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Aetius




Introduction: Two Men Outside Rimini

In the summer of 432 the two most capable soldiers in the Western Roman Empire met on a plain in northern Italy and tried to kill each other. The place was near Ariminum, the modern Rimini, on the Adriatic coast road that ran north to the imperial court at Ravenna. One of the two men, Flavius Aetius, was consul that year, the highest civil honor the empire still had to give, and he commanded the field army of Gaul. The other, Bonifatius, known to history as Boniface, had been count of Africa for a decade, had been declared a public enemy, had been forgiven, and had just been summoned across the sea by the emperor’s mother and given supreme command of the whole Western army, over Aetius’s head. Both men had Roman troops behind them. Both had barbarian retainers in their personal service. Neither was fighting a barbarian.

The Vandals, meanwhile, held Numidia and the western provinces of Africa. Hippo Regius, where Augustine had died during the siege two years earlier, was in their hands. Carthage, the second city of the West and the source of the grain and taxes that fed Rome and paid its soldiers, was seven years from falling. The empire’s richest province was being lost in the south while its two best generals settled their account in the north.

The record of the battle is a few lines long. Prosper of Aquitaine, a layman from Gaul who later worked in the papal secretariat at Rome and who was writing within living memory of the events, says that Boniface was recalled from Africa out of rivalry with Aetius, that the two fought, and that Boniface won. Hydatius, a bishop in the far northwest of Spain who kept a chronicle of his own and had no love for either man, agrees on the result. The anonymous Gallic Chronicle of 452 adds little. Marcellinus Comes, an Illyrian writing at Constantinople a century later, supplies the two details that have colored the story ever since: that Boniface died within a few months of a wound he took in the fight, and that on his deathbed he told his wife Pelagia that if she married again she should marry no one but Aetius. A still later tradition, which Marcellinus also carries, says Aetius had a spear made, the day before the battle, longer than Boniface’s, and wounded him with it. None of these writers was there. None gives the size of either army, the order of battle, or the name of a single officer who fought. We know the winner, the loser, and the date, and we know that the winner was dead by the end of the year and the loser was the ruler of the Western empire within eighteen months.

The Last of the Romans

About a hundred and twenty years after the battle, the historian Procopius of Caesarea sat down in Constantinople to explain how the Vandals had come to hold Africa, which the emperor Justinian had just taken back from them. Procopius needed to introduce the Roman commanders of the 420s and 430s to readers who had never heard of them, and he did it with a sentence that has defined Aetius ever since. There were, he wrote, two Roman generals, Aetius and Boniface, both brave, both experienced, both so distinguished that a man would not be wrong to call either of them “the last of the Romans.” The phrase, in H. B. Dewing’s translation for the Loeb Library in 1916, has been detached from its sentence and hung on Aetius alone for the better part of two centuries. The sentence does not support that use. Procopius gave the title to two men, in the same breath, and he gave it to them at precisely the point in his narrative where they were about to destroy each other.

This book takes Procopius at his word. It is the story of the last two men who could have held the Western empire together, and of what happened when they spent their strength on each other instead. Boniface will be in it until he dies, and he will be in it as a protagonist, not a foil, written to the same standard of evidence as Aetius and with the same sympathy. His widow married the man who had beaten him. His son-in-law was driven into exile by that man. The two careers are a single story, and the book treats them as one.

The Hun Card

Aetius is remembered for one thing. In June 451, on the Catalaunian Plains in northeastern Gaul, he commanded the coalition that stopped Attila. Every book about Attila gives him that scene and then puts him away. He is the Roman name in a Hun story, a steady hand who appears in time to hold the line.

The thirty years before 451 tell a different story, and it is the one this book is about. Aetius spent his boyhood as a hostage among Alaric’s Goths and his youth as a hostage among the Huns, and he came home from the steppe with something no other Roman general of his generation possessed: friends there. In 424, when the court at Ravenna had been seized by a usurper named John, Aetius went to the Huns to buy an army for him, and he marched back into Italy at the head of a Hun force that one chronicler, Philostorgius, puts at sixty thousand men. He arrived three days after John had been beheaded. He fought the Eastern army that had done it, forced a settlement, and was paid off with a command in Gaul by the very regent, Galla Placidia, whose son he had come to depose. In 432, after Rimini, he fled across Pannonia to the Hun king Rua and came back the next year with Hun backing to take the supreme command for himself. In 436 and 437 Hun forces, with or without his direction, destroyed the Burgundian kingdom on the Rhine so completely that the slaughter became the last act of the Nibelungenlied. In 439 his lieutenant Litorius led Hun cavalry against the Visigoths at Toulouse and was destroyed by them. Aetius sent his own son Carpilio to live at Attila’s court, and he sent Attila secretaries from his own staff. For a quarter of a century the Huns were not Aetius’s enemy. They were his army, and the court at Ravenna knew it.

He was not a hypocrite, and the book will not treat him as one. He was the only man in the Western empire who understood both the palace and the peoples beyond the frontier, and he used the second to govern the first. It worked as long as there were several Hun kings, each of whom could use a Roman friend. It stopped working the moment there was one, who did not. In 451 Attila came west, and Aetius met him with Visigoths, Alans, Franks and Burgundians, because the force he had built his career on was now on the other side of the field. Three years after the battle, on 21 or 22 September 454, at a meeting in the palace to discuss his younger son’s marriage into the imperial family, the emperor Valentinian III drew a sword and killed him with his own hand. Procopius reports that a courtier afterwards told the emperor he had cut off his right hand with his left. Six months later two of Aetius’s former guardsmen killed Valentinian on the Campus Martius at Rome. Three months after that the Vandals sacked the city.

What Survives

No ancient life of Aetius exists. There is no Suetonius for him, no Plutarch, no Ammianus. There is not even the kind of hostile pamphlet that preserves so much about Stilicho. What there is, the reader should know before starting, because the shape of the evidence is the shape of the book.

There are the chronicles. Prosper and Hydatius were both alive during Aetius’s career and both wrote year-by-year entries, most of them a sentence long. Prosper was in Gaul and then in Rome and did not like Aetius in the 430s. Hydatius was in Gallaecia, as far from Ravenna as a Roman bishop could be, and heard his news late and sometimes wrong, though what he heard about Gaul and Spain was often good. The two Gallic Chronicles, of 452 and 511, are anonymous and terser still. Marcellinus Comes, a century on, adds a few details of uncertain origin.

There is a portrait. A fifth-century historian named Renatus Profuturus Frigeridus wrote a history that is entirely lost, except that Gregory of Tours, compiling his own history of the Franks in the 590s, copied several passages from it, and one of those passages is the only physical and moral description of Aetius that exists. It is the work of an admirer. It is also all we have, and the book will give it in full and say what can and cannot be trusted in it.

There is a poet. Flavius Merobaudes, a Spaniard who was both a general and a man of letters, wrote panegyrics of Aetius in the 440s. They survive in fragments from a single damaged palimpsest, a manuscript scraped clean and written over, which Barthold Niebuhr noticed under the later text in the library at St. Gall in 1823. The verses were praise, composed to order and read aloud in the patrician’s presence. They are evidence of what Aetius wished to be said about him, which is itself worth having.

There are the Eastern writers. Priscus of Panium went to Attila’s court on an embassy in 449 and wrote the best eyewitness account of the Huns that exists, and in it the Western envoys he met there talk about their master. His history survives only in excerpts. Jordanes, a Constantinopolitan of Gothic descent, wrote in 551 an abridgment of a lost Gothic history by Cassiodorus, and his Getica carries the main narrative of 451, with a Gothic agenda that colors every line. Procopius, in the 550s, supplies three stories about Aetius, each memorable and each at a century’s remove. John of Antioch, in the seventh century, preserves what Priscus wrote about the murders of 454 and 455. There is a bishop in Gaul, Sidonius Apollinaris, whose panegyrics of the 450s look back on Aetius’s Gaul, and a monk in Britain, Gildas, who preserves the last appeal that province ever made to Rome, addressed to a man he calls Agitius.

That is the whole of it, together with laws, inscriptions, a few letters of Augustine, and the archaeology. Aetius’s name does not appear in a single dated document before 423, when he was in his early thirties.

How This Book Handles the Gaps

A subject this thin invites two bad habits, and this book tries to avoid both. The first is to fill the silence with invention: to give Aetius a childhood, a temperament, a set of private thoughts, and to narrate them as though a source stood behind them. Nothing of that kind appears here. Where the record is silent, the prose says it is silent. Where the book reconstructs a motive, it labels the reconstruction as such and gives the reader the evidence it rests on. The second habit is to retreat into the sources entirely and produce a commentary on fragments rather than a history. The book avoids that by using the people around Aetius, who are often far better documented than he is, to supply the scenes through which his career moved. Galla Placidia, Boniface, Felix, Gaiseric, Theodoric I, Rua, Attila: each of them left more in the record than Aetius did, and his life is the thread that runs through theirs.

Every scene names its witness: who wrote it, when, where, and whose side they were on. The reader will notice that the chronicle entries are a line long and that the vivid anecdotes come from writers a century later, and will be able to weigh them accordingly. Where historians disagree, the book presents the disagreement rather than settling it by assertion. The forged letters that Procopius says Aetius wrote to set Placidia against Boniface; whether Aetius directed the Hun destruction of the Burgundians or only profited from it; whether the boy Aetius knew the boy Attila; whether the Agitius of Gildas is Aetius at all; what Aetius intended when he let Attila withdraw in 451; and the size of every army in the book, without exception: these are debates, and the book treats them as debates. Modern historians are named when their arguments are used. Ian Hughes wrote the only English biography, in 2012, and Timo Stickler the standard German study a decade earlier; Peter Heather, Christopher Kelly, Michael Kulikowski, Guy Halsall and others have reshaped the field around them. Their work is paraphrased, never quoted at length.

One more rule should be stated. The ancient texts on which this book rests are public property, but the modern English translations of them are not, and the book does not quote them. Prosper, Hydatius, Priscus, Merobaudes, Sidonius and the rest are given in paraphrase. A handful of short phrases are quoted from translations old enough to be free: Dewing’s Procopius, Mierow’s Jordanes, Giles’s Gildas. Gregory of Tours is given in paraphrase. Latin terms of office appear in the original with a plain gloss, because the titles mattered to the men who held them and the English equivalents are misleading.

The Shape of the Story

The book is for a reader who knows Aetius as the Roman name in Attila’s story and wants the thirty years before it. It is a satellite of this house’s Attila, which tells the years 450 to 453 from the Hun camp, and of The Fall of Rome, which places the whole period in its long arc. It stands between two companion volumes, both forthcoming: The Sack of Rome, which owns Alaric and Stilicho and the road to 410, and Galla Placidia, which tells the regent’s life from her own side. Aetius was a teenage hostage in Alaric’s camp and spent the whole of his career in Placidia’s shadow, so both stories cross this one, and where they do the book keeps to his side of the line and points the reader to the other volume.

The arc runs in four movements. The first is the making of the man: a frontier childhood on the lower Danube, a boyhood in the imperial guard, and two periods as a hostage, first with the Goths and then with the Huns, that gave him the connections on which everything later depended. The second is the decade in which he fought his way to the top of the Western army, from the usurper John’s steward to patrician, through the elimination of two rivals, Felix and Boniface, and two civil wars, the second of which he lost. The third is the patrician at work, holding Gaul with Hun auxiliaries and barbarian settlements while Africa was lost, Britain’s last appeal went unanswered, and the emperor’s own laws admitted that the army could no longer be paid. The fourth is the last campaign, when the Huns stopped being his instrument and became his enemy, told from the Roman command tent rather than from Attila’s, and ending in the palace at Rome with a sword.

Durostorum, where it begins, is a town on the Danube in what is now Bulgaria. In the year Aetius was most likely born, the Goths who had destroyed a Roman emperor and his army thirteen years earlier were settled a few days’ ride to the south under a treaty that nobody trusted, and a young Gothic officer named Alaric was in the field against Rome for the first time. The empire the boy was born into had already begun to be run by generals in the name of emperors who were children. He would become the greatest of those generals, and he would be murdered by the child.




Part One: The Hostage




Chapter 1: A Boy from Durostorum

The Danube at Silistra is nearly a mile wide and the color of wet slate, and it runs east for a few more miles before it bends sharply north toward the delta and the Black Sea. The town sits on the Bulgarian bank at the elbow of that bend. In the fourth century it was called Durostorum, and for almost three hundred years it had been the home of the Eleventh Legion, the Legio XI Claudia, which Trajan had posted there after the Dacian wars and which the imperial army list known as the Notitia Dignitatum still records in the same place at the end of the century, under the command of the duke of Moesia Secunda. The civilian town that had grown up beside the camp had been a self-governing municipality since the reign of Marcus Aurelius. It had a bishop. It had a martyr, a soldier named Dasius who had refused in 303 to play the king of the Saturnalia for his barracks and had been beheaded for it. It had a river fleet, a customs post, a road running south to the provincial capital at Marcianopolis and another running east into the Dobruja, the flat, dry, wind-scoured province the Romans called Scythia, whose boundary began almost at the town’s gates.

Nothing in the record says when Aetius was born here. The year that appears in every modern account, around 391, is a calculation worked backward from the one ancient statement about his early life that survives, which places him in the imperial guard as a boy and makes him a hostage among Alaric’s Goths for three years in the first decade of the fifth century. If he was a boy then, and old enough to be worth holding, he was born somewhere in the early 390s. Ian Hughes, in the only English biography of Aetius, allows a range of several years on either side, and Timo Stickler’s German study does the same. The book uses 391 because something has to be used, and the reader should carry the uncertainty with it.

What can be said with confidence is where, and what the place meant. Durostorum was a frontier garrison in the most recently and most violently disturbed sector of the entire Roman frontier, and the boy born there grew up within a day’s ride of the spot where, fifteen years earlier, the Roman world had let in the people who would destroy it.

The Frontier After Adrianople

In the late summer of 376 a Gothic people called the Tervingi came to the north bank of the lower Danube and asked to be let across. They were refugees. Behind them, somewhere on the steppe north of the Black Sea, a people nobody in the Roman world had heard of before had broken the Gothic kingdoms beyond the river in a few years of fighting, and the Tervingi had chosen Roman protection over Hun rule. The emperor Valens, who was at Antioch preparing a war against Persia, agreed to admit them. The historian Ammianus Marcellinus, a former staff officer writing in Rome in the 380s and the fullest witness for these years, describes the crossing in boats, rafts and hollowed logs, day and night, in a river swollen by rain, with many drowned, and he describes the Roman officers in charge of receiving the refugees, Lupicinus and Maximus, as men who starved and cheated them and took a slave from them in exchange for every dog. Ammianus does not say exactly where the crossing took place. The usual modern guess, and it is a guess, puts it close to Durostorum, where the river was manageable and the roads south into Thrace were good. If so, the greatest migration of the century came ashore within sight of the town where Aetius would be born.

What followed is the best-known catastrophe in Roman military history. The Tervingi, pushed past endurance, rose in 377. A second Gothic people, the Greuthungi, crossed uninvited to join them. On 9 August 378, outside Adrianople in Thrace, the emperor Valens attacked the Gothic wagon camp without waiting for his nephew Gratian’s Western army, and by evening two-thirds of the Eastern field army was dead on the field and Valens with it. Ammianus, who ends his history there, compared it only to Cannae. The Goths could not take walled cities, and they tried and failed at Adrianople itself and at Constantinople, but for four years they ranged across the Balkan provinces at will, and the Roman garrisons on the Danube, Durostorum among them, were cut off from the interior and left to hold their walls.

The man who ended the war was Theodosius, a Spanish officer whom Gratian raised to the Eastern throne in January 379. He could not win it. After three campaigning seasons of mixed results he made a treaty, on 3 October 382, whose terms no Roman writer records precisely but whose shape is clear from what followed. The Goths were settled on land in Thrace and the Danube provinces as a people, under their own leaders, free of Roman taxation, and obliged in return to serve in the Roman army when called. The orator Themistius, speaking for the court at Constantinople, praised the settlement as a triumph of civilization over the sword. Nobody in Thrace believed it. The Goths had not been defeated and knew it, and they had been settled on the very provinces they had spent four years devastating.

Durostorum in the 380s was therefore a garrison town at the edge of a Gothic settlement, in a sector where the Danube no longer meant very much. In 386 a new Greuthungian host under a leader named Odotheus tried to force the river, and the general Promotus destroyed it in a battle fought on the water, Roman galleys ramming the Gothic boats in the dark, in an engagement that the pagan historian Zosimus, writing at Constantinople around 500, describes with evident pleasure. The survivors were settled in Phrygia. Theodosius had to campaign against Gothic bands in Macedonia and Thrace again in 391, the year of Aetius’s probable birth, and was nearly killed in an ambush; later that year Promotus, the victor of 386, was killed in another. The Gothic officer who first appears in the sources as a rebel at this moment, raiding across the Hebrus river in Thrace, was named Alaric.

And beyond the Goths, on the far bank and getting closer, were the people who had set the whole thing in motion. The Huns had been a rumor in 376. By the 390s Hun bands were raiding across the lower Danube on their own account, and before the decade was out a Hun leader had become a power the Roman court could deal with directly. His name was Uldin, and the episode that made him is worth telling, because it is the first recorded instance of the thing on which Aetius would build his career. In 400 the Gothic general Gainas, who had seized control of Constantinople and lost it, fled north with his surviving troops and crossed the Danube into what he took to be safety. Uldin’s Huns met him there, killed him and his men, and in December sent his head downriver to the emperor Arcadius, who put it on display in the capital and rewarded Uldin with gifts and a treaty. Zosimus tells the story, working from an earlier lost Eastern history. The lesson was not lost on anyone at either court: a Hun chief with a few thousand horsemen could do, cheaply and without being asked twice, what the Roman army had been unable to do for itself, and he would do it for presents. Uldin would prove the point again in 406, fighting for the Western court against another Gothic host, and would then turn on the East in 408 and show that the same horsemen were for hire against Rome as readily as for it. The boy from Durostorum grew up on a river that had three peoples on its banks and two of them armed, and the third was learning how much the other two would pay.

Gaudentius

Everything that is known about Aetius’s parents comes from a single paragraph, and the paragraph has a history of its own. A fifth-century historian named Renatus Profuturus Frigeridus wrote a history of his own times, which does not survive. Gregory, bishop of Tours, compiling his History of the Franks in the 590s, had a copy, and in his second book he transcribed several passages from it that bore on Gaul. One of them is a sketch of Aetius, set at the point in the narrative where Aetius was sent to the Huns on the usurper John’s behalf in 424. Gregory introduces the passage by name and gives it as Frigeridus’s. The one public-domain English version of Gregory that this book could draw on, Ernest Brehaut’s selection of 1916, leaves the passage out, so the book paraphrases it.

Frigeridus says that Aetius was born at Durostorum, a city of Moesia, and that his father Gaudentius was a man of the first rank in the province of Scythia who began his career in the household troops, the domestici, and rose to be master of horse, magister equitum. His mother was a wealthy and noble Italian woman. That is the whole of the family record, and it is a good deal more than survives for most men of the age.

Several things can be drawn from it. The first is that Gaudentius was a provincial. Scythia, the Dobruja, was a poor and exposed province whose capital, Tomi, is the modern Constanța on the Black Sea coast and whose claim on Roman memory was that Ovid had been exiled there. A man of the first rank in Scythia was a landowner of some substance by local standards and a nobody by the standards of Rome or Milan, and his son’s birth in a legionary town a few miles over the provincial boundary suggests a family whose standing was military rather than civil. Some historians have wondered whether the family’s roots lay among the peoples beyond the river, as so many officer families on the Danube did in this period. Nothing supports the idea beyond geography, the name Gaudentius is thoroughly Latin and Christian, and the book sets the speculation down only to say that it is speculation.

The second is that Gaudentius did well. The domestici were the court’s own guard corps and the normal entry point for an officer with connections. The rank of master of horse put him at the top of the military hierarchy, one of a handful of men in the empire who held it. In the fourth century there had been one master of horse and one master of foot at each court; by Gaudentius’s time the titles had multiplied, and a master of horse might command the field army of a single region, Gaul above all. Where and when Gaudentius held the rank is not recorded, and the reconstruction that follows is a reconstruction.

There is one further trace of him that may be his. Augustine, in the eighteenth book of the City of God, records that on 19 March 399 two imperial counts named Gaudentius and Jovius arrived at Carthage and, in execution of the emperor Honorius’s laws against pagan worship, overthrew the temples and broke the images of the gods, an event the Christians of Africa remembered afterward as a turning point. The standard modern register of late Roman officials identifies this Gaudentius, with a note of caution, as the father of Aetius. If the identification is right, Aetius’s father was in the service of the Western court by 399, trusted with a mission that combined religion and politics, and operating under the man who then ran the West, the general Stilicho. If it is wrong, the first dated appearance of Gaudentius is his death. The book notes the possibility and does not build on it.

The third thing is the marriage. A provincial soldier from the lower Danube married into a family that Frigeridus describes as rich and noble and Italian, and it is worth pausing on what that meant. The senatorial aristocracy of Italy in this period was the wealthiest class of private persons in the world, with estates spread across the peninsula, Sicily, Africa and Gaul and incomes that dwarfed the salaries of the generals who protected them. They did not as a rule marry soldiers, and when they did the soldier had usually arrived at a rank that made him worth having. The marriage tells us that Gaudentius had reached that rank by the time it was made, or that his family’s position in Scythia was more considerable than the bare phrase suggests. It gave his son two things he would use all his life: standing in Italy, including the estates to which he retreated after Rimini, and a foot in both of the worlds that the Western empire was coming to consist of, the court and the frontier.

A Boy in the Guard

Frigeridus says that Aetius was from boyhood a member of the praetorian guard. The phrase is a puzzle, and the puzzle is instructive about how this book has to read its sources. The praetorian guard had not existed since 312. Constantine, having beaten Maxentius and the praetorians who fought for him at the Milvian Bridge, had disbanded the corps and demolished its camp in Rome, and no later emperor revived it. A historian writing in the 430s or 440s could not have meant it literally, and Gregory, copying him a century and a half later, had still less idea what it meant. Historians are agreed that the word is being used loosely for the court guard that did exist: the protectores domestici, the same corps in which Gaudentius had begun.

The protectores domestici were not a bodyguard in the ordinary sense, though they stood guard. They were a corps of officer cadets attached to the emperor’s person and commanded by a count of the domestics, and membership in them was the route by which the sons of serving officers were introduced to the army and marked for command. Ammianus Marcellinus had been one, in the 350s, on the staff of the general Ursicinus, and his history shows what the work consisted of: carrying orders across the empire, escorting dignitaries, making arrests, reconnoitering fortresses, and being present, at a young age, in the rooms where decisions were taken. A protector who did well was given a regiment in his thirties. One who did very well, like Jovian, who held the senior post among the domestics when Julian was killed in Persia in 363, might find himself emperor. The corps was, in effect, the staff college of the late Roman army, and a place in it was a father’s gift to his son.

That Aetius was enrolled as a boy is not strange. Officers’ sons were entered on the rolls young, sometimes as children, so that their seniority would begin to accumulate; the practice was common enough to be regulated. What it tells us is that Gaudentius had the standing to secure a place, and that the family’s expectation for Aetius was the one every officer family held: that the boy would be a soldier, and would begin at the top.

Where the boy actually was in these years is not recorded, and here the reconstruction must be plain about itself. The domestici were attached to the court, and the Western court in the 390s was at Milan. From 402, after Alaric’s first invasion of Italy had shown how exposed Milan was, it moved to Ravenna, behind marshes and lagoons on the Adriatic coast, where it would remain for the rest of Aetius’s life. If Aetius was enrolled as a boy in the guard of the Western emperor, then he spent at least part of his childhood at Milan or Ravenna, in the orbit of the court, where his father’s rank and his mother’s family would have placed him. The alternative, that he was enrolled in name only and stayed in Scythia, cannot be excluded. The likeliest reading is the first, because a boy who was to be worth sending as a hostage to Alaric a few years later had to be known to the men who did the sending.

The Portrait

Having given the parents, Frigeridus gives the man, and since the passage is the only description of Aetius by anyone who might have seen him, it is worth setting out in full. In paraphrase, it runs like this. Aetius was of middle height, manly in bearing and well made, so that his body was neither too slight nor too heavy. He was quick in mind and agile in limb, a very skilled horseman, a good shot with the bow, and untiring with the spear. He was exceedingly able in war and renowned in the arts of peace as well. He was without avarice and had little greed; he was good in his judgment, not to be turned from his purpose by evil advisers, patient under injury, eager for work, undaunted by danger, and able to endure hunger, thirst and loss of sleep beyond the ordinary.

The reader will recognize the form. It is the portrait of the good general as the ancient world had drawn it since Xenophon, and nearly every clause has a parallel in Suetonius, in Ammianus’s description of the emperor Julian, or in the funeral orations of the fourth century. The order is conventional: body, then skills, then virtues of command, then virtues of endurance. A historian who wished to praise a general knew what to say, and Frigeridus said it. The passage is not evidence that Aetius was free of greed or patient under injury, and his later career, which includes the killing of two rivals and the ruin of a third, is not obviously that of a man who was patient under injury at all.

But it is not nothing. Three things in it stand out as particular rather than conventional. The first is the pair of skills: horseman and archer. A Roman general of the old school was praised for his infantry virtues, for standing in the line and enduring. Frigeridus praises Aetius for mounted archery, which was the Hun way of war and the thing a hostage on the steppe would have learned. The second is the sentence about advisers, which in a panegyric portrait is unusual enough to suggest a real reputation: Aetius was known as a man who made up his own mind. The third is what is missing. There is nothing about eloquence, nothing about learning, nothing about piety, the three qualities a fifth-century Christian writer most readily praised in a public man. Frigeridus was an admirer, and even an admirer could not find them.

Whose admirer he was is a fair question. Nothing is known of Frigeridus except what Gregory preserves, but the passages Gregory chose are concerned with Gaul, with the Vandals, and with the events of 424 and 425, and the natural inference is that Frigeridus was a Gaul writing in the middle of the fifth century, in a province where Aetius had been the government for twenty years and the aristocracy remembered him with gratitude. Gregory copied the sketch because it was about a man who mattered to the history of Gaul, and the book uses it on the understanding that it was written by someone on Aetius’s side.

Two Courts

On 17 January 395 the emperor Theodosius died at Milan, four months after defeating the Western usurper Eugenius at the Frigidus river and reuniting the empire under a single ruler for the last time. He left two sons. Arcadius, aged about seventeen, was already at Constantinople as emperor of the East. Honorius, aged ten, was at Milan with his father, and was now emperor of the West. The empire divided along the line it would keep until the West ceased to exist.

Neither boy ruled. In the East, power passed to the praetorian prefect Rufinus, who was hacked to death by the soldiers in front of Arcadius in November of the same year, and then to a succession of chamberlains, prefects and generals. In the West, power passed to one man and stayed with him for thirteen years. Flavius Stilicho was the son of a Vandal cavalry officer and a Roman mother, had married Theodosius’s niece and adopted daughter Serena, and held the rank of master of both services, magister utriusque militiae, the supreme command of the Western army. He claimed, on the strength of a deathbed conversation nobody else had witnessed, that Theodosius had made him guardian of both sons. The East never accepted the claim. The West had no means of refusing it. In 398 Stilicho married his daughter Maria to Honorius, and when she died he married him to her sister Thermantia. The emperor was his son-in-law twice over, and the boy grew up in a palace whose every officer answered to his father-in-law.

This was the political order into which Aetius was born and in which he was raised, and it is worth stating plainly because it is the order he would later embody. For sixty years, from Stilicho’s rise in 395 to the murder of Valentinian III in 455, the Western Roman Empire was governed by generals in the name of emperors who were children, or who had been children when the general took power and never grew out of it. Stilicho ruled for Honorius; Constantius ruled for Honorius and briefly became emperor himself; Aetius ruled for Valentinian; Ricimer would rule for a sequence of emperors he made and unmade. The emperor reigned, the general ruled, and the arrangement was stable exactly as long as the emperor accepted it. Honorius accepted it until 408, and then had Stilicho killed. Valentinian accepted it until 454, and then killed Aetius with his own hand. Aetius as a boy in the guard at Milan or Ravenna was watching the first act of a drama in which he would play the lead in the third.

He was also watching the frontier he had been born on come apart. In 395 Alaric, who had led Gothic troops for Theodosius at the Frigidus and lost many of them, and who had been refused the Roman command he believed he had earned, rose with the Goths settled under the treaty of 382 and marched on Constantinople, then turned south into Greece. Stilicho twice brought an army against him and twice let him go, for reasons the sources dispute and The Sack of Rome examines. In 397 the Eastern court made Alaric master of soldiers in Illyricum rather than fight him. In 401 he invaded Italy; Stilicho beat him at Pollentia on Easter Sunday 402 and again at Verona and again let him go. The Gothic problem that had begun at Durostorum in 376 was now at the gates of Milan, and the solution the Roman government had found for it was to pay the Gothic king a salary and give him a title. In 405 Stilicho went further, appointed Alaric to a Western command, and gave him hostages as pledges of the arrangement. One of the hostages was a boy from Durostorum. That is the next chapter.

A Death in Gaul

The last thing the record says about Gaudentius is how he died. The Gallic Chronicle of 452, an anonymous set of year-entries compiled in southern Gaul a quarter of a century later, records, in passing, in its entry on Aetius’s march into Italy with the Huns, that his father Gaudentius, whom it calls a count, had been killed by soldiers in Gaul. The chronicler placed the entry among the events of the mid-420s, in the years of the usurper John, but the chronicle’s dating in this stretch is loose and the entry carries no indication of its own, and historians have moved it anywhere from the early 420s to 425. Hughes inclines to the later date and connects the mutiny to the collapse of John’s regime, when the Gallic army would have had to choose between a usurper it had served and a legitimate court it had opposed. An earlier date would connect it to the disturbances in Gaul after the death of Constantius III in 421. The chronicle does not say, and the book does not pretend to know.

What it does allow is a reconstruction of the father’s last command, and the reconstruction is this. A master of horse who died in a mutiny in Gaul was almost certainly commanding in Gaul, which means the rank Frigeridus gives him was the Gallic cavalry command, magister equitum per Gallias, the post that governed the Rhine frontier and the field army behind it. It was the most dangerous command in the Western empire. The Gallic army had made and unmade emperors with a regularity that the court at Ravenna had learned to fear; it had followed the usurper Constantine out of Britain in 407, raised Jovinus on the Rhine in 411, and would be the base of every Gallic pretender for the next fifty years. A general of the Gallic army who lost the confidence of his troops did not retire. He was killed, and the chronicler’s phrase for it, a military tumult, is the standard one.

What it cost Aetius can only be inferred from what he did. He did not avenge his father, so far as any source records, and he did not avoid Gaul. He made it
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