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			INTRODUCTION

			The march of history is really more like a drunkard’s rambling walk. No matter what the wisest and most powerful leaders carefully plan, history has a habit of going its own way. Communism falls and Russia is on a vector for democracy with the West cheering; then Putin arrives. The US and allies invade Iraq, but stop short of Baghdad, then do it again and finish the job so that it seems all is well; then we pull out and it isn’t, and ISIS rises. If history has a consistent theme, it might be that nothing goes as planned. One of the reasons for this is that people make history, and men and women make mistakes. Those miscalculations and omissions are the potholes that history stumbles in and that cause it to change direction as it lurches ahead into the unknown.

			With the benefit of 20/20 hindsight, this book, in ninety-six articles, looks at 101 mistakes that were made in times and places ranging from ancient Persia to modern Washington, DC. A hundred and one blunders that in each case helped divert the course of history. Some errors created disasters, some changed how we all think or feel, and a few even benefited mankind. We end many of our looks at these world-changing blunders by speculating on what your life today might be like if those mistakes had not been made.
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			EARTH AND WATER, A MISUNDERSTANDING

			490 BCE

			By Bill Fawcett

			[image: ]

			What we have here is a failure to communicate.

			

			This book begins with a situation where a politician caused a war that changed the world. It ends with another example of the same thing. Both even deal with the spread of democracy.

			Greece in the fifth century BCE was made up of dozens of independent city-states. Two of the greatest, Athens and Sparta, were close to war. Athens feared defeat from the much more warlike Spartans and searched for an ally that would discourage their enemy from even attacking. They soon realized that there was really only one power so great that even Sparta would have to hesitate. This was the Persian Empire, ruled by Darius.

			Now, the Athenians already had a dubious relationship with Darius and his empire. Ten years earlier, they had sent an army to support a revolt by one of their former colonies that had been absorbed by Persia decades earlier. The revolt never had a chance, but the combined army of Athens and two other Greek cities did succeed in almost conquering the capital of the Persian state (known as a satrapy), the city of Sardis. They managed to capture all of the city except the central fortress, where the Persians were still resisting—when a large relief army approached. The Athenians burned Sardis before hurriedly withdrawing. It was an insult made even stronger by the fact that the ruler of the satrap of Sardis was Darius’s brother-in-law.

			So when these same Athenians appeared a decade later, looking for an alliance, they were informed that Persia would protect them only if an offering of “earth and water” was made to Darius and Persia. It seems that the Athenians, anxious for support, did not check out exactly what this meant. There were many ceremonies sealing alliances with pledges before the gods within Greece itself. They may have thought this was just another version of that. They probably did not realize that this particular offering involved a pledge of fealty and obedience to Persia forever by Athens and all her citizens. By doing this, Athens was, in the eyes of the Persians, joining the Persian Empire and acknowledging Darius as its emperor. Or perhaps the members of the Athenian delegation were so desperate that they accepted or ignored the meaning of the demand. So, through their ambassadors, Athens swore an oath of earth and water to Darius. Considering all the problems Athens had caused Darius before, it is not surprising he demanded a high price for his support.

			The delegation had not even been back in Athens long enough for the promised Persian support to follow when the Spartans hurried to attack. To the amazement of both sides, Athens met them in battle outside the city and drove off the Spartans. The threat ended, Athens sent a message to the Persians that their aid was not needed and the deal was off. But you just did not pledge, then take away, your allegiance to a Persian emperor. You certainly did not do this if you were just a small city-state that was hundreds of times smaller than their empire. More so since you had already earned the emperor’s enmity. It was by Persian standards a supreme insult. To them, Athens had agreed to be part of their empire and then was in revolt before the ink dried.

			This misunderstanding initiated more than a century of warfare. Where the Greek cities had been basically ignored by the Persians, now their destruction and incorporation into the empire became an imperial priority. The resulting wars strained all the Greek city-states. The first battle resulting from the Persians sending an army to claim Athens, which they felt was theirs, led to a Persian defeat at the Battle of Marathon in 490 BCE. Darius’s son Xerxes invaded with a massive army and fleet seeking revenge for the Athenian insult and perfidy, but was defeated finally at Salamis. That Greek victory came too late to save an evacuated Athens from being burned by the Persians, possibly in direct revenge for their burning of Sardis. The conflict was only settled a century later when a united Greece, in the form of Macedonia and Alexander the Great, turned the entire dynamic around and conquered Persia.

			There is a good probability that, if the desperate Athenian embassy had just checked to see what they were agreeing to, war between Persia and Greece could have been delayed or even avoided. The repeated wars and invasions had to have distracted the Athens of Plato and Socrates from even greater development and advancement. How far would the arts, sciences, and thinking of the classic Greek thinkers have advanced with a century of peace with Persia? There would still have been intercity conflicts, though without Persian meddling even the destructive Peloponnesian War would have been shorter and less damaging. Science could have advanced, democracy spread, and distant colonies such as Rome might have been less independent. A golden age of Greek culture would have profoundly changed life today. It would barely be recognizable. Given time for Greece to unite, there might never have been a Roman Empire. Southern Europe might be speaking not a Romance language today (one based on the Latin of Rome) but a descendant language from the Greek. Democracy in some form might have been the rule for two thousand years, rather than kings and emperors. The trouble started when those sent to ask for Persian aid failed to understand, or reject, a price too high for something they eventually did not even need. If they had, there might well have been a very different and better world today. All the mistakes that follow in this book would not have been made, though it is safe to assume that humanity would have found new ones to replace them.
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			BAD OMEN

			414 BCE

			By Bill Fawcett

			[image: ]

			An unnecessary war.

			

			It took two mistakes, both classical in all senses of the word, to bring down the world’s first democracy. There have been times when superstition in the form of omens and prophecies affected a battle, but there was one omen that lost Athens the entire Peloponnesian War. Athens had been winning a protracted war with Sparta and that city’s allies. It appeared to almost everyone that Sparta was about to lose and just one more push was needed. But military actions were expensive, particularly for Athens, which traditionally paid the rowers and other sailors. This meant they had the best and most enthusiastic crews, but this was costly. Then one of the city’s most ambitious and controversial figures, Alcibiades, began to push for Athens and its allies to invade Sicily and conquer Syracuse. The fabled treasury of Syracuse could then be used to finance the rest of the war.

			No one, except the most conservative Athenians, cared that they were starting a second war with one of the other democratic cities on a distant island. They were defeating Sparta; how difficult could Syracuse be? Everyone expected to win quickly, long before a battered Sparta could react. Athens, as head of the Delian League, literally voted to open a second front against a powerful and rich enemy in the middle of war. This was so classic a mistake that, even then, there were already a thousand years full of examples of why it shouldn’t be done. Then, to make sure the mistake was really serious, it was decided to double the expedition to Sicily and so jeopardize a large part of their army and navy. A good decision if the numbers led to victory, but a risk that Athens simply did not have to take. Another world-changing military disaster that did not need to happen that can be attributed to the heady and blinding optimism of “victory disease.” No one considered what it meant if the invasion failed. So the first mistake was starting the war to begin with.

			From the beginning things did not go well in Sicily. The reason for this was the choice of commanders. At first it looked like Athens was going to make the traditional mistake of splitting command. Both the impulsive Alcibiades and perhaps the most reverent and hesitant noble in the city, Nicias, were put in command of the invasion of Sicily. Likely the idea was for the two to balance out each other. What happened was that, due to a scandal involving the destruction of sacred statues of Hermes just before they left, Alcibiades was recalled shortly after arriving. Since it appeared that he was about to be railroaded on the charge, Alcibiades sailed not home, but to Sparta—and changed sides.

			Alcibiades’ defection left Nicias in charge of the entire invasion. But this meant that it was to be run by a hesitant commander who had originally opposed it. In the first months, the Athenians missed two chances to easily conquer Syracuse. One where they had quick access to the unready city and then another when Syracuse’s army ventured off to a distant corner of Sicily and left the city virtually unprotected. But both times Nicias dithered, waiting or marching indirectly. Both opportunities for a quick victory were missed.

			For the next two years neither of the two sides was able to strike a winning blow. Battles over walls that should have cut Syracuse off and fleet actions in their small harbor eventually tilted the victory against Athens. Nicias called for reinforcements and, just when Syracuse thought they were about to win, five thousand additional hoplites and sixty-five warships arrived, under the command of Demosthenes. The morale of the Athenians soared and that in Syracuse plummeted. Then Demosthenes, looking for a quick win, made a night attack on Syracuse’s allied city of Epipolae. At first things went well. Then the certain chaos caused by a night battle was increased by a counterattack that forced the Athenians to retreat in confusion. Athenian morale crashed and never recovered.

			The fighting continued in bursts until it was finally decided, more than two years after landing and after another naval defeat, that the Athenian force needed to simply retreat back to Athens. There still remained forty thousand Athenian hoplites and sailors and enough ships for them, too, to leave. They were preparing to do this when there was an eclipse. Nicias, commanding with Demosthenes, announced that he needed to interpret the omen before they could leave. He retreated to his tent for twenty-seven days. By the time he emerged and announced they could finally retreat, it was too late. The situation was desperate. The army was almost out of food, had lost more ships, and was nearly surrounded. Finally, it managed to break out across Sicily in two columns. The one under Demosthenes was forced to surrender first; he tried to negotiate, but got only the assurance that his men would not be killed outright. At this point, only six thousand of his original twenty thousand still survived. Nicias was later surrounded by the entire might of Sicily and, after an intense battle, forced to surrender as well. He may have had fewer than five thousand of his original twenty thousand left. All the surviving Athenians were sold into slavery or worked to death in the local quarries. Demosthenes and Nicias were executed.

			Making a military decision, or rather not making it, for twenty-seven days on the basis of one general’s reverence for, and fear of, an omen was the second mistake. Between the two mistakes, the Delian League and Athens turned near-certain victory into defeat. It took ten more years to lose. Athens held on and raised fleets whenever it could. But the Delian League had lost tens of thousands of soldiers, citizens, and sailors, and nearly its entire fleet in an unnecessary war. The city of Athens and its League were literally and monetarily spent. Eventually, the Spartan side, helped by the defections of Athens’ former allies, won the war and doomed the city. The Delian League was dissolved. Because of two mistakes—fighting a war on two fronts and allowing superstition to override military necessity—Athens was never again the center of Greece or its culture.

			Your life would today be different had the Delian League prevailed, which it almost certainly would have if its ill-fated invasion of Syracuse had not happened. Greece might have united as a nation. Macedonia would not have been able to overwhelm a united Greece. Persia might well have hesitated to make its many invasions, or perhaps Alexander would have partnered with Greece to invade Persia and change the world. Or Philip of Macedon and his son Alexander might have been obscure footnotes in books about the Delian League’s defeat of Persia. Or there might be chapters about Persia defeating Greece. If Athens had been dominant for more centuries, then would democracy in some form have become the conventional form of government, not the exception, for the next twenty-five hundred years? That surely would have changed everything.
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			LOST VICTORY

			387 BCE

			By Bill Fawcett
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			When someone is an absolute ruler, his personal flaws can create an absolute disaster.

			

			Before Alexander became Alexander the Great, conqueror of the known world, he had to defeat the most powerful and largest empire that had been formed up to his time. One whose scope would not again be matched for four hundred years. The Persian Empire was one of a kind. It was much bigger, much wealthier, and more powerful than any of its neighbors or predecessors. No other empire waited on its borders to compete with it. At seemingly no risk to itself, Persia meddled constantly and overtly with Greece, using the empire’s wealth and power to play one city state against another. The ferocity and length of the ruinous Peloponnesian War can be partially attributed to Persian support shifting to whichever alliance of Greek cities was losing.

			There was a great deal of difference between the two cultures. The Greek and neighboring peoples valued individualism, courage, and accomplishment. It was in the city state of Athens in Greece that democracy first arose. The key values of the Persian Empire were obedience to central authority, accepting your place in society, and generally being a good part of a very large machine.

			In 336 BCE, the Emperor Darius III was installed as king of the Achaemenid Dynasty of Persia. He did not sit easily on the throne. Darius was, at best, a shirttail relative of the past emperors Artaxerxes III and Arses. Known as Codomannus before becoming emperor, Darius III was a proven general, but initially nothing but a pawn placed on the throne. He was put in power by a eunuch named Bagoas. This court officer virtually controlled the empire and had poisoned both previous emperors when they proved difficult to control. After becoming emperor, Darius III, too, had too much of a mind of his own for Bagoas to tolerate. But he proved better than his predecessors at court politics. When Bagoas turned up with a goblet of poison, the new emperor forced the eunuch to drink it himself.

			So Darius III was an emperor with little, if any, royal blood who had to kill the man who had placed him on the throne. In the next few years, he handled himself well, quickly putting down a few revolts. But when he got word that the Greeks had invaded one of the distant satrapies (similar to states) in his empire, he ordered that it be handled locally. Unfortunately for him, this was not just an ordinary raid by Greeks (as he’d expected) but the beginning of an invasion by Alexander of Macedon.

			The local governor and his Greek mercenaries were easily crushed by Alexander. In response, Darius began gathering an army from all the western satrapies and moved to meet the Macedonian army. When they converged, he had managed to maneuver his men into position behind Alexander and cut off all retreat. With an army twice the size of the Macedonians’, this meant that any defeat would have resulted in the complete destruction of the Macedonian forces. Battling across the River Issus, Alexander managed to flank and defeat the larger force. Darius, when he saw that the battle was lost, rode back to his distant capital and began forming a much larger army by summoning troops from all parts of the empire.

			Alexander then defeated the powerful Persian Mediterranean fleet—without a battle—by simply conquering all the ports they could be based in. This included taking all of the coastline down to Egypt, where he was hailed as a god. Alexander next moved toward Babylon and its capital. At this point, Darius III did everything correctly and by the book . . . er, tablet. But the massive Persian army always stayed near its supplies, was trained to be more effective and work together, and had added special units, such as elephants and scythed chariots. To ensure that his much more numerous mounted forces would be most effective, Darius III had the battlefield smoothed and cleared of even small obstructions.

			On the last day of September 331 BCE, Alexander and his army arrived at the well-prepared battlefield. Across it was a Persian force that outnumbered them at least five to one. Alexander, knowing he had the initiative, ordered his army to rest. Darius, fearing a night attack, kept his standing at arms all night. The next morning the refreshed Macedonians marched to face the larger Persian army.

			After both the chariots and the elephants struck early and proved less than decisive, the battle began in earnest. Soon the Macedonian left was attacked by a significantly larger force of Persian cavalry and infantry that, from the first contact, pushed the Greeks very slowly back. Alexander refused to react and instead began riding along with his best cavalry units in front of his right wing and across from the bulk of the Persians. This opened a hole in the Macedonian center. A portion of the Persian cavalry broke through and raided Alexander’s baggage camp, but Alexander again refused to react. The Macedonian king continued to ride across the Persian front until, while trying to adjust to his movements, the Persian line had thinned at the center. Alexander turned and charged into this weak spot in the line of infantry. Riding at the tip of a triangle of horsemen, with thousands of pike-armed infantry following, he thundered directly toward the wagon containing Darius III, sitting on an ornate throne.

			A look at the general situation when Alexander led this charge does not bode well for the Macedonians. On the left side, his best infantry is being pushed back and is in danger of being flanked and broken by a massive number of Persian horsemen. The Macedonian center has been split and Persian light horsemen are pillaging his baggage camp. The right side of his army is not engaged, but would soon be even more badly outnumbered than the left was. From Darius III’s perspective, things were going as planned—before Alexander charged at him. His superior numbers were making a difference on the only flank currently engaged, the thinner Macedonian line had already been breached once, and most of his quarter of a million men were unengaged and ready to fight. His opponent was parading away from the only part of the field where there was any fighting, but had no real chance of flanking or riding around the much larger Persian army.

			A few minutes later, everything had changed. It did not matter what was happening elsewhere in the battle. Alexander, at the head of that wedge formed with his heavy horsemen, was cutting his way through the infantry directly in front of the Persian emperor. The emperor’s bodyguards, the Immortals, were hard-pressed. There was no question that he, personally, was the target of the thundering attack of thousands of Macedonian soldiers, led by a commander some thought to be the son of a god. And here is when Darius made the mistake. At this point, the Persians still greatly outnumbered Alexander’s army, Darius had additional forces yet to commit, and his army was beginning to win on the one engaged flank. With Alexander bearing down on him, the imperiled Persian emperor chose not to move to one side, not to shift to where more units could protect him, not to order a general attack by all his forces. What he did was run. Darius III jumped off his throne, hopped into a chariot, and fled, abandoning his gigantic army and leaving it leaderless. He made the mistake of putting greater value on his immediate personal safety than on victory. By doing this, Darius lost everything, eventually even his life.

			Darius III’s army was still winning when he and his top commanders fled the battlefield. The young Macedonian wanted to follow Darius, but he was made aware that his left was near collapse. It shows just how close-run things still were that Alexander swung all of his troops to the left and hit the back of the tens of thousands of Persians who had been pressing his phalanxes back. That broke their attack, and as word spread that Darius III had fled, the rest of the massive Persian army collapsed.

			All of the world’s history could have been changed if this one man had shown some personal courage. Because Darius made the mistake of fleeing from the threat that Alexander might cut through to him, he lost his empire. The most powerful man in the ancient world became a footnote and Alexander of Macedon became Alexander the Great. Because the Persian emperor made this cowardly mistake, the dominance and almost inevitable expansion into Europe of Persian culture was stopped and Greek values instead spread across Alexander’s empire. Greece and Europe were now safe to develop based upon their unique cultures. If Darius had not fled, there is a good chance he would have defeated Alexander or the two armies would have destroyed each other. We might all today be calling him Darius the Great, whose descendants continued the expansion of Persia across Europe. Rather than success or achievement, we might now all consider that obedience to authority and groupthink are the only way to go. There probably would be no democracy, no Bill of Rights or Magna Carta. Science and original thought would likely have been equally stifled. Then again, there might well have been the kind of peace only found for a number of decades a few centuries later under the next great Western empire, Rome. But the Greek culture of individualism was saved. So the Greek culture, not the authoritarian Persian model, became the basis of the European and American ways of life and how we live today, because Darius III fled.
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			THE ALEXANDRIAN EMPIRE

			323 BCE

			By Bill Fawcett
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			One mistake can undo the accomplishments of even the greatest of men.

			

			There are many mistakes that have affected history. Mistakes made by kings, presidents, and corporate leaders, which have determined how we live, earn, and even think. Most of these mistakes did not have to happen. They were not inevitable. That is why they are called mistakes. So, if something had been a bit different, if a missing fact had been known, or the right thing had been said and a better decision made, what would our world, our lives, be like today? Some world-changing mistakes are recent; others still echo from the distant past. This Alexander-sized mistake occurred twenty-four centuries ago, and it reverberates in the way we live and think today.

			Arguably the greatest military mind in history, Alexander the Great ended his amazing career with a mistake of omission that has echoed throughout history. After the defeat of Darius III, Alexander occupied the Persian capital and found himself in control of an empire, including lands he probably had not previously even been aware existed. The treasury he captured contained literally tons of gold and precious gems. He then went to great effort to get the Greeks to accept the Persian culture and to marry Persian women, and to introduce Greek values across the empire. He preached tolerance, trade, and education. This should have been the beginning of a golden age similar to that of Augustan Rome, the Pax Romana.

			After settling things in the capital, he led his army first north into today’s Afghanistan and then east into India. During the many battles and sieges this entailed, Alexander received more than thirty wounds. Eventually his many wounds and a fever began to debilitate the great conqueror. Only six years after he had crossed into Persia, Alexander, age thirty-six, was back in the palace and gravely ill.

			As Alexander’s condition worsened, his generals began to look to a future without him. They are said to have approached the weakened emperor several times asking about the succession. Alexander’s only child was a son only a few years old. Generals offered to act as his guardian. Others offered to rule and preserve what Alexander the Great had created. Several of his generals later showed that they could have successfully succeeded him, but he refused to name anyone.

			•   •   •

			No one can be sure why Alexander failed to pick the man who could rule the empire after him. Perhaps he did not wish to acknowledge how ill he was. Or perhaps he was believing his own propaganda, and thought himself a god and, therefore, immortal. What is known is that, even the day before his death, Alexander refused his generals’ pleas to choose one of them. The story, probably apocryphal, is that, when Alexander was asked to whom he would leave his empire, instead of naming someone, he looked at the powerful men gathered around him and responded with “to the strongest.”

			The effect of this nondecision was that each leader felt himself to be a worthy heir and the empire was divided up between over a dozen men. This led, not surprisingly, to constant warfare between the “successors,” which continued until only three successor states remained. These were Macedonia (which included Greece), the Seleucid Empire (comprising most of Asia), and the Ptolemaic Empire (which had lasted for over two centuries in Egypt). The sister of the nineteenth (and last) pharaoh, Ptolemy, was Cleopatra (a good Greek name), of Caesar and Antony infamy. The lands of the empire Alexander had once united were plunged into wars that lasted for decades.

			If, rather than two generations of war, there had been a peaceful and acceptable succession by a leader named by Alexander, prosperity could have replaced war. Generations would have been able to develop the sciences and the arts, and explore the rest of the world from a peaceful and secure base. There could have been a golden age in which the two cultures, Greek and Persian, merged gradually, where Alexander’s view that all peoples be respected would be upheld. Hundreds of thousands who died violently would have lived and helped to produce a period of growth and scientific advancement. Without those centuries of warfare that were the Succession Wars, we today might be experiencing a world three hundred years more advanced. If there had been an Alexandrian Empire that replaced the Persian Empire, which had been relatively stable for two centuries, today you might even be reading this article in your Martian villa or flying car. Perhaps even reading it in a more peaceful and less bigoted world. Be it from false hope, pride, or delusions of godhood, Alexander’s error of omission changed our world forever.
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			ELECTED DICTATOR

			44 BCE

			By Bill Fawcett
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			Doing the wrong thing for the right reason.

			

			One of the turning points in Roman history was the Roman Senate’s vote to make Julius Caesar dictator for ten years, with no term limits. Despite the horrible legacy of earlier rulers, there were those in Rome who actually wanted the famous general to become the “king” of the Roman Empire. After the Romans managed to throw out the Tarquin kings, who, by comparison, made Stalin’s paranoid rule look beneficent, the title had been banned permanently. Dictator was a position in Rome that was supposed to be temporary, and such a leader was normally appointed only if the empire or the city was threatened. He remained in office as long as the crisis lasted. Even then, under the republic, the reign of a dictator was limited to no more than two years, no matter what.

			Still, if Rome had to make the mistake of picking a dictator, Gaius Julius Caesar was an excellent choice. He was popular, persuasive, and charismatic. This is shown by the simple fact that he got the Senate to basically vote itself into obsolescence. While Caesar’s father had been the proconsul of Gallia Narbonensis, this relatively small province on the south coast of modern France, including Marseille, had become a booming trading area and a constant target for Germanic raiders. The rest of modern France and Germany, the real Gaul, was still ruled by a number of tribes. It had been assumed that Julius, as the son of a not-too-wealthy patrician, would go into politics, rising slowly through the ranks until he, too, could rule one of the small provinces, if he was lucky.

			After his father, Gaius Caesar, died when Julius was sixteen, Julius revealed himself to be a young man of unbridled ambition. He began by marrying into a much more politically powerful (and wealthier) family. Caesar then began establishing a power base that included a number of factions. Unfortunately for him, one of these was the remaining supporters of the disgraced Gaius Marius. Marius had led what was effectively a peasants’ revolt in Rome that nearly toppled the patrician class. Their reaction was to put Lucius Sulla in charge, and he went after all of Marius’s supporters and their allies. This included young Julius Caesar, who found it expedient to join the army and leave Rome rather hurriedly.

			With his connections and wealth, Julius Caesar started near the top in the legions. He began as the military assistant to a provincial governor. Then he served in combat in Cilicia and was honored for his courage. Caesar returned to Italy and may have aided in the campaigns that annihilated Spartacus’s slave revolt. But finding Rome still controlled by Sulla (and therefore still dangerous), Caesar avoided politics, for the most part, and spent some time concentrating on rhetoric—the art of swaying others by verbal argument. He must have been well trained and had some talent, because Cicero himself later publicly observed, “Do you know any man who, even if he has concentrated on the art of oratory to the exclusion of all else, can speak better than Caesar?”

			Deciding to spend part of the winter in the warmer Rhodes, Caesar sailed from Italy. He never arrived. His ship was captured by pirates and he was held for several months, until a substantial ransom was paid. Caesar himself later wrote about how, during his captivity, he constantly made a point to warn his captors that he would return and crucify them all—a warning he delivered with a smile. The Roman was still a young man. The pirates took it as a joke. When he was freed, he quickly raised a small fleet, returned to the place where he’d been imprisoned, and scoured the coastline for the men responsible, crucifying each and every one of them. By the time he was done, not only had he eliminated the pirates who had held him, but he had also substantially reduced piracy throughout the Mediterranean. This success led him to be appointed to organize and command the army and fleet that were needed to defend the coast of what is today Turkey. This, too, the young noble accomplished, thus enhancing his reputation.

			Finally, Sulla’s faction lost power and it was safe for Caesar to return to the Seven Hills of Rome. There his recent successes and connections got him appointed to the high position of quaestor in Spain. Most notable, when the twenty-six-year-old first arrived in Spain, were the words he spoke while standing before a statue of Alexander the Great. Caesar was said to have broken into tears when he compared what little he had achieved to the accomplishments of Alexander—who, by age thirty, had made himself emperor of the known world. Returning to Rome, Julius Caesar then bribed and cajoled himself into a series of higher and higher positions. He was elected aedile, which put him in charge of public buildings and festivals. He spent a large fortune throwing lavish festivals, using borrowed money, and even did a decent job of repairing many buildings. All this brought Caesar to the attention of those to whom his rise was a threat. So he wisely then took the job of pontifex maximus, which was the head priest for the city of Rome. This gave him prestige—and also protected him from his many enemies and creditors.

			When his term as pontifex ended, the forty-one-year-old patrician was still deeply in debt, and still a target. There had been trouble with the tribes in Spain. So Julius Caesar pushed the Senate to send him back to that territory as the praetor, a military commander. He was expected to fail in that role, but instead showed real talent as a military leader. This shocked not only his opponents, but Caesar himself. The wealth gained from the spoils of that campaign paid off all of Caesar’s debts, and his reputation was now so great that most of his enemies could only watch in frustration as he joined the ranks of the empire’s most important citizens. He formed a three-way partnership, a triumvirate, with the older, politically stronger general Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus and the richest man in Rome, Marcus Licinius Crassus. They were both first consuls. Julius Caesar became (officially) one of two second consuls. The other second consul quickly decided his best and healthiest move was to spend most of his time home with his family, leaving the administrative duties and power to Caesar alone. The triumvirate pushed through many reforms that had been resisted by the patricians in the Senate, most of which endeared them to the common men and the merchants. Caesar’s daughter married Pompey, cementing their alliance.

			When it was decided that Rome finally needed to tame the fringes of Gaul far north of Italy and the greater Gaul beyond, Caesar was tasked with raising one of the largest armies in the empire’s history. Before that was completed, a barbarian tribe, the Helvetians, was pushed by other tribes into the Roman province of Transalpine Gaul. This was located in the north of Italy. Julius Caesar took what he had formed of his army so far and marched north. A few months later, he had decisively defeated the Helvetians and ended the threat. But within a few more months, two German tribes (the Swabians and Sueves) had invaded his father’s old province. He again led his still-growing army to meet this threat and was again decisively victorious.

			With all these invasions, some of Rome’s neighbors saw an opportunity to attack—while Rome was distracted and her legions busy. One group, the Belgae, prepared to invade Roman territory. After being surprised by several Belgae ambushes, Caesar finally engaged the main tribe, the Nervii, whom he defeated in a very close-run battle. With their largest tribe broken, it was only a matter of weeks before the rest of the Belgae were suppressed.

			Having conquered most of Gaul, Julius Caesar remained behind to govern the large and wealthy province. He defeated a German invasion and even marched into Germany. Then he returned to Britain, this time to stay, and again increased his power. The next year, 54 BCE, the Belgae again revolted and it took a year to ruthlessly end all resistance. Less than two years after that revolt, all Gaul rose against Rome under the charismatic Vercingetorix. All but three of the nearly three dozen tribes in Gaul joined this revolt. Always outnumbered, Caesar again prevailed. Eventually, he spent a total of nine years conquering and then stabilizing Gaul—and away from Rome.

			By this point, things in the Roman Empire had changed. Crassus tried to prove himself as good a general as Pompey or Julius Caesar. His attempt ended in the Parthian desert, with the loss of two legions and his own life. When Julia, Caesar’s daughter and Pompey’s wife, died in childbirth, the tenuous bond that held the two highly ambitious Romans together was gone. Competition between the followers of the two generals became fierce and occasionally violent. The city of Rome and the empire were also in constant social upheaval. Unemployment in Rome may have been as great as 50 percent. The leading citizens lowered produce prices by using slave labor on their large estates. The result was that they impoverished the small landholders. Then, by raising taxes on land, they forced them off their property, which they added to their own estates. These small farmers, who once had been the backbone of both the legions and the electorate, now streamed into Rome, unemployed and unhappy. Riots in Rome were becoming too common, and conflicts between political factions ever more violent.

			With Caesar away, Pompey changed sides and joined the aristocratic party, the Optimate. Caesar remained the darling of the people, but was far away in Gaul. For a while, he stayed out of Roman politics and in Gaul. But he remained a threat. When Pompey tried to remove him from his governorship, he really left Julius Caesar no choice. A few months later, Caesar had gathered up his legions, crossed the Rubicon, and marched his army on Rome itself.

			With the general population supporting Caesar, Pompey found himself outnumbered and unable to hold Rome. He fled and was later defeated in Greece. It took more battles in Egypt, northern Africa, and, a few years later, Spain, but the Optimate faction was destroyed and no one was left to oppose Julius Caesar’s supporters.

			The republic had lasted for centuries, but many in the Senate agreed this was a time of crisis and a strong hand was needed. The once-jealous Senate was cowed by Caesar’s public and military support and so voted to make him, as it had made Pompey earlier, sole consul. Julius Caesar then personally appointed all the magistrates (judges) and controlled every aspect of the government. He also spent lavishly the loot gained in his battles to sustain the support of the people. In 44 BCE, the Senate made its final mistake. It voted to make Julius Caesar “dictator perpetuus”—dictator for life. He had the power of the long-detested Tarquin kings handed to him by the representatives of the people. The Senate, at the insistence of the masses living in Rome, chose to cede all power to an unquestionably capable and charismatic man. What they never considered was that, once that power was given, it could never be taken back. Caesar became, effectively, an unchecked dictator because his ten-year, rather than two-year, term meant no one really could countermand any of his decisions. Effectively Julius Caesar had become the very thing many Romans feared, a virtual king, accountable to no one. Caesar rapidly took advantage of this situation, using the position for his own gain. That one vote, which was made under pressure from the people and Caesar himself, ended the republic, and indirectly doomed the Roman Empire to extinction. One has to wonder what they expected would follow a lifetime of one-man rule.

			A month later Julius Caesar was assassinated on that same Senate’s steps by senators who feared he would become what they themselves had voted to make him. If the senators had continued to show the courage they had shown by assassinating Caesar, and reasserted the power of the Senate, there might have been a counterbalance to later Caesars. But by showing that it could be cowed by the mob and a powerful general, the Senate destroyed its own power. Rather than a return to a republic after the assassins were defeated, Caesar’s adopted heir, Augustus, stepped into the role of “first consul”—effectively the same dictatorial position voted to his father. For a few decades under Augustus, Rome thrived. Then, with the Senate no longer able to remove incompetent or dishonest administrators, there was no check at all on the emperor, nothing to prevent the Caesar (or, later, his praetorian guards) from abusing his position. Some truly terrible and demonstrably insane men held the position. Rome lost its power, its ability to defend itself, and even split the empire. The last man declared emperor of Rome was not even a Roman, but a barbarian chief.

			All this, perhaps, might also be a lesson even today: don’t let immediate concerns and problems allow citizens to turn into dictators and demagogues, who will destroy people’s freedom or way of life. If the Senate had somehow managed to resist the call to dictatorship, Caesar might have had his power limited. More importantly, there would have been a mechanism to elect the empire’s leaders for their competence, and not simply for their Julian blood. Emperors who were (literally) insane might not have ruled and helped the empire destroy itself from within. Rome might have managed to recuperate its greatness, and the Pax Romana, the fleeting decades of peace during Augustus’s reign, might have lasted for centuries. With barbarian tribes held at bay, there would have been no dark age, no era of church dominance and religious wars, or possibly even nationalism. The concept of an elected government might have not disappeared for over a thousand years. If instead of giving in to a soon-to-be assassinated Julius Caesar, the Senate could have found the courage it once had demonstrated and saved the republic, life today would be different and possibly much better.
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			GIVE ME BACK MY LEGIONS

			AD 9

			By Bill Fawcett

			[image: ]

			Trusting the wrong person can be a fatal mistake.

			

			In AD 9, during the third decade of his reign as the first emperor of Rome, Augustus Caesar thought he had found the right man for a tough job. He needed a governor for the newly formed province of Germania. To the minds of most Romans, Germany had been pacified. Any tribe that revolted had been crushed and it appeared that the Germans were quickly being absorbed into the empire. German mercenaries were now in Roman employ across the empire. Some had fought so well they had been integrated into the legions and even made citizens. What Augustus now felt he needed was a competent governor who could begin turning what had been an expensive military occupation into a profitable province. The Roman Empire, like most governments, always needed more money.

			The Emperor Augustus felt he had the right man in the imperial Roman legate—Publius Quinctilius Varus. Varus had already been the governor of Syria, which included many restive areas, including Israel. Along with suppressing a number of revolts, he had been very good at extracting taxes. This was, above all else, the measure of a good governor in the eyes of Rome and those who depended on those taxes to maintain the empire. Varus was also an in-law of the emperor, always an advantage. So the legate Varus was recalled from relatively peaceful and developed Syria, and sent to rule the wild and darkly forested Germania. In the beginning, all seemed to go well for him. With his fifteen thousand crack legionnaires in three legions, at first no one challenged him. But appearances were deceiving. Rome was used to conquering richer lands, such as Greece, Egypt, or even Gaul. The many tribes living in the German forests were relatively poor and had little in the way of gold or coins. This made the taxes Varus imposed a hard burden. Resentment of taxes, Roman arrogance, and being on the wrong side of most deals grew. When Gaul was conquered less than a century before, it had enough trade and industry that it benefited from its inclusion in the Roman Empire. Germany, though, was not in a position to gain much of anything from Rome. Roman rule was becoming universally resented and despised by the German tribesmen, but it appears Varus was unable to understand this. He assumed that Romanizing Germany was something the German tribes would welcome. He ruled just as he had in much different and long-conquered Syria, and expected the same results. It was a fatal misconception.

			Perhaps Varus’s real error was trusting one man, a German prince of the influential Cherusci tribe who used the name Arminius. Arminius had served in the Roman army, excelled in his duties, and was made a citizen and knight. He was expected to rise in Roman society and even served as a personal adviser to Varus. It was a prestigious, and often profitable, post. But Arminius had other ambitions.

			It was the German’s ambition to become the chief of his tribe and, perhaps, to unite all of the other German tribes under his rule as well. To do this, he had to impress the German warriors, not the Romans, in a dramatic way. Because he had convinced Varus to trust him, he found a way. A way that would give Rome her worst defeat since Hannibal.

			It wasn’t that Varus had not been warned. A chieftain friendly to Rome, Segestes, who was a Cheruscan noble of equal rank to that of Arminius’s father, warned Varus not to trust Arminius. Varus rebuffed the warning. So, when it came time for all three legions, their auxiliaries, and thousands of camp followers to march south from their summer camp on the Weser River to their winter camp in southern Germany, he appointed Arminius to command the mounted auxiliaries. These were local horsemen in Roman hire, whose job was to make sure the way was clear. And to put down minor rebellions that could delay the march. Instead of carrying out Varus’s orders, Arminius began immediately to incite the local tribes to revolt. He then reported back to Varus that there was a small uprising, but one too big for him to handle with his horsemen. He assured the governor that that revolt could be quashed if the legions simply marched back past the rebels. This would require only a two-day detour and would end the problem without the expense of a battle. Varus trusted Arminius, and turned off the main roads and into the forests and swamps.

			With the traitorous Arminius as guide, the massive column was soon weaving its way through narrow trails and bog-filled paths. A storm occurred, slowing and further disorganizing the Romans. When they were strung out for several miles, with civilians and supply wagons pulled by slow-moving oxen tangled among the centuries, the Germans struck. At first, they simply threw javelins and ran. These legions had beaten them in battle after battle. But as the condition of the Roman army degenerated, the German warriors became bolder. Soon sections of the extended column were attacked by large numbers of German warriors from either side. If the attack went badly, the Germans just fled back into the forest. But too often these ambushes were devastating.

			The Roman army’s strength was fighting in formation. In open-field battles, these three legions had slaughtered any tribe that resisted them, often suffering few casualties in the effort. But on narrow trails through swamps and deep forests, there was no way for the army to form up. Instead, the fighting was man to man, with all the advantages to the Germans. When the first German attacks were successful, word spread and previously friendly tribes hurried to join in. In an area called the Great Bog, the only path was just over fifty feet wide and surrounded by swamp or dense forest. Strung out in a line, burdened with civilians, and unable to support one another, century after century was destroyed. The running battle lasted for days, but the result was inevitable. When it became apparent that all was lost, Varus and his top officers chose suicide—quite literally falling on their swords. Eventually, what little remained of three crack legions was broken up, surrounded, and leaderless. The cavalry at the front of the column got within sixty miles of the permanent Roman camp at Haltern, but only a few legionnaires managed to escape and report the defeat.

			Rome and Augustus panicked at the loss. There were only twenty-eight legions in the entire empire, and three of the most elite and experienced were gone. Worse yet, their aura of being undefeatable was lost, too. All free Germans were driven out of Rome, and all of Italy waited tensely for an expected horde of Germans to sweep down on them. That never happened. What did result was that, after a few punitive expeditions, Rome never again tried to occupy Germany. The Rhine became a permanent boundary—until two centuries later, when the Germanic Teutons, beginning with the Goths, were pushed by the Huns into Gaul. By the time the Huns followed them, the part of the empire based in Rome was a hollow shell of its former self.

			The historian Herbert W. Benario once wrote what might have been, if Varus had not trusted Arminius. “Almost all of modern Germany as well as much of the present-day Czech Republic would have come under Roman rule. All Europe west of the Elbe might well have remained Roman Catholic; Germans would be speaking a Romance language; the Thirty Years’ War might never have occurred, and the long, bitter centuries of conflict between the French and the Germans might never have taken place.

			“With a more Romanized Germany united as one country centuries earlier, there would be no World Wars, no Nazis, and no holocaust.”

			Just as importantly, Germany would have been a strong buffer, united under Rome against the later invasions of the Goths, Huns, and other barbarians. Western Rome need not have fallen. With the core of the empire, Italy and Gaul, shielded from the barbarian invasions, a significant portion of the social and economic strength of Rome might have remained intact. Society would not have broken down. England would not have lost its legions. There might well never have been any dark age. Five centuries of chaos, illiteracy, and ruin would have been avoided. The scientific life we live today might have evolved as soon as the fifteenth century and we might now be living in a world so advanced it currently only appears in science-fiction novels. One man, Varus, governor of Germania, trusted the wrong person and, if he had not, the world might have been spared immeasurable grief and the march of civilization would not have stumbled.
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			EMPERORS SHOULDN’T SKIRMISH

			Julian the Apostate

			354

			By Harry Turtledove

			[image: ]

			

			Julian, often called the Apostate because he rejected Christianity, was Augustus (Roman emperor) from 360 to 363 and sole Augustus following the death of his foe and cousin, Constantius II (reigned 337–361). Constantius was the last surviving son of Constantine the Great (reigned 306–337), who made Christianity first a permitted and then the dominant faith of the empire. At the Council of Nicaea, which condemned the Arian heresy in 325, Constantine began a long tradition of imperial meddling in church affairs.

			Although down, Arianism was not yet out. Constantius adhered to it and persecuted its opponents. Sandwiched between his illustrious father and spectacular cousin, Constantius gets short shrift nowadays. He was a grayly competent ruler and capable administrator with a gift for civil war—he handily disposed of Magnentius, the rebel who had overthrown his brother Constans (who had already crushed their other brother, Constantine II). Constantius might well have defeated Julian, too, if sickness hadn’t killed him at only forty-four.

			Julian was the son of Constantine’s half brother, and thus Constantius’s half first cousin. He spent his early years staying as inconspicuous as he could. Drawing too much notice from Constantius would have been hazardous to his life expectancy. He went to Athens for the ancient equivalent of a university education. Many philosophers—professors—remained pagan. Julian seems to have cast off whatever attachment he had for Christianity while in Athens, though coming out and saying so at the time would have been fatal.

			With Constantius’s brothers deceased, he needed officials he could rely on. He named Julian’s older half brother Gallus Caesar (a rank just below that of Augustus) in the east in 351, so he could fight Magnentius in the west. Gallus proved untrustworthy and alarming. Constantius gradually reduced his power, then had him arrested and executed in 354.

			But troubles kept coming. Under Shapur II (309–379), the Sassanid Persians attacked Roman territory in the east, while the Alemanni, a German tribe, crossed the Rhine and began conquering Gaul. Desperate, in 355 Constantius appointed Julian Caesar to deal with the German invaders while he fought the Persians himself. Although trained as a philosopher, Julian proved a good general. He defeated the Alemanni and drove them back over the Rhine.

			In 360, the Persians took the important Roman fortress of Nisibis. Constantius summoned many of Julian’s soldiers to fight in the east. They refused, and proclaimed Julian Augustus in defiance. Constantius was on his way west to fight his cousin when he died. To avoid further strife, he named Julian his successor.

			As soon as Julian became sole emperor, he disestablished Christianity. He stopped state subsidies for the religion. He started them for the elder faiths. He also tried to organize their priesthoods in a hierarchical system like the one the Christians used. And he gave the Jews permission to rebuild the Temple in Jerusalem, aiming to show Christian prophecy false (this failed, due to what the Christians called a miracle and what looks to an outsider uncommonly like arson) and to give Christianity another strong theological rival.

			He also continued Constantius’s war against Persia. His attack nearly reached Ctesiphon, the Persian capital (near modern Baghdad). But his opponents’ scorched-earth policy forced the Romans to fall back. A Persian said he knew a good, well-supplied land route for the retreat. Julian made the mistake of believing him, and burned the Roman army’s boats on the Tigris to leave his men no other choice.

			But the Persian was a plant, as the Romans soon discovered. They were dogged by heat and hunger and thirst as they moved north and west. And Julian himself did not have the sense to stay out of a no-account cavalry skirmish. He was speared, probably (though not certainly) by a Saracen horseman on the Persian side, and died not long afterward. Any hope for a pagan revival died with him. His successor, an officer called Jovian, had to agree to a humiliating peace with Sassanid Persia as the price for extricating his army from its impossible position.

			What if Julian had gotten back to the Roman Empire, though? What if he’d ruled for twenty-five or thirty years, as his two predecessors did? What would the world have looked like then?

			Obviously, he wouldn’t have destroyed Christianity. It was far too well established for that, after half a century in the saddle. But he might have managed to keep it from entrenching itself as the state religion—and less in the way of state interference (the fancy word is caesaropapism) might well have proved good for it. A temple rebuilt three centuries after its destruction would have had an enormous and incalculable effect on Judaism, too.

			Constantine’s Edict of Milan, promulgated in 313, allowed all religions, Christianity included, to be freely practiced on equal terms. Only gradually did Christianity become not just allowed but favored. Had something on the order of the original equality been restored, and had it had a generation or so to take hold, the world might have become a more tolerant one than it really did.

			On the political-military front, Julian already had experience fighting German invaders in Gaul. He might well have done better against the Goths entering the Balkans in the 370s than the existing authorities did. He could hardly have done worse; at Adrianople in 378, the Goths destroyed a Roman army and killed the Emperor Valens. Their wanderings through the Roman Empire did much to weaken its grip. The Visigoths would end up ruling Spain and southern Gaul after sacking Rome itself in 410. After they left Italy, the Ostrogoths took control there in their place.

			Had the Goths been either defeated or peaceably assimilated, the stress on the Roman Empire during the late fourth and early fifth centuries would have been greatly reduced. Rome might have remained a unified political and cultural entity stretching from the Atlantic all the way to Mesopotamia.

			Most people then living in that part of the world would probably have adjudged it a better deal than the one they got. Whether the world now would be better or worse . . . well, who can say what 1,700 years of changes would have done? It would certainly be different. But Julian rode out to skirmish, and we have what we have.
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			AN UNNECESSARY WAR

			378 AD

			By Bill Fawcett
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			Turning potential allies into enemies has a long tradition.

			

			The Battle of Adrianople doomed the Western Roman Empire (Rome) and crippled the Eastern Empire (Constantinople). The painful fact is that this was a battle that the Romans never needed to fight against an enemy that could well have become a valued ally.

			The Goths were a people that lived north of the Eastern Empire. They were considered by the Romans to be barbarians and that image has come down through history so strongly that modern rebellious and black-clad youth identify themselves as “Goths.” The reality was quite different. Before being displaced by the Huns, the Goths were a productive and relatively civilized people. They were unlike the Romans culturally, but were nonetheless accomplished in the arts, language, and commerce. Prosperous, the Visigoths actually had a higher literacy rate than did the western Romans. Still, they were also a military-oriented culture, with the heavily armored, mounted warrior typifying its upper classes. The Goths were a powerful, proud, and generally successful people. More so at this point than a few generations later when they completed their conquest of the Western Roman Empire and sacked Rome itself.

			Goth tribes first fought against the Romans, not as invaders, but while taking sides in a dynastic battle for control of Constantinople. The Tervingi Goths sided with Procopius, whose claim to the throne was good enough to persuade many of the soldiers of the current emperor, Flavius Julius Valens Augustus, to defect to him. Eventually Procopius was defeated. After a short delay in 369, during which he solidified his control, Valens sought out and decisively defeated the Tervingi and the Greuthungi Goths, who had allied with the usurper.

			Valens then turned east, trying to recover lost territory from the resurgent Persians and dealing with a number of local revolts. While he did this, in 375, another “barbarian” tribe began to drive the Goths westward and off their land. These true barbarians were the same Huns who would wreak destruction across both parts of Rome a century later. Evicted from their lands, as many as 200 thousand Visigoths (western Goths) were forced against the Roman border. Their leader, Fritigern, knew they needed a home, but did not want to fight the Huns on one side and the Romans on the other. Even then, two-front wars were a bad idea. He offered an alliance with Valens in exchange for land in Dacia and enough food for his people to survive until new crops could be harvested. The Roman emperor saw in them a new source of military power and agreed.

			If only the Roman officials had seen the benefits of the Goths becoming part of the empire. Instead they saw only opportunity for personal gain. With Valens distracted by his own eastern wars, rather than welcome the Visigoths, the local commanders, Lupinicus and Maximus, began to exploit them and, by doing so, took away the Roman Empire’s best chance of returning to glory and power. These corrupt Romans slowed the transfer of the lands, denied the promised food, and charged exorbitant rates for what food was available. They generally made life as miserable as possible for the Goths. It soon became apparent that the goal of the Romans was to weaken and (eventually) break the Visigoths—hammer at them until they were so desperate that the entire tribe would submit to slavery rather than allow their families to starve. The Romans would then sell them as slaves.

			But the Visigoths soon realized what was happening. Since they had retained all of their weapons and warhorses, they reacted exactly as would be expected. First, there were small battles, as groups of Visigoths stole food. The Goths drove back the Romans, thrusting their way into the empire in search of food and other needs. Another tribe (the almost equally numerous eastern Goths, or Ostrogoths) was being harried by the Huns. They followed in the wake of the advancing Visigoths as they forced their way into Roman lands. The Roman army resisted, but in 377 was defeated by the Visigoths in a pitched battle. Valens finally had to take notice and march a large army to meet the threat his own generals had caused.

			The final battle occurred near Adrianople in today’s Bulgaria. Valens, a normally astute commander, made a number of mistakes. Fritigern agreed again to discuss peace and proper treatment of his followers. He needed a home for his people more than a war with Rome. But once the two armies faced each other, Valens seems to have decided to attack. There was the mutual hate created by the raids and battles already fought that, perhaps, the two wiser leaders could not overcome. There are some stories about Valens’s ambassadors firing or being shot by arrows as they approached the wagon laager containing the Visigoths’ women and children (and many thousands of infantry). But something started the battle at a time that seemed to have surprised both sides. It was particularly bad timing for Valens. Twenty thousand more Roman troops were marching toward the battlefield, but were several days away. Yet Valens choose to attack.

			It appears the Roman emperor thought, incorrectly, that half of the Visigoths’ army was away on a raid. This meant that he temporarily had the larger army and the only mounted forces. Valens ordered his cavalry to attack the laager. The Roman horsemen pressed it hard, but could not break through the circle of wagons. Then the Visigoth cavalry returned, having only been a few hours’ ride away grazing their horses in fresh pastures. Their anger at yet another Roman betrayal and an attack on their families had to be extreme. Suddenly outnumbered two to one by the more heavily armored Visigoth horsemen, the Roman riders fled. This left the Roman infantry to face the enemy alone. The legions of Caesar could have stood and even won such a battle, but the Roman legions of this era were poorly trained and less well armed. With the Visigoth horsemen attacking them from every side and an equal number of Visigoth foot soldiers slamming into their front and pinning them, the Roman infantry fell apart. The result was a slaughter, with all forty thousand infantry either slain or enslaved. Rome never recovered militarily.

			Instead of being sheltered and incorporated into the defense of the Roman Empire, the Goths were turned into enemies. Enemies that went on to sweep through the Western Roman Empire—and eventually a Visigoth chief was able to declare himself the emperor of Rome.

			Valens made the mistakes that lost the battle of Adrianople, but the mistake that doomed all of Rome was that of Lupinicus and Maximus, and the other greedy Romans who could see the Visigoths only as a source of personal wealth. They made the mistake of mistreating and betraying the Visigoths, and forcing them into a war and battle against Constantinople that the Goths did not want. This changed the course of history, and not for the better. If they had just been honorable men or used sense when they saw how powerful an enemy the Goths could be, it would today be a better world. The possibilities for Rome, had they honored their agreement and formed a firm alliance with the two Goth peoples, would have been immeasurable—it would have changed the face of history. The Visigoth army as an ally would have nearly doubled the number of defenders protecting the bisected Roman Empire. The dynamic and strong character of the Goths, educated and relatively wealthy, could have revived Roman values and provided a new source of wealth and taxes. When the real barbarians struck, and the Huns were barbarians in every way conceivable, Rome might have been capable of holding them off without being crippled. In reality, a joint Visigoth and western Roman army did finally defeat and drive away Attila and his Huns in 451 at the Battle of Châlons. But it was only a temporary alliance. After another century of war and distrust, what could have been a civilization-preserving alliance was no longer really possible.

			As in all the scenarios where the stability and culture that ancient Rome offered is preserved, the dark age might have never occurred. Society, science, medicine, and trade could have continued to progress and the centuries of the dark ages might instead have been more like those of the Enlightenment. The march of civilization would not have become a retreat if the Roman generals had just kept their word and made allies, instead of enemies, of the Goths. If the Visigoths had helped preserve rather than destroy Rome, today calling someone a Goth would have a far different meaning.
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			HAROLD, KING OF THE BRITONS

			1066

			By Bill Fawcett

			[image: ]

			How to turn victory into defeat with one decision.

			

			Edward the Confessor was a very religious man. He was so devout that he never managed to produce an heir. This is a problem when you are king of Britain. A later king, Henry VIII, was so concerned with producing a legitimate heir that he disrupted all of England and, eventually, Europe. When Edward died, there was no son to inherit the crown. Britain needed a king NOW. It was a nation under siege (think Viking invaders) and the country needed a strong leader. It was up to the witan, who normally served as the king’s advisers, to find a replacement. For the witan (literally the “wise men”), there was no real precedent or authority for them to do this. Not surprisingly, most kings made sure that there was no tradition that allowed anyone to appoint a king. It made replacing them too easy.

			It was a religious time and kings ruled by divine right. The question of who had the divine right was most often decided by determining who had royal blood. But there was no one related to the king who could rule Britain. This meant that many of the proud and independent British nobles could, and would, question whoever was chosen. The witan’s choice was Harold Godwinson. Harold was one of the most powerful nobles in the kingdom. He was also the king’s brother-in-law. He did not have even the slightest bit
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