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INTRODUCTION

Britain has kings but they are tyrants, and it has judges but they are corrupt. They spend their time terrorizing and robbing the innocent while protecting and promoting bandits and criminals. They have plenty of wives but also mistresses and lovers. They readily take oaths but perjure themselves. They make vows but they lie. They make war but the wars they make are unjust wars, wars against their own countrymen. They pursue crime in their lands but they also have criminals to dinner, cosying up to them, rewarding them. They give generously to worthy causes but in the meantime their crimes pile up, a towering mountain of guilt. They sit in judgement but rarely look for a just verdict. They despise the harmless and the humble but value above all the blood-soaked, the arrogant, the murderous, the adulterous – enemies of God who ought to be destroyed and erased from people’s memories.

(Gildas, On the Ruin of Britain, 27)



This is how the sixth-century writer Gildas describes the British warlords of his day, in an extraordinary passage (to be explored in more depth later) that gives the most graphic description of warlords in post-Roman Britain.

The picture Gildas paints of warlord character and behaviour is instantly recognisable to anyone who knows anything about warlords anywhere in the world, at any time from the dawn of history right up to today. And the fact that these characters were the celebrities of their day, their deeds relatively well known among their contemporaries, suggests that there is much truth in Gildas’ comments (if there wasn’t, then his readers would know). Having said that, Gildas is, of course, not even pretending to provide a totally balanced picture of these warlords, and it is possible to imagine that some of them might have been regarded with some affection by at least a proportion of their subjects – as ‘lovable rogues’ perhaps. Moreover, for all their failings in other areas, they were at least a source of basic protection in uncertain and violent times.

Gildas offers us no description of the appearance of post-Roman warlords. At the end of the Roman period and shortly afterwards they would presumably have looked much like any other late Roman commander. The late fourth-century ivory diptych shown in Figure 2 is thought to depict the late Roman general Stilicho, and his appearance is probably about as close as we can get to knowing what a British warlord of the late fourth or early fifth century would have looked like. He wears leggings with a richly patterned, long-armed tunic and a cloak secured by a large crossbow brooch. Around his waist is a belt from which hangs his spatha sword. In his left hand he supports a large round shield, with a spiked central boss. In his right hand he holds a spear. He wears no armour. (Interestingly, armour seems to have been worn less in the late Roman period than earlier, but the lack of armour in this carving may simply be because the subject is not shown in combat; he would certainly have worn a helmet in the field.) The fantastic gold buckle (3 ) from the late fourth-century Thetford Treasure, with a classical figure on the buckle plate and two horseheads forming the buckle loop, could well have belonged to a British equivalent of just such a figure.
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Ivory carving probably showing the late Roman commander Stilicho.

However, Roman cultural influence faded markedly in the centuries after the end of Roman rule, particularly across large swathes of southern and eastern England, where new Anglo-Saxon styles came into fashion. The Sutton Hoo burial, thought to be that of Rædwald, king of East Anglia, gives us the richest example of what a post-Roman Anglo-Saxon warlord could have looked like. There are elements in this burial that link back to the Roman style (such as the basic form of the helmet, the standard, the golden shoulder clasps, plus of course, the Mediterranean silverware buried with him), but there are also whole new cultural references, such as the extensive use of inlaid garnets and glass in the Frankish fashion, the intertwined designs on the great gold buckle, and the Scandinavian mythological scenes on the helmet decoration. Of course, Rædwald (or whoever else it was buried under the mound all those centuries ago) was at the top end of the scale but many other warlords must have adorned themselves in a basically similar manner.
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The Thetford buckle is a fine example of the buckles worn by rich and powerful figures in Britain at the end of the Roman period.

In regions beyond the reach of Anglo-Saxon culture at that time Roman habits persisted (particularly under the influence of the local church) but even here warlords were beginning to adopt some elements of non-Roman style. In these areas, though, the styles in question link not so much to continental Germanic kingdoms as to Ireland and pre-Roman British traditions. The period saw a resurgence of metalwork with swirling designs similar to those found in Britain in the pre-Roman period (the enamelled disks on hanging bowls of the period are among the finest examples), and the description of warriors in ‘Y Gododdin’, a poem describing events some time probably in the sixth century but written later, suggests that in some ways they resembled their pre-Roman ancestors (even if the word for chain mail, llurig, is derived from the Latin word lorica):1



Men headed for Catraeth with a battle-cry,

Fast horses and dark armour and shields,

Holding spears high, their points deadly sharp,

With shining chain mail and flashing swords.

(‘Y Gododdin’)



Helmets were probably not generally worn among pre-Roman Britons and it is interesting to note that helmets are never mentioned in ‘Y Gododdin’. By contrast helmets are regularly mentioned in the early Anglo-Saxon poem ‘Beowulf’.

Whether among Britons or Anglo-Saxons, the experience of combat in the fifth and sixth centuries would doubtless have been in many ways familiar to anyone time-travelling there from early first-century Britain.



The spears thrown by the noble commander,

As he charged forward, carved a broad path,

He was raised for battle with mother’s help,

While he aided others his sword slashed,

Spears of ash scattered by his strong hand…

(‘Y Gododdin’)



And if the post-Roman warlords’ appearance hadn’t changed much, neither had their pattern of warfare. Almost always their wars were waged against neighbouring warlords in Britain, but very occasionally they formed brief alliances to counter threats from overseas. In fact, recent research suggests that a re-emergence of patterns of tribal fighting in the power vacuum left by the collapse of Roman control in Britain at the end of the fourth century and in the early fifth century (as opposed to the situation in mainland Europe where new large-scale Germanic kingdoms immediately took over and in many ways maintained existing Roman administration) may well have largely been responsible for the ending of the complex Roman British economy and the disappearance of the Roman British lifestyle.2

As Tacitus put it, shortly after the Roman invasion:



In fact, nothing has assisted us more when fighting this mighty nation than their inability to work together with each other. It is only rarely that two or three states unite to repel a common enemy, and in this way, fighting separately, they are all conquered.

(Tacitus,  Agricola, 12)



And Gildas made exactly the same point after the end of the Roman occupation:



For it has always been the way with our nation, as now, to be powerless in repelling foreign enemies, but powerful and bold in making civil war.

(Gildas, On the Ruin of Britain, 21)



The earliest British warlord, and indeed about the earliest named Briton of whom we have any record, is Cassivellaunus, who is primarily known for leading a British alliance against Caesar’s second invasion of Britain in 54 BC. However, it is clear from a reading of Caesar’s text that this alliance among the British tribes was very much the exception; in many ways it seems that Cassivellaunus was a sort of prototype of the British warlords described by Gildas some 500 or 600 years later. Caesar states that prior to the arrival of the Roman army Cassivellaunus had been at permanent war with his neighbours. He had also killed the king of a neighbouring tribe, the Trinovantes, after which the son of that king, Mandubracius, had fled to Caesar for support. The alliance that Cassivellaunus briefly led was quickly abandoned by the Trinovantes (perhaps not surprisingly under the circumstances) and also by a number of other tribes, including a tribe that Caesar describes as the Cenimagni, possibly a misinterpretation of the phrase Iceni magni, ‘the great Iceni’.
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Coin referring to Commius, a warlord probably from Gaul.

The Romans, of course, regarded Britons collectively, lumping together all the people living on the island of Britannia, regardless of tribal differences, and Gildas had something of a similar view, either inherited from Roman sources or perhaps developed independently as a counter-weight to the developing Anglo-Saxon presence in Britain during his lifetime. However, the majority of Britons, both in the time of Cassivellaunus and in the time of Gildas, would probably not have regarded themselves as ‘British’. As far as nationality went, they would have thought only in terms of their tribe, or in the days of Gildas in terms of the kingdoms that developed on the basis of the tribal territories in the post-Roman period. Mandubracius would have seen himself as Trinovantian, not British, and he would not have thought of Cassivellaunus as a fellow-countryman in any real sense. It is in some ways rather similar to the situation in Europe today. Europeans today accept that they are European, a part of the wider European Union, but very few would define their nationality as European. They see themselves as British, or French, or Italian. British warlords in post-Roman Britain would have felt no loyalty to other British warlords from other tribal territories, and would have had no qualms about forming an alliance with an overseas power against other British tribal territories if they saw any advantage in such a move. It should be no more surprising for us to see the Trinovantes allying themselves with Rome against Cassivellaunus, than it is for us to see the Scots allying with France against England in the medieval period.
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Coins of Tasciovanus showing warlike motifs.

It was not, however, just Romans who came across the English Channel in the first century BC. In an early demonstration of how power could translate across the Channel, a warlord from Gaul seems to have decided to set up shop in Britain as well. Commius is an interesting character. Caesar describes at some length his assorted military adventures as a leader of the Atrebates in northern Gaul. The last that is heard of him in Gaul, though, is that he had fled across the Channel to Britain. Shortly after this, the name Commius starts appearing on British coins in the area of a tribe that came to be known as the Atrebates. It is therefore assumed that this is the same Commius3 and (since there is no archaeological evidence for an extensive influx of foreigners and foreign culture into the area in question at this stage) that somehow Commius established a new political entity with a new name on the basis of an existing British political entity. Subsequent rulers of the area repeatedly describe themselves as COMF, short for ‘Commii Filius’ or ‘son of Commius’, pointing to the central role of this character in the creation of the area’s new identity. The Atrebates became one of the key tribal powers in pre-Roman Britain (probably even taking over the territory of the Cantii briefly), and, as we shall discuss later, probably in post-Roman Britain too.

However, there was another tribal superpower in central and southern Britain that was to outshine even the Atrebates in the struggle for power in pre-Roman Britain – the Catuvellauni. Cassivellaunus may well have been an early ruler of this tribe. According to Caesar, Cassivellaunus came from an area just north of the Thames and adjoining Trinovantian territory, which puts him pretty much in the same area as the Catuvellauni. Furthermore, the two names are sufficiently similar to wonder if Caesar might not have mangled the name of Cassivellaunus in the same way that he probably did with the name of the Iceni.

[image: images]

Coin bearing the legend ‘CARA’ and probably linked to Caratacus.

Tasciovanus and Cunobelin are two warlords who certainly do seem to have been instrumental in the rise of the Catuvellauni. The coins of Tasciovanus appear across a large swathe of central and eastern England, while those of Cunobelin spread even further, as Catuvellaunian influence seems to have expanded to include the entire territory of the Trinovantes and the Cantii, plus parts of the territory of the Iceni, Dobunni and Atrebates.4 Some scholars have argued that the adoption of Catuvellaunian/Trinovantian coinage across this large territory might simply represent some form of peaceful extension of influence. However, in the light of Caesar’s comments about the possible early Catuvellaunian ruler Cassivellaunus being constantly at war with his neighbours, and bearing in mind the warlike motifs on a number of the coins of Tasciovanus and Cunobelin (5), it seems more reasonable to see this as some form of conquest.

This interpretation seems to be confirmed by events in northern Atrebatic territory in the period before the Roman invasion under Claudius. Around AD 35 coins issued in the name of Epatticus appear in northern Atrebatic territory around Silchester. The coins reflect some elements of Atrebatic design but they also incorporate elements of Catuvellaunian design, and Epatticus describes himself, as Cunobelin also does on his coins, as a son of Tasciovanus. Subsequently Epatticus’ coins are replaced by coins of the same style but bearing the inscription ‘CARA’ (6).5 This legend may well refer to Caratacus, identified by the Roman historian Cassius Dio as Cunobelin’s son and a Catuvellaunian warlord. Then, shortly before the Roman invasion of AD 43, Cassius Dio describes a British king named Berikos fleeing to the court of Claudius to seek help in getting his kingdom back. Berikos is assumed to be Verica, an Atrebatic king who was issuing coins in the area to the south of that controlled by Epatticus and CARA. It seems reasonable to assume, therefore, that just before the invasion Caratacus and the Catuvellauni had expanded forcibly into wider Atrebatic territory, and perhaps even that Verica helped to bring about the Roman invasion by securing the Romans as allies and bringing them into Britain to fight the Catuvellauni.

And indeed, when the Romans did invade, it is clear that they were specifically targeting the Catuvellauni rather than Britons in general. They made directly for the capital of the Catuvellaunian/Trinovantian confederation at Camulodunum, with Caratacus’ brother Togodumnus dying in the process. As with Caesar’s second invasion back in 54 BC, there seems to have been no real question of British solidarity here. Many of the tribes probably instead hastened to ally themselves with the new power in British politics. Cassius Dio, for example, records some ‘Bodunni’ (a name widely assumed to be a mangling of Dobunni) who had previously been ruled by the Catuvellauni, quickly joining up with the Romans. We know that the Romans left British kings in power in Icenian and Atrebatic territory, and there is no reason to suggest they behaved much differently in other areas. Again, we should not be surprised by this. Other British tribes would have regarded the quarrel between the Catuvellauni/Trinovantes on one side and the Atrebates/Romans on the other as nothing to do with them. Out of sheer self-interest they would come to political terms with whichever side won. Both sides were foreigners to them, even if the Romans were foreigners from slightly further away.

Much more surprising, in fact, is that in a highly unusual development by British tribal standards, Caratacus, having managed to escape the Roman invaders, was able to persuade two tribes from what is now Wales, the Silures and Ordovices, to fight the Romans alongside him. It is hard to know how a Catuvellaunian warlord from central England managed to persuade tribes from so far away to take an interest in his war. However, personal charisma (Caratacus seems to have charmed the Senate too when he was finally taken to Rome as a prisoner), plus large amounts of valuables, may have had something to do with it. It seems, too, that after the Roman rampage through the territory of the Durotriges in Dorset, it had begun to dawn on some Britons that Roman rule might not be entirely such a good thing.

Even at this stage, however, there were still plenty of Britons for whom the idea of ganging up against the Romans, just because they came from across the Channel, seemed bizarre. When resistance among the Silures and Ordovices collapsed, Caratacus fled north to the territory of the Brigantes but their queen, Cartimandua, promptly handed him over to the Romans.

Most British warlords were, of course, men. Cartimandua, however, demonstrates that British women could be equally powerful. This, of course, was confirmed just a few years after the capture of Caratacus by the explosion into British and Roman history of Boudica, queen and war leader of the Iceni. Boudica has usually been portrayed as attempting to throw the Romans out of Britain but there is very little evidence to suggest that this is actually what she was trying to do. If one ignores the inevitably Romano-centric nature of accounts by Roman historians, Boudica’s actions look much more like those of a traditional British warlord. There was no concerted attempt to raise other tribes to rebellion, no concerted attempt to attack the Romans across the breadth of Britain. Instead, there was a great deal of looting and destruction in the territory of the Iceni’s main tribal rivals, the Catuvellaunian/Trinovantian confederation.6 It is true that Tacitus portrays the Trinovantes as the allies of Boudica, rather than her victims, but there are reasons to suppose that he may have got it wrong. After Boudica’s rebellion, for example, the Trinovantian royal compound at Gosbecks outside Colchester continued to be occupied presumably by some form of Trinovantian leadership, while the Romans seem to have allowed the Trinovantes to dig new defensive earthworks after the rebellion.7 Tacitus knew that the Roman colonia at Camulodunum, in Trinovantian territory, had been attacked and burnt, and perhaps simply assumed that the Trinovantes were in some way involved.

All in all, the history of Britain up to the end of the first century AD produces significant evidence of a large crop of British warlords in pursuit of power in Britain. And as we shall shortly see, in that respect (and quite a few others, as it turns out) the fifth and sixth centuries ad in Britain were much the same. In this book we shall see how ambitious men used a variety of strategies to achieve their goals. Some chose to seize power by working within the trADitional Roman power structure. Others chose a new route, working within an independent British context, and still others chose to work within the newly developing Anglo-Saxon power structures. In all cases, though, their goal was power.

Of course, exploring the history of the fifth and sixth centuries in Britain is always going to be a controversial process. Fifty years ago it was widely accepted that the surviving historical accounts of the period, including Gildas and Bede and the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, could give a broadly reliable outline of what happened in Britain in the period around and after the collapse of Roman control. However, more recently that position has been almost totally reversed, with scholars becoming reluctant to accept the historical sources at face value; indeed, some dismiss them all as pseudo-history and demand evidence solely from archaeological sources instead, treating the period almost like prehistory.

Sadly, though, archaeology has not yet been able to replace the more traditional historical sources with a coherent and comprehensive narrative of what was actually happening in Britain in the crucial years. Instead the process of relying almost entirely on archaeology has to a certain extent stripped the English and Welsh nations of their birth stories, because interpreting the archaeological evidence for the period is proving just about as difficult and controversial as interpreting the historical evidence. So if the archaeology cannot supply all the answers on its own, then it seems sensible to look again at the traditional historical accounts in the light of new archaeological research, and see if it is possible to create from the two combined sources of information an understandable and broadly convincing new account of post-Roman Britain and of the men who dictated the course of its early history.


Notes

1  Gidlow, 2004, 132.

2  Laycock, 2008.

3  Though some coins marked Commius could belong to a younger successor also called Commius; see Cunliffe, 2005, 142, 169.

4  See Cunliffe, 2005 fig. 7.9 for a comparative distribution of the coins of Tasciovanus and Cunobelin.

5  See Cunliffe, 2005, 147 for these developments.

6  Laycock, 2008, 63–84.

7  Crummy, 1997, 86, 90.


CHAPTER 1

GERONTIUS



Gerontius must be one of the most influential Britons of whom nobody has ever heard. No, he’s not Elgar’s Gerontius and his dream, such as it was, was probably just one of power. He was a warlord who conquered Spain and Portugal with the help of British militiamen over a thousand years before Drake ‘singed the King of Spain’s beard’. He played a key part in the end of Roman rule in Britain and even, arguably, in the end of the Western Roman Empire, before dying with his wife in a blazing building surrounded by mutinous troops.

During the roughly three-and-a-half centuries that Britons were part of the Roman Empire, they played a distinctly low-key role in Roman political life. Other parts of the Empire such as Africa, Pannonia and Gaul produced a string of political figures who played a significant role in central Roman government, up to and including emperors. Britain, however, despite being the springboard for a number of attempts on the imperial throne (including those by the ill-fated Clodius Albinus at the end of the second century and the much more successful Constantine at the beginning of the fourth), produced throughout most of the Roman period few, if any, native sons or daughters who made a significant political impact in Rome. Two usurpers, the obscure Bonosus (c. 281) and the rather more successful and long-lasting Magnentius (ruled 350–353), both seem to have had British fathers – but equally both were born on the continent to non-British mothers.

The apparent reluctance of the British aristocracy to become involved in imperial politics, compared to their continental counterparts, may have much to do with the unusual nature of Rome’s occupation of Britain, when compared with the manner in which it controlled other parts of the Empire. Britain was the last major western territory added to the Empire. Parts of Africa, for instance, had already been occupied by Rome for almost 200 years by the time Claudius’ legions scrambled ashore on British soil. There had been a Roman province in the south of Gaul for almost as long, and it had been almost 90 years since Vercingetorix and his Gallic alliance had finally succumbed to Caesar. Britain, by comparison with most of the rest of the Empire, became Roman late and even then it was, in reality, only partially Romanised. We talk of the centuries of Roman occupation of (most of) Britain as ‘Roman Britain’, yet there was, in truth, nothing very Roman about much of Britain during this period. Southern, central and eastern areas do indeed show ample archaeological evidence of a widespread adoption of Roman lifestyles, but evidence of cultural Romanisation in Cornwall, Wales and north-west England is mainly restricted to ceramics, glass and a few trinkets. And the number of such artefacts becomes even smaller if we look further north. Scotland, of course, remained largely beyond Roman reach, both politically and commercially, which explains the scanty evidence there, but in Cornwall, Wales and north-west England the absence of evidence of Roman lifestyles must be seen, to some extent, as indicating a specific rejection of Romanisation. The inhabitants could have had access to a Roman lifestyle if they chose to. They did not.
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Dragonesque brooches were made and worn in Britain well into the second century, showing a strong survival of British tastes and style under Rome.

Large parts of Britain, even where it was under Roman control, never adopted Roman culture. What’s more, even in the ostensibly Romanised centre, south and east of the island, it would be wrong to assume that the use of Roman items indicates that the locals had necessarily adopted a specifically Roman identity in addition to the trappings of the Roman lifestyle. In the same way, Britons today may wear American clothes, eat American food and listen to American music but none of this indicates that they see themselves as Americans.

As already touched upon, when the Romans took control of Britain in AD 43, they found an island occupied by a large number of different tribes, with different cultures, different backgrounds and maybe even, for all we know, different languages (or certainly very different dialects). Fighting between tribes and cross-border raiding were probably common phenomena. There was no such thing as a united British identity. The inhabitants of the island would have seen themselves as Catuvellauni, or Brigantes, or Dobunni, or Iceni, or Atrebates or any of a large number of other tribal identities. And the Romans did little to change this in the period after the invasion. Like all experienced imperialists, they wanted to control their new country with as little fuss and trouble as possible, and that meant, among other things, working with the existing traditional political structures rather than imposing a whole raft of new and different ones. In the Mediterranean regions where city-states had long been the building blocks of political life, the Romans gave them local political control, with each becoming on some level a smaller version of Rome itself. In Britain, where there were no city-states for the Romans to build on, they instead used the tribes as the basis for local government. The tribes became self-administering civitates (the Roman name for their key unit of local government) and the traditional British tribal aristocracies almost certainly largely remained in place as the leaders of these new civitates. A common feature of British archaeology in the early Roman period is the appearance of Roman-style villas near, or even on top of, significant pre-Roman dwellings, suggesting the widespread continuity of estates and land tenure from pre-Roman into Roman times. Even more significantly, there is plenty of evidence to suggest that Britons continued to see their national identity in terms of their former tribes, rather than gradually over the centuries coming to see themselves as ‘Britons’ or as Romans.


On a number of inscriptions from the Roman period we can see Britons clearly identifying themselves by their tribal nationality. A sandstone base at Colchester, for instance, carries an inscription referring to ‘Similis Ci(vis) Cant(iacus)’, a citizen of the civitas of the Cantii. A tombstone from South Shields records the nationality of Regina, wife of Barates the Palmyrene, as ‘natione Catvallauna’, ‘of the Catuvellaunian nation’ (8). A certain Aemilius, who had served with the Classis Germanica, is recorded on a tombstone from Cologne as ‘civis Dumnonius’, ‘a citizen of the Dumnonii’.1 References to individuals being British do appear on inscriptions, but these tend to be found not in Britain but on mainland Europe, where British tribal identities might, among a population largely ignorant of them, be expected to take a lower profile. Even at the end of the Roman period, just across the Channel one Sidonius Apollinaris identifies himself as ‘Arvernius’, one of the Arvernii, and his friend Aper as ‘Aeduus’, one of the Aedui. Similarly, many civitas capitals in Gaul abandoned their Roman names during this period and in common usage reverted simply to the name of the local tribe. Thus, for example, we have Paris (Roman Lutetia) from the Parisi, Avranches (Roman Ingena) from the Abrincati, Trier (Roman Augusta Trevorum) from the Treveri, and Vannes (Roman Darioritum) from the Veneti. In Gaul, however, any potential renewal of the expression of independent tribal identities was prevented by the introduction there of large Germanic kingdoms that directly took over from Roman control, and perhaps also by the more developed state of the Roman Catholic Church in Gaul at the end of the Roman period (as compared to the situation in Britain at the same time). If tribal identity could be so long-lived in Gaul, it would surely have been much stronger in a Britain that was Romanised later than Gaul and much less completely.
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Inscription identifying a British woman as of Catuvellaunian nationality.

There is a sense also in literary references from the fourth and early fifth centuries that even after being part of the Roman Empire for hundreds of years, Britons were still seen as being somehow different and separate from the rest of the Empire. The poet Ausonius, for instance, composed a number of epigrams based on the assumption that being good and being British were mutually exclusive. Gildas also, writing perhaps 100 years after the end of Roman rule, shows no inclination to identify the British with people from the rest of the Empire. In his account of the arrival of the Romans in Britain and their departure he draws a consistently clear distinction between Britons and Romans. Perhaps it has something to do with Britain being an island. The rest of Western Europe seems to have adapted to inclusion in the Roman Empire with more enthusiasm. Perhaps we can see something similar today in the European Union. While countries like France and Germany, despite occasional gripes, seem happy enough to be integral members of the EU, Britain seems instinctively to want to keep itself separate. It remains a member of the EU, for the moment, because of the clear economic advantages from doing so, but one suspects that general British public sentiment remains deeply suspicious of the EU, even after decades of membership, and should the advantages of membership ever become less clear, there would doubtless be a serious push for the UK to leave, just as Britain was eventually to leave the Roman Empire in 409. 

The pre-Roman tradition of conducting intermittent hostilities with neighbours seems to have continued into the Roman period. As mentioned in the Introduction, Boudica and her Iceni did not just attack Romans. They also targeted the Catuvellauni, a tribe with whom they may well have had long-standing border disputes (judging by the spread of Catuvellaunian coinage into formerly Icenian territory under Cunobelin, and by the digging of a probably pre-Roman defensive ditch, Mile Ditch, across the Icknield Way corridor near Cambridge).2 Equally, towards the end of the second century (in a move which has no contemporary parallel in other parts of the Empire) towns close to the borders around a number of British civitates (again including the Catuvellauni) were fortified, creating a defensive ring around these tribal territories. These defences are again suggestive of cross-border tribal raiding and should probably be linked to the appearance of two groups of villa and town fires identified within the territory of the Catuvellauni and Trinovantes. One of these groups of fires lies in the north-west of Catuvellaunian territory and, judging by the road layout in the area, could be linked to Brigantes raiding south from the Peak District. The second group lies in the Essex area and may be linked to Iceni raiding southwards from their tribal territory, just as they had under Boudica.3

There are also hints of internal trouble as well, in addition to raiding from outside Rome’s area of control, in the mysterious event of 367–369 that has come to be known as the ‘Barbarian Conspiracy’. Certainly the response to the events of those years seems to have involved a major tribal element. Military buckles and belt fittings appear across civilian areas and sites in the archaeologically Romanised areas of Britain, suggesting an arming of the civilian population (9), probably with official permission, judging by the appearance of a range of triangular plate buckles identical to those in use in military areas in mainland Europe. Different regional styles of buckle and belt fittings suggest the appearance of specific tribal militias in a number of different tribal regions (colour plate 10). This is consistent with the increasing establishment of private armies, known as bucellarii, in the Roman world in the late fourth and fifth centuries, and with the evidence of Roman use of tribal and civitas militias in a number of emergency situations at various other times across the Empire. For instance, an Athenian militia led by the historian Dexippus was used to repel marauding Goths in Greece in the late third century, and in 406 Honorius issued two edicts encouraging locals to volunteer for emergency defence.4 It is also consistent with Gildas’ description of the Romans arming the Britons before they finally left Britain, and with a number of inscriptions from Hadrian’s Wall which seem to indicate tribal units from the Dumnonii and Durotriges (and possibly the Catuvellauni) engaged in construction work on the wall and probably defending it too.5
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British buckles from the end of the Roman period of the type probably worn by, and manufactured specifically for, British militiamen.

At the end of the fourth century and the beginning of the fifth there is more evidence of tribal border clashes. Late or post-Roman linear earthwork defences, in conjunction with concentrations of buckles/belt fittings and unretrieved hoards, suggest the possibility of conflict in a number of areas. The clearest case is perhaps in the Wiltshire/Avon area, where a line of burnt villas lies along the same axis as Wansdyke, a huge linear defensive earthwork probably separating the territory of the Belgae from that of the Dobunni. A rash of unretrieved hoards across the territory of the civitas of the Belgae also strongly suggests major trouble in this same area.6

It is in the context of all of this that we need to set the reluctance of the British aristocracy to become involved in Roman imperial politics. Certainly for almost the entire period of the occupation their political ambitions and aspirations remained at a tribal rather than an imperial level. Despite this persistent insularity, the beginning of the fifth century saw the arrival of two Britons who were to play a significant role in Roman political affairs. One would have been surprising enough, but the appearance of two such men is remarkable and is likely to indicate something very important about events in Britain as Roman power here died.

Traditionally the end of Roman Britain is regarded as taking place either in 409, when the historian Zosimus indicates that Britain rebelled against Rome, or in 410, when the Emperor Honorius officially accepted the independence of the Britons (if Zosimus is, in fact, referring to Britain, rather than Bruttium in southern Italy, as some have suggested). He was, having said that, in no position to do otherwise, being rather preoccupied with Alaric’s rampaging Visigothic army at the time, and wrote to the cities of Britain telling them that from thereon they should be responsible for their own defence.

However, in one sense Britain had escaped Roman control a few years earlier, in 406. In that year the historian Zosimus records that soldiers in Britain rebelled and appointed as their emperor a man known only as Marcus. After a short time, though, Marcus lost favour with his backers and was replaced by one Gratianus (not the same Gratianus/Gratian, son of Valentinian I, who was emperor of the Eastern Roman Empire from 375 to 383). Another historian, Orosius, records that this Gratianus was ‘municeps eiusdem insulae’, ‘municeps of the same island’, i.e. Britain.7 There has been some confusion over the word municeps. The word derives ultimately from the word municipium (from which we get modern words like ‘municipal’), which originally meant a specific category of Roman town with particular privileges. Some have suggested on the basis of this that Gratianus must have been some kind of town official. In fact, the word municeps seems to have had a much more general meaning and should simply be translated as something like townsman. The really significant element, though, is that Gratianus was British. For the first time in almost 400 years of occupation, a Briton was proclaimed Roman emperor in Britain. It is even possible that we can be more precise about his origins. In its original sense a municeps was, not surprisingly, specifically a citizen of a municipium, and in Britain only one town, Verulamium, is known to have enjoyed that status. Having said that, Orosius came from Spain where municipia were much more widespread, so he could well have been using the word in a rather less precise sense.

Gratianus’ hold on power was, however, also brief. After a few months, as with Marcus, Gratianus’ backers tired of him in turn and replaced him with a man called Constantine, known to history as Constantine III (10). Duly following in the footsteps of previous commanders in Britain (including Magnus Maximus just over 20 years before), Constantine crossed to the continent with an army in an attempt to take control of the Western Empire as a whole.


Unfortunately we don’t know much about Constantine’s background. He may have been British too. One interesting point, which may link Constantine to both his predecessor Gratianus and to Verulamium, is that the few coins of Constantine III that have been found in Britain have almost all turned up in, or on the edge of, the territory of the Catuvellauni and Trinovantes. The capital of the Catuvellauni was at Verulamium, and, as already mentioned, their neighbours the Trinovantes had formed a confederation with the Catuvellauni in pre-Roman times. As we shall see later, these two tribes were probably also politically united in post-Roman times as well. Constantine’s coins were all minted in mainland Europe and the fact that they turn up here, in Catuvellaunian/Trinovantian territory, rather than in a location closer to the continent, like Kent for instance, may indicate that Constantine’s administration had particularly strong links with this area. A late fourth- or early fifth-century buckle of a specifically Catuvellaunian style, decorated with dots, was also found at Argeliers in southern France (11). Since Constantine III made Arles (colour plate 7) his capital for most of his short reign, this is another potential link between his expedition and Catuvellaunian territory.8
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Constantine III.
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The Argeliers buckle. A British buckle of Catuvellaunian style, found in southern France and possibly linked to the activities there of Gerontius and Constantine III. (After Aurrecoechea Fernandez, 1999)

Whether or not Constantine III was British, however, we do know for certain that his general Gerontius was. The two original generals of Constantine’s expeditionary force, Justinianus and Nebiogastes, were killed by Sarus, a commander representing the emperor in Rome, shortly after Constantine crossed the Channel. Their places were then taken by Edobichus, described as a Frank, and Gerontius, described as a Briton.

It has been generally assumed, since Constantine is shown in the sources as emperor and Gerontius as merely one of his generals, that Gerontius was a relatively minor figure. However, it would be unwise to rely too much on assumptions based on simplistic and in some ways anachronistic views of the comparative status of emperors and generals. At the time of Gerontius and Constantine III, imperial regalia did not always indicate where the real seat of power lay. It was, for instance, not Honorius who dispatched Sarus to confront Constantine III’s generals but Stilicho, a general who ostensibly served Honorius but was in many ways the real power in the Western Roman Empire of the time. This phenomenon of weak puppet emperors controlled by powerful generals and other, often non-Roman, leaders was one that was to recur throughout the last century of the Roman Empire in the west.

Thus the Frankish general Arbogastes was the effective power behind Valentinian II in the late fourth century and was responsible for promoting Eugenius to a short-lived spell on the imperial throne in the years 392–394. Similarly Gundahar, king of the Burgundians, and Goar, king of the Alans, set up Jovinus as emperor for a couple of years (411–413) in Gaul, after the fall of Constantine III. Priscus Attalus gained the dubious distinction of being the puppet emperor of two Germanic leaders, first of Alaric in 409 and then later of Ataulf. The Germanic general Ricimer (son of a Suebi prince and the daughter of Wallia, king of the Visigoths) by contrast set up a string of emperors. The first of them was Majorian, who became emperor of the west in 457, but when he started having ideas of his own, Ricimer forced him to abdicate and put Libius Severus on the throne instead. After the death of Libius Severus in 465, possibly on Ricimer’s orders, Ricimer for a time accepted Anthemius, the candidate of the Eastern Emperor Leo, as Western emperor. Eventually, however, Ricimer decided he needed his own man on the imperial throne again, and so besieged and killed Anthemius, replacing him with Olybrius.

The selection and rapid demise of both Constantine’s immediate predecessors, Marcus and Gratianus, potentially looks like a similar process of powerful backers looking for an appropriate puppet emperor and rejecting two candidates as unsuitable before finally settling on Constantine. Could it be, therefore, that it was the generals who chose Constantine rather than Constantine who chose the generals? Constantine is described by Orosius as a lowly soldier at the time of his elevation to the position of candidate for the imperial throne, and Orosius further claims that he was chosen purely because of his name, which would presumably evoke happy memories of the earlier, successful attempt on the imperial throne launched from Britain by Constantine I. In contrast, Zosimus describes Edobichus and Gerontius, at the point when they took control of Constantine’s armies, as being respected by Sarus, their opponent, for their ability and bravery. In other words, they were major figures already. Sozomen also points out that Gerontius was Constantine’s most important general, so he clearly remained a major figure after Constantine’s elevation to imperial status.

One reason why so many of the generals mentioned above chose to rule through puppet emperors is that they themselves were of Germanic origin and the idea of a ‘barbarian’ German on the imperial throne was seen as inappropriate, even though Germans controlled many of the Empire’s armies, as well as forming a large part of them. It is worth noting, therefore, when considering whether Constantine III was originally a puppet ruler, that at least two of Constantine’s generals, Nebiogastes and Edobichus, were of Germanic origin. Gerontius, of course, was not, but he still might have thought of himself as not sufficiently Romanised to be emperor. Perhaps he came from one of the less Romanised parts of Britain. Certainly, when he eventually split with Constantine, Gerontius eschewed the imperial throne for himself and seems to have followed the puppet emperor route, making an otherwise almost unknown figure called Maximus emperor under his control.

If Constantine III had indeed started life as a puppet emperor, however, he rapidly seems to have decided to become something more than that, in the same way that Anthemius broke free from Ricimer’s control. This has always been an occupational hazard for kingmakers. The year 406 had been a busy one in Rome’s north-western provinces. As well as the rebellion in Britain, that year also witnessed the event which still seems to mark not the end but certainly the beginning of the end of the Empire in the west. On the last day of the year an army of Vandals, Sueves and Alans crossed the frozen River Rhine near Mainz and entered the Empire, never to be evicted. Constantine seems to have understood something of the danger and is recorded by Zosimus as restoring the Rhine frontier defences to an extent not seen since the time of Julian about 50 years before.
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Knives of the sort found in association with belt sets in Spain (left two) and Britain (right three). (After Aurrecoechea Fernandez, 1999 and Clarke, 1979. Not to scale)

Despite this sudden interest in frontier defences, however, there can be little doubt that the main preoccupation of Constantine and his backers at this point was not to deal with the invaders from outside the Empire in any particularly resolute fashion, but instead to pursue his bid for power within the Empire. After a victory over the Emperor Honorius’ general Sarus, Gerontius, instead of turning north to march against the Vandals, Sueves and Alans, turned south with Constans, son of Constantine, to fight against forces in Spain that were still loyal to Honorius.

The exact nature of these forces offers an interesting commentary on events in the far west of the Roman Empire as the last century of its existence dawned. More importantly, it is linked both to events in Britain at the time and quite probably to Gerontius as well. Two of Honorius’ relatives in Spain, Didymus and Verinian, are said to have been in command of a force of ‘armed peasants and slaves’,9 which nevertheless managed to kill a substantial proportion of Gerontius’ forces before Didymus and Verinian were themselves finally captured and executed. As members of the imperial family, the pair may well have had extensive estates on the Iberian peninsula and thus could be expected to have had large numbers of peasants and slaves under their control. However, the ability of this ragtag army to inflict real losses on Gerontius’ forces perhaps seems to imply that Didymus and Verinian were commanding something rather more militarily important than a bunch of reluctant retainers with scythes thrust into their hands.

Just as the distribution and design of buckles and belt fittings in Britain in the last decades of the fourth century seem to indicate the rise of tribal militias there, so something rather similar appears to have been happening in Spain at around the same time. Buckles and belt fittings had previously been restricted to military areas, but towards the end of the fourth century they start appearing in civilian contexts as well. Interestingly, unlike in Britain where burial with grave goods was rare by this time, here the buckles and belt fittings are regularly found in burial contexts (as well as loose examples being found elsewhere), and the evidence from these burials indicates they were being worn to support military-type daggers (12). Even more interestingly, the different distribution patterns of different designs of buckle and belt fittings seem to indicate that two of the most powerful of the pre-Roman Spanish tribes, the Vaccaei and the Carpetani, had raised and equipped tribal militias. What is more, the capital of the Vaccaei, at Palencia, lies at the centre of a cluster of Vaccaean buckles/belt fittings, and it appears, judging by the fact that Gerontius’ ultimately victorious troops were allowed to ravage the area, to have been at least a base for the forces of Didymus and Verinian. Thus it seems reasonable to conclude that the ‘armed peasants’ who held Gerontius and Constans at bay for a while may not have been just retainers on an unwilling outing to the battlefield organised by their masters, but something more significant altogether.10


Which brings us to the composition of Gerontius’ own army. It is normally assumed that rebel would-be emperors making a bid for power from Britain relied on units from the Roman forces stationed here to support their attempt. Certainly the unusual concentration of Roman military units in Britain (compared to many other parts of the Empire) must have been one major reason why Britain was the starting point for a number of coups over the centuries. However, as discussed above, by the late fourth century the conventional Roman army was almost certainly not the only armed force present in Britain. A number of tribes had probably raised and equipped tribal militias in the period after the events of 367–369, and it is even probable that, when not eyeing up potential tribal adversaries, some of these militiamen cooperated with the conventional Roman army in the defence of Britain. As mentioned above, Gildas states that the Romans armed the Britons prior to their final departure; he also adds that they built a defensive wall and the Saxon Shore forts along the southern and eastern coast to be manned by the Britons. While Gildas is clearly wrong in thinking that Hadrian’s Wall and the Saxon Shore forts were built right at the end of the Roman occupation, he may well be right in thinking that they were (at least partially) manned by Britons by that time. The inscriptions recording tribal units working on Hadrian’s Wall suggest as much, while the excavator of Portchester Castle recorded ‘ordered occupation’ there in the period 354–364 followed by ‘disordered occupation’ from 364 onwards.11 Such a change in occupation patterns could well mark a shift from a regular Roman army unit to less well-disciplined tribal militiamen.
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Buckle plate with integral half propeller belt stiffener, of British type but found in Aquileia. (After Sommer, 1984)


If militiamen were cooperating with conventional Roman army units in Britain, then there is no reason why some of them should not have extended that cooperation into overseas ventures, and there is evidence which suggests that this is exactly what they did. We have already mentioned the Catuvellaunian buckle found in the south of France, a major area of activity for Constantine III and his forces, and other pieces of British militia equipment have also been found abroad. A distinctively British buckle plate, featuring half a propeller belt stiffener integrated into the buckle plate, has, for instance, been found at Aquileia in Italy (13, 14). This was not one of Constantine III’s areas of interest and thus this buckle plate is more likely to be linked to the activities of Magnus Maximus, who rebelled in Britain in 383 and met his death at Aquileia in 388. The use of British militiamen by Magnus Maximus seems to be confirmed by the statement made by the historian Sozomen that, for his invasion of Italy, Magnus raised ‘a large army from Britons, neighbouring Gauls, Celts, and other nations’.12 In Spain, the Roman period site of Iruña/Veleia, in an area of the north where Gerontius would certainly have operated, has produced two distinctively British buckles, including a horsehead type.13 An openwork buckle plate from Tirig, while fitted to a Spanish buckle, appears itself to be of a distinctive British type.14 What is more, some British buckles found in Britain suggest elements of Spanish design. A certain type of buckle found in Icenian territory, while retaining the human head on top of the loop which seems to be a distinguishing feature of Icenian buckles, otherwise has more in common with designs from Spain and southern France than with other British designs.15
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Buckle plates from Britain with integral half propeller belt stiffeners.
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Peacock on the Cervianus disc.

Precisely where the unique Cervianus disc came from is unknown but it was published in France as long ago as 1698 and is now located in Paris. This incised metal disc shows two groups of soldiers clustered around two standards. The groups are identified in an inscription on the disc as being from the Legio II Augusta and the Legio XX Valeria Victrix. The disc is marked with the name Aurelius Cervianus and also bears a good luck message, ‘utere felix’. People have suggested a third-century date for the disc based on the depiction of the soldiers’ uniform, but this overlooks the fact that on formal items such as coins, troops with standards and emperors were shown with ‘classic’ early equipment like this well into the fourth century and beyond. Such a practice stresses the military heritage and distinctive nature of key personnel and is akin to the habit of modern-day American colour parties dressing in the uniforms of a much earlier period. Equally, others have suggested that the disc should be linked to Constantine III, on the basis that only at that date are the two legions in question likely to have been found together in the same place. What is particularly interesting in this context, though, is that if this disc does indeed commemorate the expedition of Constantine III to the mainland of Europe, then there are elements on it which also seem to record militia contingents as part of the force. For a start, the style of incised work that characterises the disc is also one that is typical of some categories of British horsehead buckle plates of the late fourth century. More specifically, though, there are symbols on it which may represent particular British militia units. At the top of the disc are the animal symbols of the two legions, the boar of Legio XX and the capricorn of Legio II. Beneath the soldiers, though, are more animals. In the centre is a scene of a stag holding hounds at bay and a lion. The stag takes centre stage and is likely to be a pun on the owner’s name Cervianus, cervus being the Latin word for a stag. At the bottom of the disc, though, there are two peacocks and a tree, which seem to have nothing at all to do with the hunting scene (15). Two peacocks and a tree represent a Christian symbol that is found, for instance, among the mosaics at Ravenna. It is also, however, a design that is repeatedly found on one category of British horsehead buckle plates (and associated fittings) and seems, in terms of distribution, to be linked to the region around Water Newton. It has been argued, on the basis of a Roman milestone measuring distance from Water Newton, that by the late fourth century this area may already have been a semi-independent or even independent element of the Catuvellaunian tribal territory.16

The decorative element around the edges of the Cervianus disc is also interesting. On one level it can be seen as a simple row of triangles with hatching. However, geometric shapes (mainly diamonds and triangles) with cross-hatching seem to be the defining decorative element of buckles and belt-fittings linked to Dobunnic areas. With so many stylistic links between the Cervianus disc and British militia buckles of the late fourth century, it is hard to dismiss them as mere coincidence.

If British tribal militiamen did, in fact, form a significant element within the forces of Gerontius and Constantine III, then we must ask more questions about the precise position and role of the Britons Gratianus the municeps and Gerontius himself. As already noted, the British aristocracy seem to have rejected Roman politics throughout the more than three-and-a-half centuries of Roman occupation, until suddenly, right at the end of that occupation, two major British figures appear at almost exactly the same time, both linked to the same rebellion. Could this new-found British self-confidence and assertiveness be linked to the rise of the tribal militias in Britain? It seems feasible. With tribal armed forces at their disposal, the British aristocracy would suddenly have new authority and influence within the Roman power structure in Britain, perhaps to the extent that for the first time they could see their way clear to make bids for power within the Roman system. It is entirely conceivable that at the very same time when Germanic war leaders dominated so much of the senior Roman military hierarchy, partly because of their very ability to raise Germanic troops swiftly and easily, the British war leader Gerontius likewise may have owed his position at least partly to his ability to raise British militiamen swiftly and easily.


With Gerontius in control of Spain, the time might have seemed right for Constantine to turn his efforts towards dealing with the Vandals, Sueves and Alans, who by this time were making themselves unpopular with the locals in Gaul. Jerome, in a letter written from Bethlehem, goes into some detail about the towns destroyed by the invaders. He says that Worms, Reims, Mainz, Amiens, Arras, Therouanne, Tournai, Strasbourg and Speyer had all been destroyed and that there had been damage to Aquitaine, Narbonensis and Novempopulana. Instead of dealing with the invaders, however, Constantine’s search for power again took precedence, and he launched an attempted invasion of Italy. He, however, abandoned this and ran back to Arles when a local collaborator in Italy was discovered and executed. The whole shambles does not reflect well on Constantine’s military capabilities and seems to confirm the judgement of Orosius that Constantine had not been initially chosen for his courage; it again also suggests that the absent (in this instance) Edobichus and Gerontius may have been the true driving force behind his original grab for the imperial throne.
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Late Roman mosaic from Tarragona showing one Optimus, inhabitant at around the time of Gerontius’ activities there.


Constantine, though, still seems to have been attempting to seize real control for himself. After the disaster in Italy, Zosimus and Sozomen record that he sent his son Constans back to Spain accompanied by a new general, Justus. If Constantine III did start life as some kind of puppet emperor, this seems to be the final example of the puppet cutting the strings. Certainly that seems to be how Gerontius saw it, because at this stage he rejected Constantine entirely and went in search of another puppet ruler who wouldn’t prove so troublesome. He chose a certain Maximus. One writer records that Maximus was Gerontius’ son, but unless his wife Nunechia was of particularly high rank there seems no particular reason why Gerontius would elevate his son rather than himself, and generally it seems preferable to accept the alternative account which makes Maximus a senior member of his personal staff. Maximus was duly acclaimed emperor and installed by Gerontius at Tarragona (16–18).
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Funerary inscription of Marturia from Tarragona, dated to 393 by its reference to the consulship of the emperor Eugenius.
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Maximus, acclaimed as emperor by Gerontius.

Gerontius’ rejection of Constantine may, however, have had effects well beyond Spain, because at the same time Zosimus records that Britain (and copying Britain, Armorica) rose in rebellion against Constantine’s administration. This was the decisive moment when Britain finally passed out of Roman control, never to return to it. No explicit link is made in the texts between the actions of Gerontius in Spain and Britain’s declaration of independence, but it is hard not to see at least the possibility, even probability, of such a link. At the most fundamental level both events seem to represent the new-found sense of British self-confidence and assertiveness. Zosimus describes the Britons deliberately ejecting Roman officials, organising their own administration and militarily confronting – and beating – foreign raiders on their own account. This is not a pitiful remnant, tearfully waving goodbye to departing Roman soldiers in the manner seen in some Victorian depictions of the end of Roman Britain. These are powerful, self-confident people deciding that they don’t need Rome any more and that their tribal militias will do a better job of defending them. Of course, the link may be even more significant than that. If it is right to see Gerontius as a warlord with close connections to the British militias, then it seems perfectly reasonable to suggest that the rebellion in Britain and the rebellion in Spain may have been coordinated at least on some level. With Armorica in rebellion too, in fact, almost the entire Celtic far west of the Roman Empire had broken away from the rest.


At this point, it’s worth pausing for a moment to consider what was happening in Armorica as the rebellion against Constantine III unfolded. Zosimus specifically links events in Britain and Armorica in 409, stating that the Armoricans copied the approach of the Britons at this point. Bearing in mind the close links between Armorica and Britain in pre-Roman and Roman times (it has, for instance, been suggested that in the pre-Roman period the Dumnonii of Devon and Cornwall had more in common with the Armoricans of the time than with other Britons), links which continued with the development of the Breton identity there in post-Roman times, this would hardly be surprising. What is interesting, though, is that we know a little more about events in Armorica after 409 than we do about events in Britain after 409, and this is where we meet a mysterious group called the bagaudae or bacaudae.

These armed groups operating in Gaul and Spain are briefly mentioned by sources in the third century and then receive increasing attention in the fifth. At this time there is a mention of them being active in Armorica. The evidence of what the bagaudae really were is sparse and sometimes contradictory, but the most convincing explanation is that they were basically armed peasant militias which came to prominence at times of crisis. In the light of previous discussions concerning the development of tribal militias in Britain and Spain, it seems perfectly feasible to see them as another example of the same phenomenon, essentially a revival, perhaps in the instance of the bagaudae in a slightly less organised form, of the pre-Roman tribal war band. Certainly the location of their operations seems to be in remote areas where the survival of tribal loyalties might be expected to be at its strongest. Thus they are found in mountain regions, like the bagaudae who ambushed Sarus retreating from his clash with Gerontius, and in the far west of the Roman Empire. Alongside Armorica, they are also found in the north of Spain, in an area not too far distant from where the tribal militias of the Vaccaei and Carpetani were presumably operating, and not far from the Basque regions, which retained their pre-Roman identity through Roman times, into post-Roman times and up to the modern day. In time, no doubt, some of these bagaudae became more regular and more like proper tribal armies, much like the British militias. A unit of Armoricans is, for instance, recorded along with contingents from various Germanic peoples in the forces commanded by Aëtius at his famous victory over Attila’s Huns in 451 on the Catalaunian Plains. In Spain, the mysterious ‘Senate of Cantabria’ (originally the tribal area of the Cantabri) mentioned by sixth-century sources may also be an indication of tribal political power in the post-Roman period.17

If Gerontius did raise Britain against Constantine III, he did not stop there. Rather than confronting the Vandals, Sueves and Alans, he again seems to have put the battle for imperial power first and decided to use them against Constantine, stirring them up to attack him. Gerontius then followed this up with a full-scale invasion of the south of France, killing Constans at Vienne and subsequently laying siege to Constantine in Arles. Yet again Constantine appears to show a distinct lack of military talent. However, it was not to be Gerontius’ day either. As he was besieging Arles, an army loyal to Honorius arrived on the scene. Gerontius and his troops may, in addition, have been aware that his former comrade Edobichus, still working with Constantine III, was also in the process of raising an army to relieve the siege of Arles.

Whatever the situation, a large section of Gerontius’ army, including the Spanish element, seems to have decided that it had backed the loser in this particular confrontation and that it was time to make a hasty switch of allegiance. The result was the amazing last stand of Gerontius, as told by Sozomen, with an ending that could have come straight out of a Hollywood epic:



Due to his retreat, the Spanish soldiers turned completely against Gerontius and planned how to kill him. They formed up in a tight group and attacked his house in the night. He, though, with Alanus, his companion, and a few servants went to the top of the house and killed no less than three hundred of the attackers. When they ran out of arrows the servants escaped by secretly letting themselves down from the building. Gerontius too could have escaped in that way but chose not to because love for his wife Nunechia held him back. At dawn the next day the attacking soldiers set fire to the house and when he saw that there was no hope of safety left, Gerontius cut off Alanus’ head, in compliance with his wishes. After this his wife was crying and pressed herself to the blade, begging, as a last gift from him, to die at her husband’s hand rather than be left to the soldiers. This woman, through her bravery, showed herself worthy of her religion as a Christian, and in this way she died a merciful death. She left for future generations an unforgettable memory. Gerontius then stabbed himself three times with his sword and, realising that he was not fatally wounded, he drew his dagger which he wore at his side and thrust it into his heart.

(Sozomen, Ecclesiastical History, 9, 13)



With this dramatic episode, the life and eventful career of the British warlord Gerontius came to an end, but his influence on events continued. Constantine III was subsequently finished off by the same army that so scared Gerontius’ troops, and Edobichus, in yet another treacherous twist to the tale, ended up being murdered by a former friend. The Vandals, Sueves and Alans took the opportunity offered them by the fighting between Gerontius and Constantine III, and by the resulting chaos in Gaul and Spain, to cross the Pyrenees and occupy much of Spain. Eventually, the Vandals were driven out of the Iberian peninsula, but only across the straits of Gibraltar to Africa, where they created a new kingdom in what had been Roman Africa. They would be replaced in Spain and south-western France by the power that had driven them out: not Romans but Visigoths, with their own semi-independent kingdoms. The Sueves, by contrast, stayed settled in their kingdom in western Spain and Portugal, and shortly after the time of Gerontius a Burgundian kingdom based at Worms was added to the increasing numbers of Germanic kingdoms within the old imperial frontiers.

Lots of people may never have heard of the British warlord Gerontius, the man who sank the Roman Empire, but they should have done. His efforts to seize power in Europe may have ultimately failed, but they did assist in the planting of separate Germanic entities deep within the Empire, thus helping to change the course of British and European history forever.

But if his deeds are forgotten, his name at least survives. The name Gerontius, or Geraint, is derived from the Greek word for old, and was a relatively common name in the Eastern Roman Empire, but much less common in the fifth-century Western Empire. It was, however, the name of a number of figures in post-Roman British history and literature, most notably Geraint ap Erbin, Geraint of the South mentioned in the ‘Y Gododdin’, Geraint the hero of the poem the ‘Battle of Llongborth’ (see Chapter 7), and Geraint king of Dumnonia in the eighth century. The story of Magnus Maximus’ expedition from Britain to take over the Roman Empire lived on in Welsh memory and in poems like ‘The Dream of Macsen Wledig’. It is likely that Gerontius’ deeds were immortalised in similar poems, now lost, and perhaps in some sense through the Arthurian character Geraint. Still today Geraint is a very well-known Welsh name.
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