most stouthearted of Romans; its initial impact was as devastating as it proved decisive.

  Blood flowed in the rivers. The legions, already under shock from the unexplainable, violent fury of the elements, thought their gods had abandoned them. Rain swirled in solid sheets, slashing their faces and near blinding them. The incessant roll of thunder numbed their ears. But Rome’s legions had been trained to blind obedience. Some units formed, then wheeled to face the enemy. For this the trail was too confined, it allowed no room for manoeuvre and their superior numbers counted for nothing. Roman archers nocked the arrows, but their bowstrings were wet and limp, and the distance too close to prove effective. Driving rain and spilled blood turned the battle ground into slithery mud. Robbed of their solid footing, the legionaries were prevented from taking up their ordinary defensive posture behind a wall of shields and planted spears. The violence of the hand-to-hand combat increased; the Romans fought on in a last act of desperation, but their open formations were no match for the fury of the barbarians’ battle-axes. Nobody could withstand an onslaught conducted with such rage for long. The Romans didn’t. Sections were separated from the columns, isolated, encircled, and savagely done to death.

  The battle had got completely out of control, everything had happened too fast for Arminius to influence its outcome.

  He watched the destruction of his former masters-in-arms with his mouth set in a grim line. No pity was expected and none was given. The savagery of the attack rammed wide gaps in the long columns; the fire and fury of the barbarians broke up the Roman columns into small units which could no longer support each other. Without co-ordination the legionaries struggled back; they landed blows with their swords and threw jabs with their javelins. To no avail. Up and down the narrow forest path, barbarians brought down clubs and battle-axes on the helmets of Romans, isolated into ever-tightening circles. Their screams for help were drowned by the howling tempest. The tribes’ sharp, short spears and their stone mallets completed the massacre of the strungout, disorganised Romans. The legions were lost, trumpets sounded retreat, but even that was no longer possible. The outcome was made final when the Tribun Vala Numonius, commanding the Roman cavalry, fled the field. This opened a gaping hole between the legions through which the tribesmen poured.31

  The rest of the bloody encounter turned into carnage most horrendous. Varus’s men were cut down by the thousands, heaps of the slain lay everywhere. Surrounded by a mounting pile of corpses, every Roman was fighting his own last stand on ground made slippery by blood and rain. Some legionaries tried to hack their way through, but were pressed back. Very few escaped with their lives. Most of those who tried, and raced off into the forest like mad horses, using every last ounce of strength in their desperate run, tripped over tree roots and were caught by their pursuers. For the wounded, suffering from only minor cuts or thrusts, there was no chance of help; soon they would be dead, with their throats cut, or from infection.

  Almost as quickly as it had arrived, the thunderstorm subsided, and the sun broke through the clouds. In a small clearing, protected by the shields of his last remaining officers, stood the Tribun Publius Quintilius Varus, clearly visible in his pristine white toga, red cape and golden helmet. All around him lay death—lifeless, staring eyes and open mouths—while the savage masks of men without pity grimaced avidly and-tightened the circle around him. ‘Thor! Thor!’ They could have thrown their spears to do away with Varus, but no, they wanted him alive. He would become their trophy, sacrificed on a pagan altar to appease their horrid gods. For the Roman tribun, everything was lost—a Cherusci had outwitted him and shattered his authority; there would be no reinstatement to power by his emperor and no pardon from his enemies. He gave out an agonising cry, planted the hilt of his short sword in the ground, and fell on it. The officers followed his example and took their lives rather than be dragged off into barbaric captivity.32 A wild cheer of triumph went up from the Cherusci and their allies.

  Now that victory was theirs, the first signs of the sinister process of a breakdown in tribal discipline began to show in sudden outbursts of wild temper. The barbarians began to fight among each other, tribe against tribe, clan against clan, man against man; over trinkets, swords and armour, over women; over the booty and the treasure of Varus. Others went on a rampage, slaughtered the wounded Romans and stripped them bare—all without the slightest emotion. Holding up their children, the women begged for pity. None was granted. Legionaries, unfortunate to have fallen into captivity, were buried alive, crucified, or sacrificed on a pagan altar. And, finally, the barbarians hacked off the head of the dead tribun, impaled it on the tip of a lance and presented it to their leader.
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