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Britannia I: The Wall

‘Valentinian was shocked to receive the serious news that a concerted attack by the barbarians had reduced the province of Britain to the verge of ruin.’

Ammianus Marcellinus

The story opens in 367AD. Four soldiers – Justinus, Paternus, Leocadius and Vitalis – are out hunting for food supplies at an outpost of Hadrian’s Wall, when the Wall comes under attack.

The four find their fort destroyed, their comrades killed and Paternus is unable to find his wife and son. As they run south to Eboracum, they realise that this is no ordinary border raid. Ranged against the Romans at the edge of the world are four different peoples and they have banded together under a mysterious leader who wears a silver mask and uses the name Valentinus – Man of Valentia – the turbulent area north of the Wall.

Faced with questions they are hard pressed to answer, Leocadius blurts out a story that makes the men Heroes of the Wall. Their lives change, not only when Valentinus begins his lethal sweep across Britannia but as soon as Leo’s lie is out in the world, growing and changing as it goes.



Britannia II: The Watchmen

‘Then [Maximus] sent a letter to the man who styled himself emperor in Rome. There was naught in that letter ... but only this “If I come to Rome and if I come”.’

The Dream of Macsen Wledig

Mabinogion

BRITANNIA IN THE LATE fourth century is a wild, dark place and the Pax Romana that has held for three hundred years is crumbling. Our heroes of the Wall have moved on but once again find themselves facing a challenge that threatens to overthrow Rome itself.

The new name on everyone’s lips is that of Magnus Maximus, one of the emperor’s ablest generals. Celtic legend, Egyptian mysticism and gaelic battle fury are all interwoven in a mad quest for glory and undying fame. And how many of the Heroes will Maximus take with him?



Britannia III: The Warlords

‘Britain was forever removed from the Roman name.’

Narratio de imperatoribus domus Valentinae et Theodosiane

IN THE TWILIGHT OF Britannia, the Heroes of the Wall cling on to an ideal and to survival. The old ways have gone, the old loyalties are shaken. Nothing is certain any more and the emperor’s throne itself is up for grabs. There are threats from across the German Sea as invaders circle the dying empire like wolves around their prey. 
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The World of Britannia is designed to accompany the Britannia trilogy and to provide useful historical background and related information.

You can of course read it from beginning to end and we hope you will, but it is a reference work too. Sections on people, places and institutions are clearly laid out; so that, for example, if you want to know what Mithraism was, you can find it in the contents and the relevant chapter. Maps, diagrams and a glossary are provided too.

Throughout, words printed in bold refer to the real people and places that feature in the Britannia series.

At the end of the paperback edition you will find blank pages for any notes or queries you may wish to make.

N.B. we would like to apologise in advance for any errors in basic Latin you may find in this book! 

All maps and other artwork in this book are copyright M.J. Trow.

Richard Denham (Londinium) & M. J. Trow (Vectis)
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‘The City to which the whole world fell has fallen. If Rome can perish, what can be safe?’

St Jerome

If you went to school in the distant past i.e. before c.1970, you would have been told by your History teacher that the Romans under Julius Caesar invaded in 54BC and they all left in 410AD. Neither of those dates is strictly accurate and, thanks largely to archaeology, (see HOW DO WE KNOW?) we now understand a great deal more about Roman Britain than at any time since the fifth century.

Briefly, the Romans believed they had a natural right to conquer and colonise, turning a struggling little settlement on the banks of the Tiber into the most powerful and organized empire in the ancient world. Perhaps only the Mongol Empire of the thirteenth century and certainly the British Empire of the nineteenth would be bigger. Today, Julius Caesar would be regarded as a war criminal. He engineered a war against the Gauls (today’s Frenchmen) and in defeating them, led two expeditions to the island the Romans called Britannia in 55 and 54BC.

This was no more than a toe-hold and the ‘real’ permanent Roman colonisation took place in 43AD under the Emperor Claudius. Again, this is the shorthand of history – the hard work of conquest was actually carried out by generals like Aulus Plautius and Vespasian; Claudius just turned up at the end to take the credit – that was the way with emperors!

Over the next century, Britannia became a province of the empire, ruled from Rome and policed by the legions. Towns called coloniae grew up around legionary bases; straight, cobbled roads linked them. Rich men built expensive villas for themselves and out of an uneasy peace between the invaders and the locals, Roman Britain was forged.

There were setbacks for the Romans – local heroes emerged who fought them: Caratacus in what is Wales today; Boudicca, the flame-haired queen from Norfolk. In the far north, the wild tribes of what is today Scotland never surrendered to Roman rule and the legions never set foot in Ireland. Apart from the flash-points however, there was mutual trust based on trade and agriculture and the Pax Romana (the Roman Peace) became the norm.

Inevitably, because Britannia was just a tiny part of a vast empire that stretched from Pembrokeshire to Palmyra, political, economic and religious events happening elsewhere sometimes had an impact in this country too. The Britannia series covers the years 367-415AD and we hope the timeline below will be helpful.

[image: image]The most famous Roman of them all. Julius Caesar landed on the south coast in 55BC, returning the following year with the first force to occupy Britannia. (Source: Museo Nationale, Naples )

[image: image]The emperor Claudius from a bronze head found in the River Alde and probably from the temple at Camulodunum (Colchester). Note the Julius Caesar hairstyle worn by all emperors for four centuries. Claudius seems to be rather coy about his age; he was over fifty when he landed in Britannia in 43AD.

364 Valentinian is elected emperor by the army. He rules in 


the West, including Britannia. His younger brother Valens rules the East.


367 The Great Conspiracy in Britannia. For the first time, 


the Picts, Scots, Attacotti, Franks and local British tribes band together and attack Hadrian’s Wall before raiding south.

Valentinian falls ill and names his nine-year-old son Gratian as his co-ruler (Augustus).

368 Flavius Theodosius is sent to Britannia to put down the Conspiracy. 

He brings with him his son, the future Emperor Theodosius and the general Magnus Maximus.

370 With the Conspiracy destroyed and order restored, the elder Theodosius is promoted magister equitus (cavalry commander) and defeats the Alemanni (Germans) in Gaul.

372-4 The elder Theodosius puts down a Berber rebellion in North Africa.

374 Theodosius the younger defeats the Sarmatians in Dalmatia (today’s Croatia).

375 Gratian succeeds as emperor in the West. His brother Valentinian II, aged four, is appointed co-emperor.

376 Theodosius the elder falls victim to a political plot in Carthage and is executed. The younger Theodosius is recalled by Gratian from semi-retirement and defeats the Sarmatians again.

379 Theodosius the younger is appointed co-emperor by Gratian to replace Valens, but falls ill. Gratian goes to his aid.

382 Theodosius concludes a treaty with the Goths in Thrace (today’s Bulgaria) allowing them to settle in the empire in exchange for military service.

383 Magnus Maximus, left behind in Britannia after the Conspiracy, is elected by the legions and claims the Western empire for himself. He defeats Gratian in battle and rules Gaul and Spain. Gratian is killed 


by his own troops.


Valentinian II succeeds Gratian as rightful ruler in the west. Magnus Maximus strips Britannia’s legionary bases to fill his army, leaving Hadrian’s Wall and the whole province vulnerable.

384 Theodosius, now called the Great, is busy fighting in the East and is forced to acknowledge Maximus as emperor in the West.


387 Maximus invades Italy. Valentinian runs to Greece.


388 Maximus is defeated in three battles by Theodosius leading an army of Goths, Huns and Alans. Maximus is killed at Aquileia, near today’s Venice and Valentinian is restored.

390 Theodosius, overcome with remorse at the slaughter of 7000 civilians in Thessalonica, humbles himself before Bishop Ambrose and the Christian church.

390-92 Thrace is invaded by the Visigoths and Huns under Alaric, but he is beaten by Flavius Stilicho, a half-Vandal general who may have visited Britannia at this time.


393 Theodosius appoints his son Honorius, co-emperor.


395 Theodosius dies. Honorius is eleven, his brother Arcadius (emperor in the East) eighteen. Stilicho is appointed Honorius’ guardian.

396 Alaric, feeling betrayed by Stilicho, goes to war with him and is defeated.

401 The Vandals cross into today’s Austria and Switzerland. Stilicho is forced to grant concessions.

Patrick, the son of a Roman official, is captured by pirates and sold as a slave in Ireland.

Alaric invades Italy, marching on Honorius in Milan. Stilicho takes yet more troops from Britannia to stop him.

402 Stilicho defeats Alaric at Pollentia, in modern Piedmont, capturing his family.


403 Stilicho defeats Alaric a second time, near Verona.


405 Despite Stilicho’s defeat of invading tribes, Vandals, Alans and Suebi cross the frozen Rhine and begin a migration which will destroy the Roman empire.

406 Much of Gaul is overrun by ‘barbarians’.

Two usurpers are elected consecutively by the army in Britannia – Marcus followed by Gratian.

407 A third usurper turns up in Britannia – Constantine. He crosses to Gaul and Spain with an army made up of the last of the old Roman garrisons from Britannia.

408 Stilicho is assassinated and Alaric invades Italy again.

409 Romano-Britons rebel against Constantine.

410 Rome is sacked by Alaric eight centuries after it fell to the Gauls. The churches of St Peter and St Paul are spared.

411 The emperor Honorius tells the Britons they must defend themselves from now on. Constantine is defeated by the emperor.

Officially, Roman Britain is no more.
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Government and Organization

By the time of Britannia, the Roman empire was too huge to be ruled by one man. Constantine, who was declared emperor in Eboracum (York), had built a city on the Bosphorus, called Constantinople (today’s Istanbul) after his death. The idea had already emerged of a co-rulership – an emperor of the West and an emperor of the East. Each of these used the title Augustus (the wise) and had a second-in-command, known as Caesar, after Octavius Caesar, the first emperor. The idea of four rulers, called the Tetrarchy, was set up in 293 by Diocletian and it was never likely to work well.

In practice the four ruled largely independently of each other, but bickering was constant over frontiers and who ran what. Under the emperors there were four Praetorian Prefectures, sub-divided into fifteen dioceses and further sub-divided into 121 provinces! Grafted on to the system was nepotism. Constantine the Great left the empire to his three sons; Theodosius the Great to his two and so on. As Roman military power declined, emperors were increasingly forced to rely on leaders of alien tribes to augment the army – Alaric the Goth was one who would become powerful enough to sack Rome itself in 410.

We should not think of Rome as the ‘eternal city’ by the fourth century. Emperors moved their capitals, especially when an old one was threatened by invading armies, so Alaric’s attack on Rome was not quite the disaster we once thought. Even in the West, however, size was an issue and in the days when communication depended on the speed of a horse, it was essential that various officials below the emperor did their bit in terms of efficiency.

From a single province, which was part of the Prefecture of Gaul, Britannia grew into a diocese, a term used only by the church today and that was divided into four provinces: see Map 2. 
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[image: image]MAP 1: The Western Empire, c400AD. The vertical line on the right represents the frontier between the eastern and western parts of the empire.

[image: image]Map 2: The diocese of Britannia showing the four provinces as they were in 400AD. Historians cannot decide exactly where the fifth province, Valentia, was. In the Britannia series, it is north of Hadrian’s Wall.

Maxima Caesariensis was the richest area, covering today’s south-east England with its capital of Londinium (London). It extended as far north as the Wash and as far west as Hampshire. Its coast was the Saxon Shore.

Britannia Prima was Wales, the west country and part of the Midlands. Corinium Dobunnorum (Cirencester) was the capital.

Flavia Caesariensis ran from the Mersey to the Humber. Its capital Lindum (Lincoln) was originally the fortress of the IX Hispana Legion. 

Britannia Secunda extended north to Hadrian’s Wall. The VI Victrix Legion’s base at Eboracum (York) was its capital.

There was a fifth province called Valentia which features prominently in the Britannia series. Experts today cannot agree exactly where this was. See COFFEE WITH DIOCLETIAN
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