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  I




  INTRODUCTION - THE GOLDEN SLIPPER





  A summer shower was pouring from the heavens when I met John outside the ‘Golden Slipper’ in York, a tiny pub on the edge of The Shambles built in the 15 and 16 centuries, and given a somewhat ‘quirky’ brick façade in the industrial enthusiasm of the 19 century.
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  The earliest account of the place reads: “John Armstrong was returning from having a few at the sign of The Slipper in Goodramgate” when William Brown had “severely beaten and thrown him into the river until he was stiff and stagnated with cold.”




  That’s how I felt as we shook the water from our coats and settled in for lunch and ‘a few’ of our own. At least I wasn’t about to be hanged on Baille Hill for robbery like William Brown had been, as reported in the York Gazette of 17th March 1821! As always discussion turned to the fact that no popular book had yet been written about the foundation of York city by the Roman Ninth Legion.
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  I mused:“I hate Romans! The world we now live in is dominated by Roman ways and Roman thoughts, frequently without any regard for those cultures they conquered and absorbed into the ‘Empire’. I’m a big fan of those cultures, the Celts. So why should I write a book devoted to some of the greatest battles, conquests, and political issues to occur in over a thousand years of Roman history?”




  John was persuasive: “I love a good mystery, don’t you? It was this aspect, the disappearance of an entire Legion apparently somewhere in the UK, that first caught my attention years ago. Then to find that no popular history of this Legion and these events had ever been written beyond the pages of fiction came as a bit of a shock!”




  John won his argument and here it is, ‘The Disappearing Ninth Legion, A Popular History’, historic research and concept by John Aspin, written and photographed by myself, Mark Olly.




  Whether you are a fan of the Romans or not, you will find this fast-paced account a gripping historic ‘whodunnit’ which may never have a satisfactory resolution – unless, one day, you meet a bedraggled Legion of defeated soldiers trudging through the mists on some forgotten moorland road, or the ghost of a skin-cloaked standard bearer still desperately searching for his missing golden eagle!




  Mark Olly (Summer 2010 AD).
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  York: Ebur, Eburacum (Antonian Itinerary C.380 AD) / Eboracensis, Euborica, Eoforwic (Old English Chronicles C.780 AD) / Caer Ebrauc, Eferwic, Eurvich (Domesday 1086 AD & Layam 1205 AD).




  All we know of the area around York before the arrival of the Romans is a collection of small Iron Age farmsteads which can be seen surrounding the city on aerial photographs and satellite images, but not yet ever found within the city. The ancient Roman historian Ptolemy mentions ‘Eborakon’ as one of the settlements of the Brigantes, a tribe which occupied the whole of Northern England before and throughout the Roman occupation and the probable owners of the local farmsteads.




  The name is said to originate from the Irish-Gaelic ‘ebrach’, meaning ‘muddy’ or ‘a marsh’ ending in ‘ach’ meaning ‘place of’. The Angles may have taken it to be ‘town, dwelling (‘wic’) on the river (‘Ure’)’ and it is this ‘Eure’ which looks like ‘iubhar/ibar’ which has led to ‘a yew’ and the interpretation ‘the place of the yews’.
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  Given that this could equate to a grove of yew trees located in a marsh, it has been said that the Romans took over a Druid sacred site and retained its original name as they had done elsewhere.




  Was it this act that brought down the original curse on the ‘Unlucky Ninth’?
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  “Nature itself has removed Britain beyond the power and jurisdiction of the gods of Rome... to war beyond the bounds of nature is not courage, but impiety.”




  Emperor Caligula (37 AD – 41 AD)
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  II




  MARCHING INTO ETERNITY





  Roman legends date the founding of Rome to 753 BC. The city was built on a hilly site about twenty miles from the coast in order to defend it from the frequent raids by Greek and Phoenician ships. The first buildings were clustered around Palatine Hill, where later emperors of Imperial Rome built huge palaces, and the first ruler was a Latin Chieftain called Romulus. Romulus initiated the first citizen army who fought on foot and would probably have looked more like ancient Greek soldiers (hoplites) than the popular image of Roman Legionaries.




  The early army used a long slashing sword, a round shield and bronze helmets, with only the well-off wearing armour consisting of a breast plate of beaten bronze in various designs. Other weapons included spears, javelins, battle axes and daggers. Later the army was formed into ‘centuries’ of 80 to 100 men with a full army having as many as 50 ‘centurions’ in it, split into various classes:




  I)     Heavy Spearmen,




  II)    Medium Spearmen,




  III)  Light Spearmen,




  IV)  Javelineers, Archers, Slingers,




  V)    Veterans (Home Guard)




  It was to take almost 600 years for Rome to bring all Italy under her control and to encompass their neighbours the Etruscans and Samnites, but Rome held on to her states, unlike the constantly warring Greeks. Within two hundred years of Italy becoming united, Rome had built her Empire with the best infantry in the world comprised of her citizens. Each citizen who joined the army was supplied by the state. The uniform of the Legionary, weapons, armour, short-sleeved or long-sleeved cold weather tunic, studded sandals, and other kit, were deducted from their pay.




  By the time the Ninth Legion was formed in the first century BC, the Roman Army had become divided into units of 4,800 men called ‘Legions’, each divided into ‘Cohorts’ of 480 men, divided again into three ‘Maniples’ of 160 men, and then again into two ‘Centuries’ of 80 men, and finally into 10 ‘Contubernia’ of eight men each.




  Each Legion also had a small detachment of cavalry of around 120 men. Only in later times did the ‘Legion’ become 6,000 men, the ‘Cohort’ 600 men and the ‘Century’ the familiar 100 men.




  Upon Emperor Claudius’ suggestion that they should invade Britain in 43 AD, the Roman Legions mutinied saying: “We will march anywhere in the world but not out of it.” Nevertheless, out of it they were to march, beyond the jurisdiction of their gods, beyond the assistance of Imperial Rome, indeed beyond the bounds of nature itself! In 43 AD they came as a permanent invasion force to the shores of Britain.




  The Ninth ‘Hispana’ (or ‘Spanish Legion’, so called from earlier campaigns) came from Pannonia in Central Europe with Claudius in 43 AD and was established at Lincoln by 47 AD. It was engaged in campaigns against the Brigantes in 51 and 52 AD under the command of Caesius Nasica, and was cut up by rebels during Boudicca’s revolt in 60 to 61 AD while under Petillius Cerialis.




  By 70 AD they were upon the gates of the north, they were beyond the sacred goddess river Belisama (Mersey) and the central homelands of the Druids. They had unwisely entered ‘Eburacon’, the ‘Place of the Yews’, and left their own world far behind – possibly for eternity. The Ninth Legion arrived in York in 71 AD when Cerialis was Governor and was last heard of there between 107 and 108 AD. And there begins the mystery.




  It is thought that, some time between the years 117 and 120 AD, the Ninth Legion marched out towards the north to deal with the tribes in Caledonia (Scotland) who had, for some time, caused much trouble with uprisings against the Roman occupation of their lands. Most of the Ninth Legion, along with auxiliary infantry and cavalry, with civilian support, a force that may have totalled 10,000 men, were never heard of again. The entire force just disappeared. Not one soldier returned and no remains were ever found. Or so the legend goes!




  However, recent evidence suggests that the Ninth Legion was still in existence well after 120 AD, and that it may have been transferred to Nijmegen soon after this date – or was it those few soldiers who were left behind to defend Eboracum who were sent there to regroup? Recent evidence also suggests the Legion was later transferred to the east and may well have been the one destroyed in the early part of the war against the Parthians in 161 AD. The total loss of the Ninth Legion has become one of the greatest unsolved military mysteries of all time.
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  In the undercroft of the Minster lie the remains of the Roman ‘principia’ or military headquarters, from which ran the ‘Via Decumana’, a north-easterly highway through the Forest of Galtres. The highway itself can still be found, along with the gritstone base of a Roman column, in the cellars of the Treasurer’s House, and it is here that our story begins.
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  III




  THE PLUMBER’S APPRENTICE





  In 1953 the Treasurer’s House was in the process of modernization and Harry Martindale was an apprentice plumber employed to help fit the new central heating system down in the cellars. He was halfway up a short ladder when he thought he heard a single blast from a distant horn through the thick cellar walls. As he was underground he dismissed the noise until it sounded again a little louder and a little closer, totally tuneless and consisting of a single blast. This was repeated several times, each time louder and closer, until a figure emerged from the solid stone wall. Its head was in line with Harry’s waist and wore a shining helmet.




  Harry fell from the ladder and scrambled into a corner from where he realized that the figure was that of a dejected Roman soldier with his head bowed. The figure trudged through the room and disappeared through the opposite wall. He was immediately followed by another soldier sat astride a large, shaggy carthorse, leading an equally dejected troop of between 12 and 20 foot soldiers tramping side by side. They also crossed the room at an angle and vanished into the opposite wall!
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  Harry froze throughout his ordeal, afraid that any movement might alert the soldiers to his presence, but as soon as they were gone he bolted for the safety of the rooms above where he was found collapsed at the top of the cellar steps by the curator of the Treasurer’s House. The curator simply commented, “You look as though you have just seen the Roman ghosts!”




  The most important aspects of this incident were the eyewitness accounts given by Harry Martindale of what he had seen. There was nothing smart about their appearance. They wore handmade garments of green cloth in various shades and were in great need of a wash and a shave, and it was unusual to see ghosts in colour. They were all wearing the same basic type of helmet which had fine plumes of ‘feathers’ bristling from the top and continuing down the back, to hang at the neck. Plumes of this type were usually made of stiffened horse hair. Each carried a short-bladed sword on their right side, spears which they dragged, and at least one had a round, green shield without a device.




  Harry also noticed that they were all very short, probably on account of their lower legs being below floor level until they reached the centre of the room. Here Harry noted their lower legs on an area of the ‘Via Decumana’ Roman road recently unearthed by archaeologists 18 inches below the cellar floor. The only sound Harry could remember was the noise of the horses’ hooves and low murmurs which began as they drew near the centre of the room but did not appear to issue from the soldiers themselves!
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  Some time later Harry Martindale was questioned and his account tested by scholars and historians. They were impressed by his description of the Roman soldiers, and especially the only recently discovered ‘round shields’, which they felt dated to the later part of the first century AD. They deduced that Harry Martindale had seen the final remains of the defeated Ninth Legion returning to a shocked Roman city of Eboracum between the years 108 AD and 122 AD.
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  IV




  THE ‘PLACE OF THE YEWS’




  In 71 AD the Romans arrived, displaced the local Brigantes, Parisi and Druids, and established a town called ‘Eboracum’, ‘The Place of the Yews’, now known as York.
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  As with most Roman towns, it appears they simply ‘Latinized’ the Celtic name ‘Eburacon’ and gave the town a Celtic badge, that of a wild boar. To this they later added the badge of the Sixth Legion ‘the bull’, a statue of Mars, and temples to the Egyptian god Serapis and to Hercules. A ring inscribed to the god ‘Sucelus’, an altar to ‘Fortune’, a clay figurine of Venus, a jet pendant of a bear, and a bronze figure of a mouse (probably from a burial) have also been found.




  Roman York occupied about 50 acres and housed a mighty fighting force of 6,000 heavy infantry in preparation for the great push north which, in reality, never really came. Notwithstanding, it remained a major headquarters for the Roman army in northern Britain for over 300 years. In an empire based on military might the strength of the army gave York considerable importance to the extent that it was visited by the military leaders of Rome including the emperors themselves.
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