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The Mask. Originally covered in silver, this iron face was part of a soldier’s helmet. It was excavated from the central battlefield at Kalkriese.
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Preface



In addition to many other sources, this book is primarily based upon the records and diaries I kept of nine years of involvement with the archaeological excavations in Kalkriese, near Osnabrück, in Germany. It was there, in 9 AD, that three Roman legions (the Seventeenth, Eighteenth and Nineteenth) under command of Quinctilius Varus, Consul of Rome, and Governor of the province of Germania, some twenty thousand men in all, were slaughtered in a running battle by German tribesmen under the command of Arminius. The stunning defeat was one of the most important military engagements in Western civilization’s history, though where it took place remained a mystery for almost 2,000 years.

My good friend and Osnabrück archaeologist, Professor Wolfgang Schluter, and I spent many years searching for the truth about the disappearance of the Varus legions in the highlands of the Teutoburger Wald, and the bloody battle that finally destroyed them at Kalkriese. The records kept throughout allowed me to provide an accurate account of the long, exhilaring, and often frustrating journey to document where Varus and his men met their end. This modern-day archaeological detective story comprises one of the two primary storylines in The Quest for the Lost Roman Legions.

In order to more fully and completely appreciate and come to grips with what happened in 9 AD, I decided to include a parallel story based upon my understanding of Rome and its army, the terrain of northern Germany, and artifacts uncovered during my quest for the battlefield and the truth of Varus’ demise. What was happening inside the Roman column during the march toward the Rhine? What was it like to be a member of a Roman legion stationed in Germany during the reign of Augustus? How did Arminius plan and execute one of the most devastating ambushes in military history? How did the Romans react when they realized they were under attack and how did the battle unfold from that point to the final bloody confrontation? Although this portion of the book is historical fiction, it is firmly grounded on accepted historical sources, among them Tacitus, Cassius Dio, and Florus, archaeological evidence, and a firm grasp of the topography in this portion of Germany. Of course, we will never know exactly what was said and who did what, but I believe the liberties taken help provide readers with a richer understanding of what these people were experiencing as the book alternates between the 20th Century and the time of Augustus. For example, we know a Roman solder named Marcus Aius was present with Varus and killed in the bloody melee, because a bronze clasp bearing his name has been unearthed. Although his exact rank is unknown, I elevated Aius to Senior Tribune and Second-in-Command of the legions under Varus, and use him in a historically accurate sense to convey to readers the responsibilities and actions expected from an officer of such high rank. Virtually everyone else—Varus, Arminius, Segestes, his daughter Thusnelda, and many others—actually lived and died during this early period of Germany’s history.

The Varusschlacht (Varus Battle) spun history, and thus Western civilization, in a different direction. The Quest for the Lost Roman Legions is not the final word on that watershed event. Out in the fields, there is much more waiting to be discovered.
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Foreword



When Lieutenant Clunn, a British army officer with the Rhine Army stationed in Osnabrück, called on me at the Department for Preservation of Archaeological Monuments (DPAM) in March 1987, I had no idea of the consequences of the meeting. Consequences not only for scientific research of Roman-German conflict in the decades around Christ’s birth, but for cultural understanding and tourism in the Osnabrück area and for all those persons who are today associated with the Kalkriese project.

I was not really opposed to Lieutenant Clunn’s request to search for Roman artifacts in the Osnabrück area with the use of a metal detector. The fact he had actually asked permission before conducting the work spoke for him. However, I was very skeptical regarding the success of such a mission. It was his inspiration and optimism that compelled me to certify Lieutenant Clunn as an honorary member of the DPAM and to hand him notes on the discovery of Roman findings in the Osnabrück area. I was convinced if he found anything, it would be only Roman coins relating to the so-called Wiehengebirgshorizon dating from the second half of the fourth century and the early part of the fifth century. The alleged findings of Roman coins from Barenau, Venne, Kalkriese and Engter, which led Theodor Mommsen to conclude in 1885 that the gap between the Kalkriese Berg and the Great Moor must have been the location of the Varus battle in 9 AD, was met with deep misgivings by myself and the rest of the archaeological world. Apparently, many gold and silver coins from the Roman republic and the time of Augustus were found here between the end of the seventeenth and early nineteenth century, but these coins no longer existed, and except for the discovery of a denarius in 1963, no further finds had been reported for nearly eighty years.

However, I did not reckon with the persistence, ingenuity, and natural curiosity of Tony Clunn. In order to plot a possible target area for coins in the Kalkriese-Niewedde Bowl, he first traced—unbeknownst to the DPAM—the man who discovered the 1963 denarius. He was shown the site, and it was there, near the Lutter crossroads on the edge of the Great Moor, that Tony Clunn found one hundred and five additional denarii, part of a ploughed hoard, on the 5th and 12th of July, 1987.

These coins (and an additional fifty denarii unearthed during other excavations organized by the DPAM), were not the beginning of the Kalkriese project; these finds were not of any more importance than those that led Mommsen to express his thesis. The main criticism of Mommsen’s theory was that there was no real evidence, bar an insignificant number of gold and silver coins, to suggest a sizeable conflict like the Varus battle had taken place in the area.

In the following months, Tony Clunn was essentially left to his own devices in his search for Roman treasures in the Kalkriese-Niewedde Bowl, and his persistence paid dividends. More denarii were found on the perimeter of the Great Moor and on the foot of the Kalkriese Berg. The significant breakthrough occurred in the summer of 1988: on a single weekend he found lead slingshot (from catapult slings) in three separate locations. Supporting forces commonly used such weapons and were mostly recruited by the Romans in the Mediterranean region. The discovery of these slingshots in the Kalkriese-Niewedde Bowl led to the conclusion that Roman troops—in whatever shape or form—must have been in the area, and that the coins found to date were connected to that event and not a result of some Roman-German trading or Germanic sacrificial ceremony.

Tony Clunn’s persistence and his tireless dedication bore real fruit in the autumn of 1988, when the DPAM began a systematic search of the bowl. The results after one year of investigation formed the basis for the first successful excavation on the Oberesch field (the center of the battlefield). The Landschaftsverband (Land Council Association) then agreed to sponsor the project in November 1989.

Today, after some seventeen years of intensive archaeological research in the Kalkriese-Niewedde Bowl, the southeast area and toward Schwagstorf and Ostercappeln, there is no longer any doubt that three Roman legions, the seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth, mounted squadrons, and six regiments of the Roman forces under the command of P. Quinctilius Varus, were defeated by Western Germanic clans under the leadership of the Cheruscian Arminius. Much information exists today on the Varus battle, the battle tactics of the Germans, the composition and equipment of the Roman army, and indeed the landscape of the area in the period around Christ’s birth. But several questions remain unanswered. It will probably take years, and perhaps decades, until the outstanding questions on the battle are resolved.

From the beginning, Tony Clunn has supported the project from its early days of scientific research in the Kalkriese-Niewedde Bowl, and continued to do so while stationed in Hannover, London, Berlin, and Rheindahlen. He is directly accountable for many finds on the Felsener field near Schwagstorf, others close to Ostercappeln, and all of the discoveries on the northwest slope of the Kalkriese Berg. He is directly responsible for increasing the size of the excavation area within this period.

Tony Clunn has since left military service and settled in the Osnabrück area—where else but on the battlefield! In 1996, Major Clunn was appointed a Member of the Most Excellent Order of the British Empire by Her Majesty, Queen Elizabeth II, in recognition of his services to Anglo-German relations. In 1997, he became the first recipient of a special award from the Landschaftsverband Osnabrück in recognition of his honorary services and dedication to date. In June 1999, he was presented with the Landkreis Medal of Honor, the highest award for services to the community.

In The Quest for the Lost Roman Legions: Discovering the Varus Battlefield, Major Clunn describes in his own words his experiences, deliberations, discoveries, contact with the locals, and his work with the archaeologists. The research value of his book cannot be praised enough. He also describes the events in 9 AD as they might have occurred. An attempt to describe the history leading up to and including the Varus battle to readers is nothing new. What is new and unique, however, is the combination of historically-based fiction and facts: facts relating to the precise location of the German victory, facts on artifacts lost and found on the battlefield, and facts about the battle itself based on evidence revealed to date.

Prof. Dr. Wolfgang Schluter

Resident Archaeologist for Osnabrücker Land






Introduction



The Lost Legions Found

This is a book about the discovery of a battlefield. It is an important and an enthralling book for two reasons. First, the event itself. Known in English as the Battle of the Teutoburg Forest—and to the Romans as the Varian Disaster—it was fought in northwestern Germany during the autumn of 9 AD. Three legions and supporting units under the command of P. Quintillius Varus were ambushed and destroyed by Germanic resistance fighters led by Arminius, a German prince and renegade officer in the Roman auxiliary army. The defeat ended Augustus’ dream of conquering Germany, and all attempts to add that country to the empire permanently ceased.

The significance for Europe’s future is beyond reckoning. Henceforward the Rhine became the imperial frontier and would remain so for four centuries. West of it the provinces were Romanized and their speech Latinized. East of it, the Germans stayed defiantly German. And so an existing division was perpetuated, with Europe growing from two racial roots and branching into two linguistic groups. Like most who write about history’s fatal encounters, Maj. Gen. J. F. C. Fuller included the Teutoburg Battle in his “Decisive Battles of the Western World.” Here is General Fuller’s attempt to calculate the incalculable: “Had Germany been for four centuries thoroughly Romanized, one culture, not two would have dominated the western world. There would have been no Franco-German problem, no Charlemagne, no Louis XIV, no Napoleon, no Kaiser Wilhelm II and no Hitler.”

The Teutoburg Battle still holds the Germans in thrall. It was the first great expression of their nationality and birthplace of their nation—much like Bannockburn is to the Scots or a combination of Hastings and Runnymede is to the English. But these British locations are known and provide a focus for patriotic sentiment.

Which brings us to the second reason for this book’s importance. All trace of the Teutoburg battlefield had been lost, forgotten even in folklore. Small wonder the urge to return it to the nation became an obsession. During the late 19th century, it seemed every schoolmaster, every country clergyman, and every retired general was poking among pinewoods, Tacitus in hand. Theories swarmed like bees: almost 700 of them, with perhaps thirty of them deserving serious attention. The search concentrated around the areas through which the route from Varus’ summer headquarters was likely to have passed. Indeed, during the 1870s a giant monument to Hermann (Arminius) was erected on a hilltop near Detmold. It stands there still, eighty-eight feet to the top of the uplifted sword, a national shrine.

With hindsight, the most promising theory was that of Theodor Mommsen, greatest of all Romanists. By plotting Augustan coin finds, he concluded they radiated from a point nearly fifty miles northwest of the statue beyond today’s Osnabrück. However, his critics pointed to other reasons for the presence of Roman coins, such as trade. In the absence of military evidence, Mommsen’s proposal languished.

Almost a century passed. Then, in 1987, a British officer of the Osnabrück garrison, armed only with a metal detector, the suppositions of Mommsen, and the accounts of Roman historians, set out on weekends to explore the ground just north of the forest some ten miles north by northeast of the city. Clunn was rewarded by coin discoveries on agricultural land at Kalkriese, beneath the northern slopes of the Wiehen Ridge, final outlier of the Teutoburg Forest region.

Once again, however, coins alone were not enough. But the next season began to yield objects of unmistakable military provenance. Intensive excavations followed, and today these fields are the setting for a multi-million dollar park and museum with a 120 foot viewing tower.

The Quest For the Lost Roman Legions: Discovering the Varus Battlefield is written by that officer, Tony Clunn MBE, Royal Army Medical Corps. He tells his story in two parallel strands. First an archaeological diary and personal narrative, recounting the solitary search leading to the crucial finds, followed by the extensive digs that would win ample corroboration from the soil. The other strand takes the form of an imaginative reconstruction, in dramatic and semi-fictional terms, of the sinister events of the ninth year of our era.

Kalkriese was made for ambush. Where hills meet plain, a sandy corridor had provided a prehistoric track between forest and the notorious marshes that covered much of the flat lands. The difficulty of locating the battle outside the forest had always been the insistence of classical historians, especially Cassius Dio, that the fighting had been in densely wooded upland.

This has been proved both true and untrue. Major Clunn’s proposal is that Varus, returning to the Rhine with his army before the onset of winter, was duped by German treachery into a more northerly course, across a corner of the forest. What followed was a three day running fight in exactly the circumstances Dio described. However, it is now evident the Romans, though badly mauled, broke out onto the plain, then swung westward along the sandy strip. At its narrowest point, where the Kalkriese Hill meets the plain, a mighty ambush awaited. Here many thousands would die and with them Roman hopes for Central Europe.

This is a book from an amateur pen—in the best sense of sincerity and enthusiasm. Clunn’s discovery and remarkable book remind us that antiquity does not belong to professional archaeologists and lifetime academics. The discovery it describes is as meaningful for Northern Europe as the disclosure of older cultures in distant lands, announced by pioneers like Petrie, Evans, and Wooley. Yet its abiding image, for this reader at least, is human and personal: a soldier, alone in a field, listening to the click of some tiny metallic object, dropped by another soldier in the last moments of life, trampled in the struggle of desperate men, when Jesus was still a boy in Nazareth.

Derek Williams






The Romans and the Germans



Historical Roman Characters

Nero Claudius Drusus, stepson of Augustus, was born January 13, 38 BC. Youngest son of Tiberius Claudius Nero and Livia Drusilla, brother of Emperor Tiberius, and father of Emperor Claudius. In 13 BC, Drusus became the Governor of the Province of Galilee and was later appointed the Governor of the upper Rhine. He launched offensives into the German heartland from Vecht and Ijssel in Holland, where he had built the Drusus Canal, and from Herven, where he built the Drusus Dam. He was also involved in Neus, Basel, and Zurich. In 12 BC, he foraged forward to the Weser, and the following year crossed the Weser and engaged the Chatti and Sugambrer tribes. Drusus re-crossed the Rhine in 9 BC and fought four additional campaigns in Germany. He erected the line of fortresses on the Lippe and established a German province from the Rhine to the Elbe. He died in 9 BC after suffering a riding injury during his return from the Elbe to the Rhine.

Gaius Julius Caesar Germanicus was born on May 24, 15 BC, in Rome. Son of Drusus, and adopted by Augustus in AD 4. Married Agrippina. Accompanied Tiberius in seven campaigns in Pannonien. Fought in Germany from 11-14 AD, and led the Army of the Rhine in Germany from 14-16 AD. With eight legions, he fought against the Chatten, Brukterer, Marser, and Cherusker, until Tiberius ordered that no further incursions be made into Germany, essentially establishing the Rhine as the eastern flank of the Roman Empire in Northern Europe. Germanicus returned to Rome in triumph in 17 AD. He remained Pro-Consul of the Eastern Border until his early death on October 10, 19 AD at Antichia. Germanicus may have been poisoned by Piso, the Roman Governor of Syria (see Tiberius, below).

Tiberius Julius Caesar was born November 16, 42 BC, in Rome. Second stepson of Augustus from 38 BC. Son of Livia Drusilla. In 13 BC and 7 BC he acted as Consul, and from 6 BC appointed as Tribune for five years. Between 12 and 9 BC, Tiberius mounted expeditions to Pannonia, and Dalmater and Daker from 8 to 7 BC, and an expedition to the Elbe in Germany from 6 to 2 BC. On his return, he remained in private life in Rhodes until the death of the grandson of Augustus in 4 AD, after which he was adopted by the Emperor. Tiberius fought in Germany from 4-6 AD, and then waged extensive campaigns in Pannonia, after which he was appointed Imperium Proconsular Maius from 6-9 AD. The following year, Tiberius was again involved in campaigns in Germany, particularly after the defeat of the Varus Legions in 9 AD. He succeeded Augustus as Emperor in 14 AD. Tiberius curtailed the emergence of Germanicus as a favorite in Rome and maintained the Roman position on the Rhine as the eastern flank of the Roman Empire in Europe. He died March 16, 37 AD, in Misenum.

Augustus Caesar was born Gaius Octavius on September 23, 63 BC. Known as Gaius Julius Caesar after his adoption by Julius Caesar. The secondary name of Octavius was later discarded. His recognized name of Augustus was bestowed on him in 27 BC by the Senate. After the death of Julius Caesar in 44 BC, Octavius fought against Mark Antony (Antonius), but in 43 BC formed a second Triumvirate with Antony and Lepidus. With Antony, he then fought against Brutus and Cassius at Phillippi in Macedonia. In 40 BC, Octavius assumed control of the Western portion of the Roman Empire, and Antony the East. After his defeat of Antony and Cleopatra at the Battle of Aktium in 31 BC, Octavius effectively installed himself as Emperor. He outlined his ideas for the definitive borders of the Roman Empire and ordered the establishment of a Roman province in Germany from the Rhine to the Elbe. He was both admired and respected as Emperor. Augustus died on August 19, 14 AD, in Nola.

Publius Quinctilius Varus was born in 46 BC. He was the husband of Augustus’ grandniece. In 13 BC, Varus was appointed Pro-Consul for Africa, 4-6 AD as Governor of Syria, and then appointed Consul for Germania east of the Rhine in 7 AD. With three legions, three alen, and six cohorts, he was defeated by Arminius at the Varusschlacht in September of 9 AD.

Gaius and Lucius Caesar were the sons of Marcus Agrippa, a commoner and first-rate soldier chosen by Augustus as his son-in-law. Adopted into the imperial family as nephews to Augustus Caesar, both died early under separate but suspicious circumstances.

Gaius Numonius Vala was one of the legion commanders at the Varusschlacht.

Fabricius was a century commander in one of Varus’ legions.

Marcus Aius was a soldier whose bronze shoulder clasps were excavated at the site of the battle. His clasps (engraved with his name) identified him as a legionary in the first cohort in the century commanded by Fabricius. I have taken him from history and made him Varus’ second in command. (See also the separate entry in Appendix XX).

Aius Caecina Severus was a Roman commander under Germanicus.

Lucius Apronius was a Roman commander under Germanicus.

Fictional Roman Characters

Gaius Claudius Suebus was created to help explain the role of Centurion during the days of the legions of Varus.

Brutus Maximus was a standard-bearer (Signifier), and later bearer of the Seventeenth Eagle.

The Germans

Arminius was born in 18 or 16 BC. He was the son of the Cherusci chieftain Segimer and became chief of the Cherusci tribe. He is also known as Herman the Cherusker. In 8 BC, Arminius was taken to Rome with his brother, Flavius, where he was made a Roman knight by Tiberius in 4 AD. He accompanied Tiberius back to Germany for his campaigns to 6 AD, and the following year joined Varus during his Consulship of Germany. With the German tribes of the Chatten, Brukterer, Marser, and Cherusker, he defeated Varus at the Varusschlacht in September, 9 AD. Thereafter, Arminius fought the German Wars against Germanicus from 14-16 AD. He was never defeated in the field. He died circa 21 AD, possibly poisoned by members of his own family.

Thusnelda was Arminius’ wife. She was originally engaged to a friend of her father.

Segestes was Thusnelda’s father. He looked upon the Romans as friends. As a senior chieftain of the Cherusci, Segestes opposed Arminius.

Segimerus was the brother of Segestes.

Segimundus was the son of Segimerus. He was present at the Varusschlacht and assisted in the defiling of Varus’ corpse.

Marobodus was a leading German chieftain who initially fought against Roman imperialism in Bohemia. He established a defence of Saxony and Silesia before coming to terms with the Romans and becoming their ally.

Flavus was Arminius’s brother. He served with the Roman legions at the battle of Idistaviso in 16 AD, where Arminius fought Germanicus.

Fictional German Characters

Dagan is the fiancé of Thusnelda.

Roden is Wodenicus’ brother.

Wodenicus is Arminius’ lifelong friend.

German Tribes

Cherusci: The tribe that produced Arminius held territory extending from the Weser almost to the Elbe. In 4 AD, the Cherusci were given the privileged position of a federated state within the Roman Empire.

Chatten: This tribe was situated on the Upper Weser.

Marser: This tribe was situated between the Lippe-Ruhr area.

Brukterer: This tribe was situated between the Lippe and the Ems.

Marcomanni: Led by Marobodus, this tribe was situated in the Bohemia-Czech Republic-Slovakia area. In 5 AD, Marobodus led his tribe on a migration from Germany into free Bohemia and established authority over the German tribes of Saxony and Silesia. The Roman government decided to put a stop to this expansionism and launched a three-pronged invasion with a trio of legions under the command of Tiberius in 6 AD. When a large revolt in what was the former Yugoslavia broke out, the Romans were forced to leave the Marcomanni under Marobodus and put down the uprising. The Romans and Marcomanni came to terms, and Marobodus and his tribe became Roman allies.






The History of the Times



Through the dank, swirling early morning mist, a lone warrior strode slowly through the forest. His legs brushed aside the sodden under growth as he moved purposely towards the smoking fires scattered about the small hill. In his left hand he carried a short bloodied sword, and in his right a human head. As the warrior neared the knoll where sacrificial altars had been erected, he heard the groans and sobs of the vanquished invaders of his land. They were now being punished terribly for their defeat.

The chief of the Cherusci, Arminius, gazed down dispassionately at a Roman legionary tied down before him on a rack. Roden, brother of Wodenicus, brother in arms to Arminius from many years of campaigns and battles, stood close by. The prostrated Roman, the standard-bearer of the Seventeenth Legion of Rome, lay grievously wounded about the head and face from close-quarter battle. He had been unable or unwilling to reveal the information Arminius sought: the whereabouts of Marcus Aius, Senior Tribune and second in command of Varus’ legion. He was fast slipping away into death.

Arminius felt the presence of the approaching warrior and looked up. He recognized the tribesman as Segimundus, the son of Segimerus, another of his close allies and compatriots in the struggle against the Romans. Segimundus raised his sword in salute and held the bloody head high in his other hand.

“Arminius, here is the head of Varus, the great Roman commander. He was dead, killed by his own hand! He was no warrior—he was a coward! His men were trying to burn his remains when we came across them and sent them to their gods. We have thrown his body to the carrion crows, so the spirit of Varus has died with him. What would you have me do with his head?”

Arminius considered the question for a few seconds. “Let us send it to Marobodus. Let him see the might of our warriors. When he sees the head of the great Varus, he will join us in battle against the Roman invaders, these cowards who take their own lives rather than fight us in battle. I should throw his head to the dogs, for he is not worthy of our attention. This one at least fought us bravely. Now he joins his false gods.” With a powerful sweep of his sword, Arminius slew the legionary stretched out before him.

With a grim look on his face he looked about him and shouted, “This was Brutus Maximus of Rome, Signifer of the Seventeenth Legion. His Eagle is missing! Let this place be marked for all to know that Rome and her Eagles are no more than carrion against the Cherusci. Let this place be remembered as the place of Rome’s defeat. Let it be remembered as the place where her Eagles died! Her centurions and soldiers were warriors, but her generals and tribunes were not. Rome will forever be vanquished in these lands, for it is our land, and Romans shall never take it from us! Mark the place well! Leave the bodies where they lie, and hang the heads high. All men must know this place. Mark it well!”

Roden bent down and recovered the long red cloak that had been tied around the neck of the dead legionary and raised it aloft, saying, “I think this a fitting blanketfor my woman to lie on tonight when we celebrate this great battle. What do you say, Arminius?”

“No,” replied Arminius, as he picked up and studied one of the bronze clasps that had fallen from the cloak onto the rack. “I think not, my friend. There is something strange here. I know this cloak clasp belonged to Marcus Aius. It had been his father’s, and yet it was worn by this Signifer, Brutus Maximus, who was the standard-bearer and carrier of the Seventeenth Eagle. Why should he be wearing Marcus Aius’ cloak? And where is the cursed Marcus Aius? I have seen nothing of the remains of Varus’ second in command. I saw him sorely wounded not so long ago during this day’s battle. His head would be a fitting tribute to our victory. As for his cloak, wrap up the head of Varus within its folds and send it to Marobodus.” Arminius paused before continuing. “Bring up another prisoner, Roden—one with a suitable cloak, if you so choose, and let us see if anyone can remember the whereabouts of Marcus Aius. Send out more men to look for the missing Eagle of the Seventeenth. We have found the Eighteenth and Nineteenth golden birds, and I want the glory of taking all three from the mighty Augustus!”
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Arminius presided over his great victory during late summer, September, of the year 9 AD in the upper reaches of the Teutoburger range of hills and forests of northern Germany at a place called Kalkriese. There, some 20,000 legionaries and perhaps 2,000 auxiliaries were either slaughtered or captured and executed by the German tribesmen. It was the greatest defeat ever suffered by Rome. But when Marobodus, a powerful prince with the Marcomanni tribe, received the head of Varus, he refused to support Arminius, believing instead it wiser to stand by his recent treaty with Rome. The head was forwarded to Augustus Caesar, who performed the funeral rites for his defeated general.

Augustus unwrapped from the soiled red cloak the putrid head of his former commander and placed it on an altar illuminated by candles. His words still echo two centuries later: “Quinctilius Varus, give me back my legions!”
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The soil was black, peat-like, and still very moist considering the time of year. I moved my metal detector over the small hole I had dug. Again I heard the sharp, double-toned signal ringing in my headset indicating a round solid object. There appeared nothing obvious in the hole, so I carefully lifted a small amount of soil in my hand and again moved the machine over the hole. Nothing. Whatever it was lay in the earth gathered in the palm of my hand. With a quickening pulse, I gently sifted through the dark peat. I caught a quick impression of dark glints shining—the blackened silver of a pristine Roman denarius. I freed it from the soil: the proud aquiline features of the emperor, Augustus Caesar, could clearly be seen on one side. I gently turned the coin over and saw Caius and Lucius Caesar standing behind battle shields and crossed spears, signifying that Augustus Caesar had pushed out the frontiers of Roman dominion in almost every direction. The frontier between the subject province of Gaul and barbarian Germany was to prove especially troublesome, and the whole might of Rome was eventually to be challenged by one barbarian leader, Arminius, of the Cherusci tribe. But Arminius, whom Tacitus called the liberator of Germany, was not the first German to threaten Rome. Earlier, after pushing the Roman armies as far south as Orange, in the Gallo-Roman province of Narbonensis, the Germans had moved toward Italy itself. They were stopped, however, by Marius, one of Rome’s outstanding generals. Marius defeated them at Aix-en-Provence in 102 BC and obliterated them at Vercelli the following year.

Germanic pugnacity engraved itself upon the Roman mind and tongue. A man of ferocious character was called “Cimber,” and the furor Teutonicus was spoken of long after the tribe had disappeared. Although there was nothing yet approaching a German nation, Rome was painfully aware of the mass of Germanic peoples inhabiting northern Europe. The line of demarcation between the Celts in Gaul and the Germanic tribes to the east was vague, and though the Celts tended to concentrate west of the Rhine, there was still a lot of German blood and influence in that region.

In 58 BC, Julius Caesar strode across Gaul like a colossus. The territory he governed included not only the Adriatic coast and what is now northern Italy, but also the province of Gallia Narbonensis. After picking a quarrel with Ariovistus, a German leader influential in Gaul, Caesar proceeded to annex all of Gaul. The Rhine was established as the frontier between Roman and non-Roman land. And so Caesar crystallized the idea of a subject Gaul west of the Rhine and a free Germany to the east.

Half a century later, Augustus gradually pushed Rome’s eastern European frontier to the Danube. But a frontier consisting of the Rhine and the Danube offered a long and devious line that included a right angle along their upper courses. An Elbe-Danube line, however, offered a much shorter front and better and easier communications, while potentially hostile tribesmen would be safely enclosed within the Empire. As a result, Augustus’ younger stepson Drusus crossed the Rhine to fight four successive campaigns in Germany. He reached the Weser and finally, in 9 BC, the Elbe. Roman-built fortresses studded the landscape, and the entire area from the Rhine to the Elbe was regarded as a new Roman province

The Germans were for the most part semi-civilized pastoral nomads. Tacitus, in his Germania, vividly described these people with their wild blue eyes, reddish hair, and hulking bodies—politically unstable tribesmen who loved a fight but disdained work. The Romans hated the new province “bristling with woods or festering with swamps,” but Roman influence gradually seeped in and modern excavations show that substantial trade was conducted between the Romans and the German tribes. One Roman governor after another fought difficult and bloody campaigns to consolidate the new conquests and frontiers. Unfortunately for the Romans, the shorter Elbe-Danube frontier could not be completed until Bohemia (now the Czech Republic) was also conquered. This became obvious when an astute German chief, Marobodus, led his entire Marcomannic tribe on a migration from occupied southwestern Germany into free Bohemia, and there established authority over the German tribes of Saxony and Silesia. The Roman government decided it was imperative to put a stop to Marobodus’ expansion. In 6 AD, therefore, twelve legions were launched in a massive three-pronged invasion under the supreme command of Augustus’ elder stepson and heir apparent, Tiberius. A huge revolt broke out in northern Yugoslavia, however, putting an end to the campaign against Marobodus. Still, the wily tribal chieftain sensibly came to terms with Rome and was recognized as a king and as a friend of the Roman people. Meanwhile, the Yugoslavian revolt, described by some as Rome’s gravest foreign threat since Hannibal, took three long years to suppress.

People in the new province of Germany watched these events with rising excitement. The Romans were not, after all, infallible. They had been compelled to spare Marobodus. Prolonged resistance to their power was not beyond the bounds of possibility. Such were the circumstances when a new Roman governor, Publius Quinctilius Varus, reached Germany. Husband of Augustus’ grand-niece, Varus was among the Emperor’s closest friends and had a hard-won reputation for firmness and order. When he arrived in Germany, however, he quickly miscalculated the true situation that existed there. Varus considered the country subjugated, and believed he could impose civilian methods of control such as were possible in the rich, well organized provinces he had hitherto governed
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Cassius Dio, a third-century Greek historian, described the situation:


The Romans held portions of the country, not entire regions but such districts as happened to have been subdued…. The soldiers wintered there, and cities were being founded. Gradually the barbarians adapted themselves to Roman ways, getting accustomed to holding markets, and assembling peacefully.

But they had not forgotten their ancestral ways, their inborn nature, their old proud way of life, their freedom based on arms. As long as they were unlearning their ancient customs gradually and as it were by degrees, they did not protest against these changes in their mode of life, so gradual, they were hardly aware of them. But when Quinctilius Varus was appointed Governor of the area and in the course of his official duties attempted to take these people in hand, striving to change them, issuing orders as though they had already been subdued and exacting money as from a subject nation, their patience was exhausted.
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A few years earlier in 4 AD, Tiberius (who was at that time governor of Germany) had given the Cherusci, an important West Germanic tribe, the privileged position of a federated state within the Empire. Members of their ruling class, among them a young prince named Arminius, were made Roman citizens. Arminius entered the imperial service as an officer in its auxiliary military forces, gaining the status of a Roman knight.

By 9 BC, it looked as though Augustus’ ambition to extend Roman territory to the Elbe had almost been achieved. But the Romans overestimated the extent to which they had successfully assimilated their new province. Encouraged by revolts in other parts of the Empire, German aspirations for freedom and their prowess in arms both found a champion in Arminius. His knowledge of the terrain and brilliant use of it helped make the German victory possible. His annihilation of the legions sent to maintain order shook the Empire to its very core. Rome was forced to abandon its dream of a province beyond the Rhine. The implications of that decision on the future of Europe were incalculable.

The Cherusci, whose territory reached almost to the Elbe, played a leading role in the arrangements of Varus. Like his predecessors, Varus proposed to winter on the Rhine and spend the summer at advanced posts deep inside the recently conquered province. And thus, in 9 AD, he established a summer camp for his three legions (about 6,000 men each) in Cheruscian territory. Two other legions were left behind on the Rhine. His own advance headquarters were on the west bank of the Weser. Varus befriended the Cherusci chiefs, Segestes, and his brother, Segimerus, little realizing that Arminius and Segimerus were even then plotting against him.

Some of the chiefs, in particular Segestes, tried to warn the governor of this impending treachery, as Cassius Dio later wrote:


But Varus was persuaded to lend the conspirators legionary detachments, which they said they needed to guard certain posts and escort supplies for the Roman army. Moreover, when the time came for Varus to withdraw to the Rhine for the winter, the plotters persuaded him to change his route. He had intended to march back to his winter camp at Vetera by the military road, but the fictitious report of a local rising induced him to make a north-westerly detour through difficult wooded country. The conspirators saw the main army off from their summer camp on the Weser. As Varus took his leave, they asked for and received permission to rejoin their tribes—ostensibly to recruit men to help put down the revolt that they had invented.



The Roman column moved slowly. It was encumbered by a heavy baggage train and large numbers of women, children and servants. As it proceeded through the rough country, felling trees and making paths and causeways, a shower of missiles suddenly descended. The Germans were attacking. The legionaries were hampered by the wind, rain, and mud that had always made them dislike Germany. They were also woefully short of auxiliary troops—cavalrys, archers, and slingers—to strike back effectively. All they could do was press on and hope to reach the nearest fortress.

Discipline asserted itself sufficiently for a camp to be pitched for the night on high ground. Wagons and baggage were burned or jettisoned and next morning the march was resumed. The legions started off in better order over open country, but this left them vulnerable to German attacks, and they were again compelled to take refuge in the woods, where they spent a most disagreeable day struggling through natural obstacles.

They suffered heavy losses, some of them self-inflicted because of the difficulty of distinguishing enemy from friend. In the night they managed to huddle together in another makeshift camp, with a totally inadequate rampart.

When morning came, it was still raining. There was a biting wind and they could see that the Germans had received reinforcements. It was reported that one of the commanders of the legions, Numonius Vala, lost his nerve and rode off with the remains of his regiment and auxiliary riders, in the vain hope of reaching the Rhine.

Varus was suffering from wounds. He fully realized what the Germans would do to him if they caught him alive. To avoid this fate, he killed himself. Some members of his staff followed his example, and the two generals who were left in charge did not long survive. One mistakenly offered capitulation, which turned into a massacre; the other fell fighting as the Germans broke into the last encampment. Just as first light made its first attempts on the day, the remnant of the three-legion force, possibly only a few thousand legionaries, perhaps under command of one of the few remaining legion commanders, escaped under cover of darkness to flee towards the west and the safety of the River Ems. They only partly succeeded in their bid to escape, running straight into a well planned backstop ambush established by Arminius at the point where the northern edge of the nearby Berglands fell steeply down into a narrow gap between the hilly ground and the boggy moorlands beyond. It was a perfect pincer movement, and with the exception of a few handfuls of fleeing legionaries, all were slain. The entire Roman force, possibly up to some twenty thousand men in all, was slaughtered. Even those who were captured met their terrifying end at the hands of the German tribesmen, who took great pleasure in slowly torturing their prisoners to a grisly death.
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The Varus disaster upset Augustus more than anything in his long life, and he adopted every countermeasure he could think of. He dismissed all the Germans and Gauls in his personal bodyguard. Determined efforts were made to replace the lost legions, but few recruits of military age were available. A force consisting mainly of retired soldiers and former slaves (who were not normally admitted to the legions) was entrusted to Tiberius, who had rushed back from Dalmatia. Tiberius led them to the Rhine to join the remaining two legions there and defend the entire line of the border.

As had been feared, the triumphant Germans were sweeping east toward the Rhine. Every advance fort east of the river except Aliso fell without resistance. Aliso’s commander and a force of archers succeeded in holding out until their stores were exhausted. On a dark night the garrison slipped out—including women and children—and managed to make it to the winter camp at Vetera on the Rhine. There, they found the province’s two remaining legions, which Varus’ nephew and legate, Lucius Asprenas, had hastily brought north from Mainz.

In the end, the Germans did not make it to the Rhine. Deterred by Asprenas and delayed before the ramparts of Aliso, they lost any chance of mounting a surprise attack. Moreover, an attempt by Arminius to convert his rebellion into a national German revolt came to nothing. Such a revolt was contingent upon the support of Marobodus, whom Arminius tried to intimidate in a gruesome manner. When his men found some of the Roman soldiers cremating Varus’ body in the Teutoburger forest, the Germans seized what was left of the corpse and mutilated it. They cut off the head and sent it to Marobodus, appealing to him to join the insurrection. Marobodus, however, could not see an advantage in harnessing himself to the ambitions of Arminius. It seemed wiser to stand by his treaty with Rome. And so the head of Varus eventually reached Augustus in Rome.

Five years later Augustus died. Shortly before his death, he sent his brilliant young great-nephew, later called Germanicus, to take command on the Rhine. When Tiberius came to the throne in 14 AD, Germanicus fought three massive and expensive campaigns against the Cherusci. A long-standing quarrel between Arminius and his pro-Roman father-in-law, Segestes, flared anew, with Germanicus siding with Segestes. Arminius’ wife fell into Roman hands, and although Arminius was urged by his brother to collaborate with Rome, he refused to do so.

The following summer in 15 AD, some six years after the defeat of Varus’ legions, Germanicus formed the idea—which according to his uncle Tiberius was a very demoralizing one—of taking his troops to visit the site of the defeat. The occasion provided Tacitus with one of his highlights:


Now they were near the Teutoburgian Woods, in which the remains of Varus and his three legions were said to be lying unburied. Germanicus conceived a desire to pay his last respects to these men and their general. Every soldier with him was overcome with pity when he thought of his relations and friends—and reflected on the hazards of war and of human life. Caecina was sent ahead to reconnoitre the dark woods and build bridges and causeways on the treacherous surface of the sodden marshland. Then the army made its way over the tragic sites.

The scene lived up to its horrible associations. Varus’ extensive first camp, with its broad extent and headquarters marked out, testified to the whole army’s labours. Then a half-ruined breastwork and shallow ditch showed where the last pathetic remnant had gathered. On the open ground were whitening bones, scattered where men had fled, heaped up where they had stood and fought back

Fragments of spears and of horses’ limbs lay there: also human heads, fastened to tree trunks. In groves nearby were the outlandish altars at which the Germans had massacred the Roman colonels and senior company commanders.

Survivors of the catastrophe, who had escaped from the battle or from captivity, pointed out where the generals had fallen, and where the Eagles were captured. They showed where Varus received his first wound, and where he died by his own unhappy hand. And they told of the platform from which Arminius had spoken, and of his arrogant insults to the Eagles and standards: and of all the gibbets and pits for the prisoners.

Germanicus gathered his commanders together and gave his orders: “Gather all the remains of our fallen brothers, from the beginning to the end here, clean the whole area, take down the gibbets and platforms, take all up into a place near here, and dig a grave with a funeral pyre. Light the fires and let us lay the ghosts of our brothers to rest. There is no merit in this place; it is not a place to honour. Let us be soon gone from here, and let the mists of time cloud its very existence…



Soon thereafter, a large battle was fought between Arminius and Germanicus at Idistaviso, south of the main pass at Minden where Varus had established his summer camp. Germanicus claimed victory, despite the fact his legions and auxiliaries had been forced to retreat and regroup, as had Arminius’ now much-diminished force. But the Germans were far from subjugated.

A few years later in 19 AD, Arminius picked a quarrel with Marobodus, the German king of the Marcomanni who had snubbed him. Although the outcome of a battle they fought proved indecisive, Marobodus lost much of his power and soon thereafter his Bohemian kingdom lost its independence. But Arminius’ end was also at hand, as Tacitus describes:


I find from the writings of contemporary senators, that a letter was read in the Roman senate from a chieftain of the Chatti tribe, Adgandestrius by name, offering to kill Arminius if poison were sent to him for the job. The reported answer was that Romans take vengeance on their enemies, not by underhand tricks, but by open force of arms.

However, the Roman evacuation of Germany and the fall of Marobodus had induced Arminius to aim at kingship. But his freedom-loving compatriots forcibly resisted. The fortunes of the fight fluctuated. Arminius finally fell victim to treachery from his relations; he was killed, probably poisoned, by members of his own family.

He was unmistakably the liberator of Germany. As challenger of Rome—not in its infancy, like kings and commanders before him, but at the height of its power—he had fought undecided battles, but never lost a war. He had ruled for twelve of his thirty-seven years. To this day the tribes sing of him. Yet Greek historians ignore him, reserving their admiration for Greece. We Romans, too, underestimate him, since in our devotion to antiquity we neglect modern history.



Tacitus was justified in calling Arminius the man who had freed Germany. He was not, however, a national chief. “He was only the leader of a faction even among his tribesmen,” wrote another historian, “not a champion of the German nation, for no such thing existed. The very name was of recent date, an alien appellation; there was among the Germans little consciousness of a common origin, of a common interest none at all.” Still, it was thanks to his extraordinary skill and courage that the Romans were excluded from Germany east of the Rhine. With the exception of a coastal strip of land and a tract on the upper Rhine and Danube, the province was abandoned. The Romans were forced to recognize annexation was impossible or inadvisable. Thereafter they treated trans-Rhine Germany as a client state, dependent economically—but nothing more.

Had Arminius not frustrated Augustus in his aim to establish an Elbe-Bohemia-Danube frontier, almost the whole of the present Federal Republic of Germany and the Czech area of Czechoslovakia would have been part of the Roman Empire. “Might-have-beens” are notoriously unprofitable, but it is likely that, in the end, these territories under Roman rule would have become as docile and Latinized as Gaul (modern-day France). Any idea of the Rhine as a frontier would have been irrelevant and forgotten. The whole concept of Germany would have been unimaginably different. And so, therefore, would every subsequent century of European (and much of world) history.






PART I








Chapter One

1987: The First Find



For more than six hundred years, people have searched for the site where the Roman army had been annihilated. Early in the sixteenth century, when the story was becoming widely celebrated, the Lippischer Wald was renamed the Teutoburger Wald. In 1875, a monument to Arminius was erected on the supposed site of the battle near Detmold. Nearly everyone with a strong interest in the battle had a theory as to where Varus and his legions met their end. In 1998, however, German archaeologists made a shocking pronouncement: after ten years of research and excavations, the location of one of the most important events in Germany history—in many respects, the birthplace of the German nation—was no longer in doubt.

In 1987, using the most sophisticated metal detectors available, I launched my investigation of what ultimately turned out to be the Varus battlefield. For three years I studied old maps and documents of antiquity, walked fields and woods, surveyed the land, dug into the soil, and pondered over the artifacts I was turning up. Thankfully, all of this was carried out with the blessing, assistance, and guidance of the German museum and local archaeological authorities.

This was not the first time the Detmold position of the battlefield had been seriously challenged. Archaeologists and historians had previously offered up some seven hundred and fifty alternative sites, but never before had the evidence so strongly favored a new location. Extensive desk research led me to the Kalkriese area, but the actual site was pinpointed almost by accident. One month after arriving in Germany in 1987 to begin a tour of duty with the Armored Field Ambulance unit in Osnabrück, I set off on a journey that would consume years of survey, research, and laborious days when it seemed as if the artifacts and the answers would never come. In the beginning, all I really expected to find was the odd Roman coin or artifact. It had been well established by the resident county archaeologist, Dr Wolfgang Schlüter, that not one Roman coin had been recovered from the Osnabrück area during his thirteen years in office.

My story began to unfold shortly after visiting the local museum, where I first met Dr Schlüter. He was naturally very cautious, but decided to take me at face value. After learning my main interest was Roman history and coins, he suggested I start my search in an area about twelve miles north of the city, saying simply it was worth further study. Among the documents and old papers consulted as part of the research on the area was a series of nineteenth century maps and a thesis by Theodore Mommsen, the nineteenth century German historian.

Like many other German historians before him, Mommsen believed he had correctly identified the probable site of the “Teutoburger Wald” Varus battlefield. He based his thesis on the fact that resident landowners of the area, the (Baron) von Bar family, had accumulated a large collection of Roman silver and gold coins, a good majority of which were from the reign of Augustus Caesar. Mommsen had originally been informed that the coins had been found by farm workers in the local fields over the previous centuries and accumulated by the von Bar family (whose family tree can be traced back to the early tenth century). However, Mommsen was also informed, perhaps as an adopted defensive stance, that many of the coins had been collected from finds made all over northern Germany, and not exclusively from the local parish area. Nevertheless, he maintained his theory but was never able to advance it in the absence of further evidence.

After closely studying Mommsen’s theory, I noted that a very old road known as the “Old Military Road” (Heerstrasse) ran through this area. I decided to center my main point of reference on a small crossroads in the middle of the parish area, and it was there my investigation began in earnest.

I read the small number of archaeological publications that described the coin and artifact finds made in the area over the preceding one hundred years. Obviously, the finds made more recently over the last thirty years would perhaps be easier to relocate than those made in the previous century. Because the majority of the publications had been written by Dr Schlüter, I was able to discuss with the author firsthand the basis for his writings. One of his early publications, Osnabrücker Mitteilungen, Band 88–1982, contained a complete listing of many of Mommsen’s records. After careful study, I decided a “recent” find of a Roman denarius, recovered in 1963 by a young lad in a field near the military road crossing, might bear further investigation. I drove out to the area with Dr Schlüter to talk to the local farmers.

Having been introduced to residents living in the immediate area of the crossroads, I met the farmer who vividly remembered the find, for it was his own young son who had brought the coin home some twenty-five years earlier. Ironically, the coin was still lying around the farmer’s house (regrettably they have never been able to find it again). The field where the coin had been recovered was a short distance from their house, and we walked over to look at the general area. I was given an idea of the area where he thought the coin had been found—some fifty meters square—but since time was pressing I decided to return the following day.

Early next morning I got up with the birds and was soon standing in the field, ready to proceed with my detector survey. I have always believed every field has a distinctive part that stands out from the rest. In my experience, it is always best to move to the central point of a field to “get the feel” of the land, so to speak: nothing magical, nothing strange, just a straightforward good spot to pick up the potential activity areas. I walked a few paces and noticed the early morning dew highlighted a very slight elevation running across the field, possibly part of an old track or trail. I moved onto it and tried to orientate its course with the other roads some short distance away, but initially there appeared to be no logical link. (Much later, in the winter months, the connection would become abundantly clear, but at this particular point in time I was a little foxed!) Very often I found the edge of tracks more productive than the center, and I began searching along the side of the grassy elevation.

Over the next few hours I carefully moved up the northern edge of the line of track and outward, meter by meter, toward the edge of the field. Other than the odd piece of silver paper and bottle top, I found nothing. I took a late lunch break and decided to change tack and cover the southern edge of the track. Five minutes later, as I neared the center point of the track, I heard a familiar double-ringed tone in my headset. Some years before I decided to use Fisher metal detectors from America. In 1987, I was using the 1265X model, which was always an infallible source of good finds for me. This occasion would prove no different. In fact, it was the beginning of an incredible series of amazing and wonderful finds which, to the present day (now seventeen years later) continue to amaze as they are unearthed from the soil.

I cut away a square of turf, checked that first and, when I did not get a signal, continued carefully to clear out the black peat from within the hole. I rechecked the signal tone then picked up a handful of soil. No signal in the hole. Painstakingly, I sifted through the contents in my hand, but I could see nothing resembling a solid object as indicated by the signal. I sifted through again and then I saw it: black, small…and round! A tiny glint of silver caught my eye. It was a perfect silver coin, blackened with age, with the same black hue as the peaty soil: a Roman denarius. I saw the proud aquiline features of Augustus Caesar on one side, and on the other, two figures standing behind battle shields and crossed spears. I could hardly believe it. I stood transfixed, savoring a combination of disbelief, excitement, and the pure exhilaration of finding such a wonderful 2,000 year old artifact from ancient Rome.

According to Dr Schlüter, no Roman coins had been found in the Osnabrück area during his tenure, and here I was, three months after my arrival in the district, holding a beautiful Roman coin in the palm of my hand. Rather than put it into a plastic bag in my collecting pouch, I carefully placed it on top of the inverted cut-away turf, and then checked the immediate area of the hole and surrounding area for other signals. At first there was nothing. Then, within a few paces farther along the side of the track, I picked up another clear signal. I repeated the process, but this time the coin proved to be much deeper than the first.

Nevertheless, the Fisher detector gave good signals and the second coin, an early period denarius, was recovered and placed on top of the second turf. Having checked the immediate area of this find without any further signal, I again proceeded up the line of the side of the track. Four yards had separated the first and the second coin, and seven yards further on, another clear signal produced the third find, another early period denarius!

For the next few hours my spirits knew no bounds. I paced up and down the track line, fired with great enthusiasm about the whole area. The military road nearby, the tales from local farmers, the finds made from centuries before—something was about! As I looked across the fields toward the rising hillside some 2,000 yards away, I asked myself over and over again, “Who lost these?” “Who was he?” “What was he doing: running, riding, walking?” “Who came this way?”

Looking up from my reverie, I noticed weekend walkers about, particularly around the small crossroads area about 100 yards away. Some seemed to be taking an interest in my activities, and I decided to withdraw quietly from the field. Holes were filled, turfs were carefully replaced, and after noting the exact locations of those three finds, I packed my kit carefully into the car.

Dr Schlüter was away on a short holiday during the following two weeks, and so I was unable to speak to him and tell him of the find. I was a little worried about revealing the location and finds to the German police at this early stage, not being fully conversant with either their expertise or the recognized procedures to be adopted in these matters. I therefore decided to await Dr Schlüter’s return.

I was fairly busy at work during the following week. It was not until some days later that I had positively identified the three coins. Two were from the era of Augustus and a third was pre-Republican from 100 BC. As the doctor was not back at work until the following Monday, I decided to revisit the site on the weekend and see if I could locate any similar scattered finds.

Based on the position of the previous three coins, I decided to concentrate on a 50 x 20 meter rectangle with the coin-find sites as the center of the survey. The earth had been very peaty and very dark, and locating blackened silver denarii was exceedingly difficult. Even sifting the compressed peat in my hand had failed to reveal them straight away, so I decided to take a common garden sieve with me. For a change, I also took my son and daughter to give them a few hours out in the countryside while I searched for more coins. They both proved to be of invaluable assistance as the day wore on.

When we arrived at the area of the field early on Saturday morning, I carefully checked the find positions of the three coins and marked them with three small colored stakes. It was interesting to see, just one week later, that there appeared to be no visible evidence of the old track; it was as if the path had disappeared altogether.

Using the field fence posts as reference points from my logbook, I had my son and daughter lay out a rectangle of white tape straddling the coin find sites, aligning it with the general line of the “missing” path. Once this had been done, I carried out a search of the marked area. I have always believed in working outward from a find site and maintaining a straight-line search pattern. Across the marked rectangle in the grassy field I laid out two white tape lines running through the line of the left and right-hand find sites. This internal rectangle I began to search first, my theory being that the line of the track may have been very relevant to the loss of the coins some 2,000 years ago.

My son and daughter had gone off to play at the very end of the field. It was a beautiful summer morning. Only the birds’ gentle chatter could be heard, and though the main crossroads was not far away at the end of the field, nothing moved or disturbed the wonderful tranquility of the setting. I scarcely noticed anything going on around me after that, so intense was my concentration at this point. Adjusting my headset to a more comfortable position, I turned up the gain control a little more and carefully walked across the grass. After a few minutes, halfway up the first leg of my search pattern, I came upon the first coin of the day. I knew it was a coin even before I cut away the turf. The Fisher 1265X “loved” coins, and particularly relished Roman silver! It gave a great sounding signal. When I heard that double ringing tone yet again, I knew it was another good find. Cutting away the turf, I carried out the normal checks of turf first, then the hole. The ringing tones remained. I was amazed. From a good 30 centimeters down, I brought the black earth containing the coin to the surface. Again I found it very difficult to locate the coin. In the end, gently sifting away the excess, I uncovered another beautiful blackened denarius.

It was in marvelous condition, again showing the proud aquiline features of Augustus. On the reverse this time was a large bull, head lowered, as if ready to charge. I took out a small plastic bag and dropped it in, noting the site and depth of find in my small logbook. Considerably excited at this fourth find, I continued with my sweep of the inner marked rectangle.

During the next hour another five denarii came to light. Each one was carefully noted in my log. When the search of the inner rectangle was complete, I called my children over to sit down for a quick coffee and to discuss the remainder of the day. It was my son’s birthday, and I wanted to ensure any plans of his for the rest of the day were not spoiled by my staying at Kalkriese. However, their enthusiasm was as great as mine, and they both decided to remain with me as long as was necessary.

I looked over my log and the map, trying to work out any obvious pattern in the scattered coin finds. I spent some five minutes attempting to orientate the location. First, I took the line of the old track, and then other obvious lines of activity across the field. Having now completed my first good sweep of that area, I decided to move outside the inner marked rectangle and search down the side of the path where I imagined it ran through the field. This was now a good twenty yards from the other find sites, and I had little hope that I would be as successful as before. I could not have been more wrong

I had only moved some five yards in this new sweep area when I heard the familiar Fisher double tone. I cut the turf away and laid it to one side, then swept the detector over the exposed area. Again the double tone, not once, but now three distinct separate “marks.” I nearly forgot the golden rule, but swept over the cut-away turf as well. Another double tone! I gently pulled at the black earth on the underside and a small black coin dropped out. Only then did I start to imagine that perhaps I had found the center point of the scattered coin finds. I rechecked the turf again, both sides, and with a slight quickening of pulse moved the Fisher over the hole. The first coin I recovered was only some four or five centimeters down, but again the black soil was making recovery slow. I called my children over, gave them a quick explanation of what was happening and suggested we work as a small team. It was necessary to ensure each coin was logged as we went deeper into the hole, and I also wanted to avoid intrusive shovel work to ensure no damage was caused to the precious coins.

A large piece of black plastic sheeting was unfolded and placed over the complete work area. I had used it before for similar recoveries. I cut a large hole out of the middle to fit around the excavation area, leaving a large area of plastic around the sides to lay the soil on. In this way, when it was time to fill in the hole at the end of the hoard recovery there would be no trace of where we had been working: no tell-tale marks to reveal the site to inquisitive eyes.

I opened up a box of small freezer plastic bags I carried with me and placed inside the extra-special finds. With my son wielding the Fisher and my daughter holding the garden sieve on the other side of the hole, I began to pull out handfuls of the loose soil, placing each, one by one, into the garden sieve. My son swept the detector over the sieve after each handful, and after two or three handfuls came the first clear double tone. We could not see any coin, and my daughter carefully shook the sieve to remove as much surplus earth as possible. We got down to the bare minimum of small clods of peat but there was no obvious “find” to be seen. I carefully squeezed each clod and we were delighted finally to see yet another blackened denarius.

“That’s the first of three,” I said, and proceeded to repeat the exercise over again. Once we had recovered the three “signals” and logged the three coins, I indicated that my son should sweep the hole again. We had disconnected the headphones so all three of us heard the distinct but puzzling sound of a good metal tone, but no clear double tone indicating a coin. I eased a small trowel into the sides of the hole to loosen the earth some 10 centimeters from the epicenter of the signal, and proceeded to pull out more soil, depositing each handful into the sieve. Only two or three handfuls had gone in when a detector sweep again gave a clear double tone: not once, but twice! From that small accumulation of earth emerged two more denarii, one looking a little worn, but the other in very good condition. Another sweep, and again we heard that solid but non-specific tone. By now it was evident that there was more to this find than we originally thought.

I decided to widen the extremities of the hole to allow the detector room to sweep the bottom fully, now some 30 centimeters below. I cut away more of the center of the plastic sheet, then we cut more turf away from the circumference of the hole, and each time checked the grass clods. The detector was swept over the new exposed area. Two more specific double-tone signals! The same procedure was repeated; each handful of earth went into the sieve, and we recovered two more beautiful denarii. The hole was now some 50 centimeters in diameter. I placed the detector carefully into the bottom, making two short sweeps from one angle, and repeated at right angles. The central core signal was still there, as strong as ever, but was now surrounded by many other strong double-tone signals. I looked up and said, “I think we’re going to need a lot of find bags for this. Before we go down into the center point, let’s recover the outer signals, and get them out of the way.”

Just as we were about to start, I realized that with all the excitement of the finds, I had not been aware how quickly the morning had passed. I took a cursory look over to the crossroads area 100 yards away, out of no more than idle curiosity, to see if there were any country walkers in the vicinity who might be taking more than an a passing interest in a man and two youngsters digging a hole in the middle of a grassy field.

I could not believe my eyes! A complete coach load of pensioner day trippers was slowly getting out of their coach. Four or five walkers were moving up the road toward the gate leading into the field and, on top of that, the farmer who had shown us the site in the first place was making his way toward us across the field from the other direction! What had been a quiet peaceful crossroads in the country now had all the makings of a city pedestrian throughway.

The approaching farmer was neither the owner nor the tenant of the field we were in (I had obtained permission from the primary landowner in the area to prospect and detect on the fields), and I felt a great need to preserve the secrecy of my finds. This was particularly important as neither Dr Schlüter nor the owner were yet aware of the treasure site. I carefully covered the find bags and the main hole with my large waterproof “poncho” groundsheet before standing up and telling my children to go to the car and get out the coffee and sandwiches we had brought for lunch. As they moved away, I walked slowly to meet the farmer. We exchanged a few pleasantries about the layout of my search pattern and the general methods involved, and I explained we were looking at one or two more interesting signals by sieving through the loose earth. Although this gentleman was later made aware of what had been recovered in those early days in the summer of 1987, I believed that at that time, I could not trust any person with the details of what we had found save Dr Schlüter, who was still away on holiday.

It was a long frustrating hour of waiting until all the trippers had faded away, by which time the day had slipped into one of those heady, tranquil summer afternoons. Thankfully, the farmer had left to take up his afternoon siesta. Once again alone with our work, I removed the waterproof sheet and began the recovery of the other singular signals lying around the central core. More denarii followed until finally, all that remained was the primary hard signal. By then, about twenty denarii had been found, logged, and bagged. In case of further interruptions, I took another short break to log the exact location of the hole, pacing out the distances from three distinctive markers around the sides of the field: a gatepost, a fence post and a lone tree.

Once completed, the hole beckoned me like a magnet. I returned to pulling away further handfuls of soil from the center of the large signal. For the first time I actually saw a single coin lying in the bottom of the hole, and as I went to recover it, the next sweep of the detector by my son produced a cacophony of double and half-toned signals. As my daughter gently shook the sieve, three or four denarii were revealed.

From a small amount of soil, seven denarii were eventually put to one side and bagged. Another handful yielded another quantity of small blackened silver Roman coins: more logging and bagging. The coins recovered from the sand table, which lay at a depth of about 40 centimeters under the top bed of black peaty soil, were not in good condition. Three small pearl-colored stones were also recovered from the center of the mass, but at no time did I see any form of purse or container for the coins, which at the time I found a little surprising. As the afternoon began to draw on, we finally reached the point where no more signals could be found in the bed of the hole.

It had been a most remarkable day. Within a few hours I had recovered 89 coins, six from the main rectangle, and the others from the hole itself, plus the three pearl-colored stones. Counting the three denarii from the previous weekend, there was now a total of 92 coins bagged, ready for Dr Schlüter’s return the following Monday. It had been a long day and I decided that we should refill the hole and conceal all traces of our work. Before we commenced refilling, I laid two black dustbin liners in and around the sides of the excavation to ensure I could ascertain exactly the outer edges of the hole when I returned.

We refilled with the soil straight off the plastic sheeting, and then just before we replaced the grass clumps, I staked four metal tent pegs into the ground. Once the turfs had been carefully replaced and the area generally tidied, with the exception of the flattened grass there was no sign of our earlier excavations. Satisfied, and with the exciting prospect of browsing through Seaby’s books on Roman coins that evening, I called it a day. We made our way back to the car, and home.

The following week I spent my evenings carefully washing the coins to free them of the black peat. I also began perusing the Seaby catalog in an effort to identify them. By week’s end I was able to identify the great majority of the coins. Some 50 percent were pre-Republican, and the rest were Augustan, all in very good condition. One curious aspect of my initial dating of the coins was that none appeared to be minted later than Seaby 43, or Augustus 2 BC–AD 14, the coin that showed the head of Augustus Caesar on one side, and on the reverse his grandsons, Caius and Lucius Caesar, standing behind battle shields and crossed spears. Almost all of these were in pristine, newly minted condition. A spark in my mind began to turn into a glimmer of light. I was extremely impatient to get down to the museum and give Dr Schlüter a big surprise on his return from holiday!

That weekend, I returned to the field with a larger detector head on the Fisher. In the unswept rectangle lying on the other side of the central find site, I located a further seven denarii. Then, from a sweep of the complete site again I found a further six coins—all fairly deep in the peaty soil, and all in good condition. From a grand total of 105 coins recovered thus far, there were only three in an advanced state of deterioration. No more signals were found.

Monday finally arrived. I had already phoned Dr. Schlüter to say that I had a big surprise for him, whetting his appetite by saying I had found “one or two Roman coins.” When I came into his office that memorable day, I carried a large see-through plastic bag with countless smaller plastic bags inside. I had segregated all the coins to protect them and to assist in the dating process for the photographic procedures to follow.

I placed the bag slowly on the table in front of him and stood back to await his reaction. I don’t recall his exact words, but I do remember his incredulity and amazement, and my remark, “I think this is just the tip of the iceberg.”

During those early days there was always a degree of formality between us; after all, he had no knowledge of my aspirations or intentions with regards to the recovery of archaeological finds. However, from that time forward, our relationship developed and became more friendly and easygoing. We both agreed that for the immediate future, the best course of action would be to keep the whole affair quiet for as long as possible to allow him to set up the correct line of registration operations. After all, such a major treasure trove had never been found in his area of responsibility during his thirteen-year tenure as Chief Archaeologist in Osnabrück.

As Dr. Schlüter removed each coin packet out of the larger bag, I took one particularly fine and attractive coin and looked at it closely. It was the coin we were to see so many more times in my future searches: the face of Augustus Caesar, looking to the right, and on the reverse, Caius and Lucius Caesar standing behind battle shields and crossed spears.
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