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C hapter 1

G erm ania

T he Vandals
he very nam e conjures up violent im ages of w anton destruction. It is the label given to
those that deliberately destroy or dam age property and it is the lasting epithet of the
ancient G erm anic tribe that carved a kingdom  out of Rom an A frica in the fifth century

A D .
O f all the conquerors of the Rom an Em pire the Vandals surely have had the w orst press. The

G reeks and Rom ans called anyone living beyond the bounds of their M editerranean civilization
a ‐barbarian‒. This pejorative term  has also found its w ay into m odern usage im plying, as it
did in ancient tim es, som eone w ho is uncouth, uneducated and uncivilized. A ‐vandal‒ seem s to
be one step further beyond the pale.

W ho then w ere these people w hose nam e has been preserved for nearly 1,700 years as the
epitom e of barbaric savagery? D o they deserve their reputation or is there m ore to their story?

The original Vandals sacked Rom e in 455 but they w ere not the first to do so. A laric‒s G oths
captured the eternal city forty years earlier, spending three days looting, pillaging and
plundering. St A ugustine w as living in H ippo Regius as the Vandals w ere besieging that city,
w hich they later sacked. For m any early C hristians the horrors of barbarian invasion w as seen
as G od‒s righteous w rath and punishm ent for their sins. The Vandals, although C hristians
them selves by this tim e, follow ed the teachings of the Bishop A rius and vigorously persecuted
the Rom ans w ho believed that the A rian version of Christianity w as heresy. A ll of this added
up to an im pression that the Vandals w ere bent on the destruction of all that w as good and
civilized.

A s far as it is possible to tell, the term  ‐vandalism ‒ first cam e to be equated w ith w anton
destruction in the eighteenth century. In 1794, H enri G rçgoire, the bishop of Blois, described
the destruction of artw ork in the French Revolution as ‐vandalism e‒. The term  stuck, even if
the original Vandals w ere perhaps no m ore or less destructive than any of the other conquerors
of ancient Rom e. The Vandals are credited w ith defacing Rom an m onum ents but in truth, m uch
of the destruction of classical architecture w as carried out by local inhabitants re-using
building m aterials along w ith pious Christians taking offence at nudity and pagan sym bolism .

D espite the real horrors of invasion by a foreign people w ho then becom e unsym pathetic
overlords, there is indeed m uch m ore to the narrative of the Vandals. Their story is actually
quite rem arkable. A fter very little contact w ith the G reco-Rom an w orld, they em erged from  the
forests of central Europe in the early fifth century. They crossed the Rhine in m idw inter,



ravaged G aul (m odern France and B elgium ) then passed through the Pyrenees. They briefly
ruled over parts of Spain but in 429 they w ere on the m ove again. They crossed from  Spain
into A frica and took the Rom an province for them selves.

It m ay be that the nam e of the Vandals com es from  the sam e root as the m odern G erm an
‐wandeln‒ (in G erm an the letter ‐w ‒ is pronounced as the English ‐v‒). From  this w e get the
English w ord ‐w anderer‒. If so it is an apt nam e. The Vandals w ere indeed w anderers, m oving
from  Scandinavia to central Europe, then dow n to the D anube before crossing the Rhine,
passing through France into Spain, and finally ending up in A frica.

O nce established in A frica, these people from  the land-locked forests of central Europe
ruled the M editerranean w ith their fleets, defying both the W est and East Rom an Em pires.
From  a sm all insignificant tribe am ongst m any, they had em erged as one of the m ost pow erful
kingdom s of the fifth century. Their m om ent in the A frican sun w as, how ever, very short lived.
In 533 the East Rom ans, under the inspired leadership of Belisarius, crushed the Vandals and
w iped out all traces of their kingdom  except for the m em ory of their nam e as destroyers of
civilization.

This book w ill exam ine how  the Vandals m anaged to achieve such stunning success and then
lose it all in a brief cam paign. It w ill focus on the m ilitary aspects: how  their arm ies w ere
form ed, their tactics, equipm ent and how  they com pared w ith their opponents. A s a
consequence the book w ill concentrate prim arily on the great m igration that led to the
foundation of their A frican kingdom  and its reconquest by Justinian‒s East Rom ans. A ll of this
w ill be placed in the political, religious and social context of the tim es.

O ur Sources
The Vandals left very little archeological record. Therefore in reconstructing their story w e
have to rely prim arily on literary sources. U nfortunately, unlike m any of the other conquerors
of the R om an Em pire such as the G oths, Franks, Lom bards and Saxons, the Vandals had no one
to w rite their history from  their point of view . The only contem porary records that w e have,
w ere w ritten by their R om an enem ies.

The end of the Vandal kingdom  is very w ell docum ented by Procopius, secretary to the
R om an general B elisarius w ho led the cam paign w hich defeated the Vandals. Procopius w as
actually present at m any of the incidents he recounted and took an active part in the cam paign.
A s a result w e have detailed accounts of the battles and skirm ishes that took place betw een the
R om an invasion of A frica in 533 and the end of the last free Vandals in 546. A lthough
obviously biased, Procopius‒s history is reasonably balanced. H is descriptions of the battles,
the num bers of troops involved and the various political m achinations are both realistic and
reliable.

The sam e cannot be said about any of the sources prior to this. Before their crossing of the
R hine in the early-fifth century, the Vandals w ere a relatively m inor G erm anic people and are
only m entioned in passing by various Rom an authors. O nce they m oved into Rom an territory
their story is recounted in horror by several chroniclers, all of w hom  w ere churchm en w ho
took great exception to the Vandals‒ heretical beliefs.

A fter crossing the Rhine on the last day of 406, the Vandals spent three years ravaging



France. Yet the sum  total of w hat contem porary chroniclers have to say about this am ounts to
no m ore than a few  hundred w ords. O ther than listing the cities that fell to the Vandals and
som e hints of other actions, Saint Jerom e, Prosper of A quitaine and others do not tell us how
they did it, w hat sort of defence the Rom ans conducted nor any detail of the m any skirm ishes,
sieges and battles that m ust have taken place betw een 406 and 409.

O nce the Vandals crossed into Spain, the Spanish B ishop H ydatius gives us a little m ore
detail. H ydatius lived through the Vandal occupation of Spain and spent several m onths as a
prisoner of the Suevi w ho had accom panied the Vandals from  G erm any into Spain. Even though
H ydatius tells us som ething about the events that took place in his country betw een 409 and
429, he is terribly short on detail. For exam ple he says: ‐the barbarians ran w ild through the
Spanish provinces‒, but does not say anything about how  they m anaged to take m ost of the
peninsular for them selves.

The story of the Vandals‒ early years in A frica suffers from  the sam e problem . Several
bishops, Victor of Vita being the m ost notable, w rote about the suffering of R om an orthodox
Christians at the hands of the Vandals. W e hear how  the Vandals ‐set to w ork on (A frica) w ith
their w icked forces, laying it w aste by devastation and bringing everything to ruin w ith fire and
m urders.‒ O nce again w e do not learn how  they did it, nor how  they m anaged to defeat the
Rom an arm ies sent against them .

Therefore, in telling the Vandals‒ fascinating story, I have had to frequently fall back on
conjecture. I have tried to piece together the frustratingly sparse contem porary evidence, m atch
it w ith other original sources that tell us som ething about the politics and m ilitary actions of the
age and com e up w ith conclusions that seem  right, even if w e are unlikely to ever know  for
certain. In this regard there are a couple of other invaluable contem porary sources. The first of
these is the history of A m m ianus M arcellinus ‌ a fourth century R om an officer turned historian.
A lthough his history ends a couple of decades before the Vandals crossed the Rhine, he does
give first hand accounts of late R om an and barbarian w arfare as w ell as observations on m any
of the peoples w ho played into the Vandal story. The second is the N otitia D ignitatum , a list of
offices and arm y units from  the end of fourth and early-fifth centuries. This tells us the official
orders of battle of the R om an A rm y at the tim e of the Vandal invasion. W hile it needs to be
treated w ith a fair degree of caution it is invaluable in building a picture of the Rom an A rm y at
the tim e of the Vandals. The histories and letters of Zosim us, Priscus, Saint A ugustine,
O lym piodorus, Jordanes, Sidonius A pollinaris and other chroniclers help to fill in som e of the
blanks.

I have quite deliberately relied on contem porary accounts rather than m ore recent histories
or interpretations. In fact there are very few  m odern accounts of the Vandal story. The
definitive m odern study of the Vandals w as w ritten by C hristian C ourtois in 1955 and since
then there have only been a couple of new  books about them . There have, of course, been m any
new  investigations of the fall of the W est R om an Em pire and late Rom an w arfare. M any of
these have been very helpful in placing the story of the Vandals in a w ider political, m ilitary
and econom ic context. I have listed the m ost useful ones in the bibliography.

T he O rigins of the Vandals



The Vandals w ere an east G erm anic people w ho crossed the Rhine in the early fifth century
and ended up in A frica. This m uch is certain. Tracing back their origins and form ing any idea
of w hat their ancestors w ere like is m uch less so.
Tacitus, in his first century w ork G erm ania, recounts oral G erm an tradition in w hich three

groups of tribes ‌ the Ingaevones; the H erm iones and the Istaevones w ere descended from  the
son of the earth-born god Tuisto. H e then goes on to say:

‐Som e authorities, w ith the freedom  of conjecture perm itted by rem ote antiquity, assert that
Tuisto had m ore num erous descendants and m ention m ore tribal groups such as M arsi,
G am brivii, Suevi and Vandillii ‌ nam es w hich they affirm  to be both genuine and ancient.‒

It w ould seem  that Tacitus is sceptical of this claim , even though he is quite tactful in the w ay
he expresses his doubt. U nfortunately, after this brief introduction, Tactius does not m ention the
Vandals again. W hen he goes through his descriptions of each of the G erm anic tribes he says
nothing about the Vandals or Vandillii.
Pliny the Elder also m entions the Vandilii in his Natural H istory, w ritten in A D  77. H e lists

them  as one of the five m ost im portant G erm an tribes alongside the B urgundians, G oths, Varini
and C harini. Interestingly, Pliny adds that the B urgundians w ere a part of the Vandal people.
C lose cooperation betw een the later Siling Vandals and B urgundians m ay lend som e credence
to this claim .
N orse and G erm anic legends recount stories of m igrations from  Scandinavia into central

Europe in w hich the G erm anic peoples displaced or absorbed the earlier Celtic inhabitants.
This is certainly the G othic tradition and it is backed up w ith som e archeological and
etym ological evidence. The sam e m ay be true of the Vandals. H ow ever, Tacitus‒ story and
Jordanes, history of the G oths m ay indicate that the Vandals w ere already living in central
Europe w hen the G oths and others m oved south.
Jordanes w rote in the sixth century for a G othic audience. A s such he glorifies the deeds of

that people at the expense of others. In the fifth century the G oths and Vandals w ere bitter
enem ies. Jordanes traces this enm ity back in the m ists of tim e w hen the G oths first m oved from
Scandinavia to G erm any, ‐subdued their neighbours, the Vandals, and thus added to their
victories.‒ B y the third century the G oths w ere settled north of the Black Sea ‐holding
undisputed sw ay over great stretches of country, m any arm s of the sea and m any river courses.
B y their strong right arm  the Vandals w ere often laid low .‒
W e have to take Jordanes‒ stories w ith a grain of salt. A  bit like G eoffrey of M onm outh

rew riting A rthurian legends for the benefit of K ing Stephen, he re-interprets ancient histories
for his G othic readers to give them  legitim acy. The Vandals are alw ays cast in a bad light
w hile the deeds of the G oths are glorified.
The seventh century O rigin of the Lom bard People recounts a legend in w hich the

Lom bards also defeated the Vandals early in their history:

‐There is an island that is called Scadanan“  w here m any people dw ell. A m ong these there
w as a sm all people that w as called the Vinniles. A nd w ith them  w as a w om an, G am bara by
nam e, and she had tw o sons. Y bor and A gio. They, w ith their m other, G am bara, held the



sovereignty over the Vinniles.
‐Then the leaders of the Vandals, that is, A m bri and A ssi, m oved w ith their arm y, and said to

the Vinniles: ―Either pay us tribute or prepare yourselves for battle and fight w ith us.‖
‐Then answ ered Y bor and A gio, w ith their m other G am bara: ―It is better for us to m ake

ready the battle than to pay tributes to the Vandals.‖
‐Then A m bri and A ssi, that is, the leaders of the Vandals, asked W odan that he should give

them  the victory over the Vinniles. W odan answ ered, saying: ―W hom  I shall first see at sunrise,
to them  w ill I give the victory.‖

‐A t that tim e G am bara w ith her tw o sons“  appealed to Frea, the w ife of W odan, to help the
Vinniles. Frea gave counsel that at sunrise the Vinniles should com e, and that their w om en,
w ith their hair let dow n around the face in the likeness of a beard, should also com e w ith their
husbands. Then w hen it becam e bright, w hile the sun w as rising, Frea, the w ife of W odan,
turned around the bed w here her husband w as lying and put his face tow ards the east and
aw akened him . A nd he, looking at them , saw  the Vinniles and their w om en having their hair let
dow n around their faces. A nd he says, ―W ho are these Long-beards?‖ A nd Frea said to W odan,
―A s you have given them  a nam e, give them  also the victory.‖ A nd he gave them  the victory, so
that they should defend them selves according to his counsel and obtain the victory. From  that
tim e the Vinniles w ere called Langobards (long-beards).‒

It is possible that the Vandals w ere previous m igrants w ho had to defend their territories from
new  arrivals such as the G oths and Lom bards, although the Lom bard history places their
conflict w ith the Vandals in Scandinavia. There are links w ith the Vandal nam e to Scandinavia.
Vendel in Sw eden, called Vaendil in old Sw edish, m ay indicate an original hom eland of the
Vandals. The northern tip of the Jutland peninsular of D enm ark is called Vendsyssel, w hich
m ay also have a Vandal connection. ‐Syssel‒ is an ancient adm inistrative area sim ilar to the
English ‐shire‒, and ancient D anish nam es for the area include W endila and W ändil. The
ancestors of the Vandals m ay have m igrated from  northern D enm ark in the second century BC .
The archeological record show s that the Jutland peninsular w as heavily settled at that tim e and
then shortly afterw ards w as largely abandoned.

It is probable that the ancestors of the Vandals w ere living in m odern Silesia, w hich is now
part of Poland, at the tim e that Tacitus w rote his G erm ania. The archeological record show s a
com m on culture over a w ide but sparsely-populated area of sm all settlem ents w here the dead
w ere m ostly crem ated but notable w arriors w ere interred together w ith horse gear and spurs.

Unfortunately the links betw een the literary and archeological records for the early Vandals
are tenuous at best. A fter the brief m ention of the Vandals in his introduction, Tacitus says that
a confederation of tribes called the Lugi w ere living in the region w here the Vandals are
presum ed to have settled. The Lugi are also located by other G reek and R om an w riters as
settled betw een the O der and Vistula rivers but their nam e drops out of the historical record by
the second century as that of the Vandals com es into greater prom inence. Som e historians have
concluded that the Lugi and Vandals w ere one and the sam e, others think that the Vandals m ay
have absorbed the Lugi in the second century and still others believe that there is no link at all.
W e w ill never really know  for certain.

A ncient G erm anic tribes w ere not like m odern nation-states nor w ere they necessarily



people w ho shared a com m on ancestry and heritage. The Vandals w ho m oved into A frica in the
fifth century included A lans, a Sarm atian people, and m any others w ho w ere not descended
from  the original Vandals of central Europe. Ethnicity am ongst the ancient G erm an tribes w as
m ore about shared attitudes than ancestry or race. You w ere a Vandal if you w ere bound by
oaths of loyalty to a Vandal leader and follow ed the norm s and custom s of Vandal society.
Therefore the early Vandals could be thought of as a constantly shifting com m unity, w ith
various groups joining and leaving over the centuries before the crossing into A frica. This
m akes tracing their early history a very difficult proposition indeed.

F irst C ontact w ith R om e
By the second century the story of the Vandals starts to becom e a little clearer. There are tw o
m ain groupings: the A sdings (also variously w ritten as H asdings or A stings) and the Silings.
The Silings continued to live in the area betw een the O der and Vistula, possibly lending their
nam e to m odern Silesia. The A sdings, m eanw hile, m oved further south into m odern B ohem ia
eventually settling in the Tisza Valley just north of the Rom an D anube frontier. It m ay be that
A sding expansion, up against the territories of the M arcom anni and Q uadi, w as one of the
causes that sparked off the M arcom annic w ars w ith Rom e (A D  166-180). These w ere the pre-
cursors to the great barbarian m igrations of the fourth and fifth centuries. A lthough the R om ans
defeated the invaders, the fragility of the Im perial frontier w as laid bare. The pattern of tribes
beyond R om e‒s borders being displaced by the aggressive m ovem ents of others, then spilling
over the Im perial frontier, w ould be repeated m any tim es in the years that follow ed.

O ther than exerting pressure on the tribes living along the D anube frontier, the role of the
Vandals in the M arcom annic w ars is not entirely clear. Som e R om an sources have the Vandals
as allies of the Em peror M arcus A urelius, w hile another says that they w ere defeated by him .
Cassius D io, w ho is one of the historians w ho asserts that the A sding Vandals w ere Rom an
allies, also tells of a further expansion into D acia (m odern R om ania):

‐The A stingi, led by their chieftains R aus and R aptus, cam e into D acia w ith their entire
households, hoping to secure both m oney and land in return for their alliance. But failing of
their purpose, they left their w ives and children under the protection of Clem ens [Sextus
Cornelius C lem ens, G overnor of D acia], until they should acquire the land of the C ostoboci by
their arm s; but upon conquering that people, they proceeded to injure D acia no less than
before. The Lacringi, fearing that C lem ens in his dread of them  m ight lead these new com ers
into the land w hich they them selves w ere inhabiting, attacked them  w hile off their guard and
w on a decisive victory. A s a result, the A stingi com m itted no further acts of hostility against
the Rom ans, but in response to urgent supplications addressed to M arcus [A urelius] they
received from  him  both m oney and the privilege of asking for land in case they should inflict
som e injury upon those w ho w ere then fighting against him . N ow  this tribe really did fulfil
som e of its prom ises.‒

The A sding Vandals seem  to have profited from  the M arcom annic w ars. In the peace settlem ent
that follow ed, they w ere placed under R om an protection, the M arcom anni w ere forbidden to



m ake w ar on them  and their new ly-w on territories along the D acian border w ere confirm ed.
D espite this, another source tells us that the R om ans played the Vandals and M arcom anni off
against each other in order to w eaken them  both. A t this tim e the Vandals w ere still bit players
in the dram a that w as unfolding beyond the R om an frontier. The Sarm atians, G oths, A lam anni,
Franks, Suevi M arcom anni and Q uadi w ere the leading actors
O ver the next century the historical record goes quiet. Presum ably the Vandals settled dow n

for a w hile. A lthough they no doubt fought m inor actions agains their G erm anic and Sarm atian
neighbours, relations w ith Rom e rem ained distant and peaceful. In the m id-third century a
series of G othic invasions devastated the B alkans. The G oths sacked A thens and raided
throughout the A egean. In 248 som e A sding Vandals joined the G oths for a raid into M oesia but
other than that they seem ed to have stayed out of the bitter conflict that follow ed.
In 270, after the defeat of the G oths at the B attle of N aissus, tw o Vandal kings apparently

joined up w ith som e Sarm atians to invade Pannonia. It is not clear w hy they chose this m om ent
to invade rather than striking w hile the R om ans w ere still engaged w ith the G oths. A  plague
had just broken out and the Em peror C laudius G othicus died of it. Perhaps the Vandals and
Sarm atians decided to take advantage of the Em peror‒s death or perhaps they w ere set on the
m ove by devastation caused by the plague.
It is likely that the Vandals w ere the junior partners in this expedition as Sarm atians feature

m ost prom inently in the original sources. The Vandals, or Vandeloi as he calls them , are only
m entioned by Publius H erennius D exippus, a contem porary A thenian historian w hose
reliability is questionable. The Sarm atians and Vandals w ere defeated by the new  Em peror
A urelian, w ho took the title of ‐Sarm aticus‒ after his victory. This confirm s that the Sarm atians
w ere the m ain antagonists. A urelian held a trium ph in 274 and Vandal prisoners w ere
apparently paraded before the R om an populace. The defeated barbarians also had to provide
2,000 horsem en to serve in the Rom an A rm y as part of the peace settlem ent. It is possible that
som e of these m ay have been Vandals, although it is highly unlikely that any Vandal band at that
tim e could m uster so m any w arriors. M ost probably the vast m ajority of these m en w ould have
been Sarm atians.
A t this point in their history the Vandals w ere still a conglom eration of relatively m inor

clans rather than a strong cohesive grouping. Bands of them  seem ed to have operated m ore or
less independently of each other and there w as no sense of a Vandal nation beyond the R hine
and D anube frontiers. W hile bands of A sdings w ere cooperating w ith the Sarm atians or
fighting their neighbours in the Tisza Valley beyond the D anube, the Silings w ere pushing up
against the Rhine. In the 270s the Em peror Probus defended the Rhine-D anube frontier against
a com bined force of Siling Vandals and B urgundians. In an engagem ent on the Lech R iver in
m odern B avaria, Probus is said to have defeated the m ore num erous G erm ans by luring them
over the river.

‐H e (Probus) m ade w ar on the Burgundi and the Vandili. B ut seeing that his forces w ere too
w eak, he endeavoured to separate those of his enem ies, and engage only w ith part of them . H is
design w as favoured by fortune; for the arm ies lying on both sides of the river, the R om ans
challenged the Barbarians that w ere on the further side to fight. This so incensed them , that
m any of them  crossed over, and fought until the B arbarians w ere all either slain or taken by the



Rom ans; except a few  that rem ained behind, w ho sued for peace, on condition of giving up
their captives and plunder; w hich w as acceded to. But as they did not restore all that they had
taken, the Em peror w as so enraged, that he fell on them  as they w ere retiring, killed m any of
them , and took prisoner their general Igillus. A ll of them  that w ere taken alive w ere sent to
Britain, w here they settled, and w ere subsequently very serviceable to the Em peror w hen any
insurrection broke out.‒ (Zosim us)

For the m ost part of the third and fourth centuries the Vandals w ere not at w ar w ith R om e.
Instead their conflicts w ere prim arily w ith their Sarm atian and G erm anic neighbours. A
panegyric to the Em peror M axim ian in the late third century tells of a victory by the Tervingi
and Taifali over the Vandals and G epids. N o doubt there w ere m any sim ilar unrecorded w ars
as the relatively w eak and independent Vandal groups tried to hold onto their lands in face of
expansion by their stronger and m ore cohesive neighbours.
Jordanes gives a detailed account of a w ar betw een the G oths and Vandals during the reign

of C onstantine (306-337):

‐G eberich (a G othic king) “  sought to enlarge his country‒s narrow  bounds at the expense of
the race of the Vandals and Visim ar, their king. This Visim ar w as of the stock of the A sdingi,
w hich is em inent am ong them  and indicates a m ost w arlike descent “  The battle raged for a
little w hile on equal term s [by the M aros River in M odern H ungary]. B ut soon Visim ar
him self, the K ing of the Vandals, w as overthrow n, together w ith the greater part of his people.
W hen G eberich, the fam ous leader of the G oths, had conquered and spoiled the Vandals, he
returned to his ow n place w hence he had com e. Then the rem nant of the Vandals w ho had
escaped, collecting a band of their unw arlike folk, left their ill-fated country and asked the
Em peror C onstantine for Pannonia. H ere they m ade their hom e for about sixty years and
obeyed the com m ands of the em perors like subjects.‒

This is one of the m ost detailed and seem ingly definitive stories w e have of early Vandal
history by an ancient w riter. H ow ever, Jordanes w rote his history 200 years after the events he
is recounting and he w as doing so w ith hindsight of the G othic-Vandal enm ity of the fifth
century. If C onstantine had given the Vandals land in Pannonia it w ould be reasonable to
assum e that there w ould be som e Rom an record of this. U nfortunately there is none, nor is there
any m ention of this settlem ent in any other sources, nor archaeological evidence to support it.
Q uite probably this is an apocryphal story, w hich m ay give som e indication of the ongoing
conflicts betw een the Vandals and their neighbours rather than fact. M aybe there w as a Vandal
leader called Visim ar, m aybe he did fight the G oths and w as defeated by them , but it is less
likely that any Vandals w ere given Rom an land to settle by C onstantine.

Vandals in the R om an A rm y
For the m ost part of the second to the fourth centuries the Vandals w ere a relatively w eak
conglom eration of groups living beyond the Rom an frontiers. O ccasionally bands of them
fought against Rom e and som etim es others w ere allies. They did not feature prom inently in



R om an histories and there w as no indication that they w ould becom e such form idable foes in
the future. It is easy to assum e that if anyone in the fourth century predicted that these people
w ould soon overrun France, Spain and A frica, they w ould have been dism issed out of hand.

If the G oths, Sarm atians and A lam anni w ere the m ain barbarian threats to the R om an Em pire
in the third-fourth centuries, the Vandals w ere seen as a source of likely recruits for the arm y ‌
the m ost fam ous being Flavius Stilicho (360-408). H is father w as a Vandal cavalry officer w ho
served the Em peror Valens (364-378), rose to high rank and m arried a R om an noblew om an.
Since the reign of D iocletian (245‌311), sons w ere obliged to follow  their fathers‒ professions
and so the young Stilicho joined the R om an A rm y, entering the elite protectores dom estici ‌ a
sort of com bination bodyguard and staff officer cadre. B y the tim e the Vandals crossed the
R hine in the early-fifth century, Stilicho had m arried into the Im perial fam ily and held suprem e
m ilitary pow er in the W estern Em pire. A lthough he w as half-Vandal in origin it is unlikely that
Stilicho ever saw  him self as anything other than R om an.



Vandal Settlem ents in G erm ania (after Jacobsen). T his m ap show s the gradual southern m ovem ents of the Vandals‒
ancestors from  Scandinavia to the first hom eland betw een the O der and Vistula rivers and the subsequent



m igration of the A sdings into the T isza basin. T he other nam ed tribes show  their approxim ate location in the
second-third centuries.

O ther individual Vandals certainly filled the ranks of the R om an A rm y and fought faithfully
for their new  m asters. It is difficult for us in the tw enty-first century to understand the concepts
of loyalty and nationality as they w ere understood 1,700 years ago. Then the nation state did
not exist, nor did the concept of nationality as w e now  know  it. Today, if a m odern G erm an
goes off and fights for another nation or cause, he w ould be labelled as a m ercenary or foreign
fighter at best; terrorist at w orst. In the early centuries A D  there w as no concept of a G erm an
or even a Vandal nation. Loyalty w as personal and not based on nationality or race. A  Vandal
w ho sw ore allegiance to a R om an em peror, governor or centurion w ould see him self bound by
sacred oaths to serve his leader faithfully w ithout m odern contradictions of nationality.

There is no recorded incident of a Vandal in the R om an A rm y betraying his new  m asters to
the tribe he had com e from . Since the tim e of A ugustus the Rom ans had valued G erm ans for
their personal loyalty. Em perors generally preferred to keep bodyguards of G erm ans rather
than Rom ans. The latter m ight be tem pted to sw itch allegiance w hile the form er could still be
relied on even w hen the political balance began to change.

O ver the third and fourth centuries m ost Vandals in the R om an A rm y w ere probably
individual recruits w ho served alongside others of different origins. There are, how ever, som e
indications that larger groups of Vandals m ay have been incorporated into the R om an A rm y to
form  distinct units.

The Siling Vandals and B urgundians w ho survived their defeat by Probus in 278 w ere
conscripted into the R om an A rm y and sent to serve in Britain. G ervaisus of Tibury, w ho w rote
the O tia Im perialia in 1214, says that there w as a fortress called W andlebria near m odern
C am bridge:

‐In England, on the borders of the diocese of Ely, there is a tow n called C antabrica, just
outside of w hich is a place know n as W andlebria, from  the fact that the W andeli, w hen
ravaging B ritain and savagely putting to death the C hristians, placed their cam p there.‒

There is indeed an ancient hill fort at W andlebury H ill near Ely in C am bridgeshire w hich had
been in use since the early Iron A ge. There is archeological evidence that it w as also occupied
by the Rom ans. G iven the nam e (and the fact that the G erm an ‐w ‒ is pronounced as an English
‐v‒) it could be that this fort w as taken over by the Vandal soldiers serving in the R om an A rm y
w ho later suppressed a local rebellion as recounted by Zosim us (quoted above). H ow ever, it
is too far of a stretch to draw  any firm  conclusions from  the nam e alone or from  an unreliable
thirteenth century account.

The N otitia D ignitatum , a list of offices and arm y units from  the late-fourth/early-fifth
century, records the Ala VIII Vandilorum  serving in Egypt. A n Ala w as a cavalry unit of around
500 m en at full strength. G iven their nam e, it is m ost likely that they w ere originally m ade up
by a m ajority of Vandals, even if later recruits m ay have been draw n from  other sources. The
fact that this w as a cavalry unit m ay indicate an increasing preference for m ounted w arfare
am ongst som e Vandals, if not all.



E arly Vandal W arfare
B y the tim e they had settled dow n as a w arrior aristocracy in Rom an A frica, the Vandals fought
on horseback. M any of the eastern G erm anic tribes w ho took up lands on the Eurasian steppe
also, quite sensibly, becam e prim arily m ounted w arriors. B eing classed am ongst the eastern
G erm anic peoples, it is usually assum ed that the early Vandals had alw ays tended to fight
m ounted rather than on foot.

D ebating the ethnicity of a tribe he calls the ‐Venedi‒, Tacitus says that they had adopted
m any Sarm atian habits. H e then goes on to conclude that they w ere G erm ans because they
‐carry shields and are fond of travelling fast on foot, differing in all these respects from  the
Sarm atians w ho live in w agons and on horseback.‒ For Tacitus, fighting on foot, as opposed to
the m ounted w arfare of the nom adic Sarm atians, seem s to have been a hallm ark of the
G erm anic w arrior in the early years of their contact w ith R om e. H ow ever, this w as not
absolute. D escribing the Tencteri, w hom  he says lived by the R hine, Tacitus asserts that they
‐excel in skilful horsem anship‒, adding that even children and old m en com pete in riding and
that horses are passed on to the m ost skilful w arriors w hen a horse ow ner dies.

M ounted w arfare naturally develops in open areas such as plains and steppes. H ere a horse
w arrior has a natural advantage by being able to traverse greater distances at greater speed.
O pen plains also m ake raising and m aintaining a substantial horse herd a relatively easy
business. N either the Vandals‒ original Scandinavian hom eland, nor the m ountainous, forested
terrain of their new  hom e in central Europe, w ould have been particularly suited to developing
a horse culture. It is true that early Vandal burials contain horse furniture, but then m ost of the
dead w ere crem ated. Presum ably only notable m en w ere interred and the fact that they w ere
the elite does not necessarily m ean that all Vandal w arriors w ere horsem en before their entry
into the R om an Em pire.

Fine distinctions betw een cavalry and infantry did not exist am ongst the G erm anic tribes.
W arriors w ho had horses m ight fight m ounted or dism ount to fight on foot. M ost of those w ho
lived out on the steppes probably had horses. For others, like the early Vandals w ho lived in
closer terrain, a horse w ould not have given the sam e tactical advantage and m aintaining a
suitable herd w ould have been m uch m ore difficult. Therefore, in the early days of Vandal
history it is likely that only the richest m en rode into battle and m ost probably even then
dism ounted to fight rather than form ing a distinct cavalry force.

There are, how ever, several sources w hich seem  to indicate a preference for m ounted
com bat by the early Vandals. A fter their defeat by A urelian in the 270s, the vanquished
Sarm atians and Vandals w ere to provide 2,000 horsem en to the R om an A rm y. Probably m ost of
these w ere Sarm atians but Vandals m ay have contributed. The Ala VIII Vandilorum  previously
m entioned w as definitely a cavalry unit, w hich also supports the idea of a Vandal preference
for m ounted com bat.

The terrain of the Vandal heartland in central Europe argues against the full developm ent of
m ounted w arfare in the early days of their history. G iven the archeological evidence, it is
likely that those w ho could afford it did ow n horses and m ost likely rode them  into battle. The
A sdings, w ho m oved south into the Tisza basin, w ere clearly influenced by the Sarm atians,
w ho w ere m ounted nom ads. Fighting alongside the Sarm atians, they w ould have com e to value



the strategic advantage that m ounted action gave them  for hit and run raids into enem y territory.
The H ungarian plain w ould also have allow ed them  to build up larger horse herds than their
Siling cousins to the north. Even if the A sdings had a greater num ber of m ounted w arriors than
the Silings, it w ould probably be a m istake to im agine them  as fighting exclusively on
horseback as their descendants did in A frica several generations later.
Tacitus gives us som e detailed descriptions of how  the early G erm ans m ay have fought.

A lthough these accounts contain a healthy dollop of poetic licence, they w ould have been
based on first hand accounts of R om an officers w ho had fought against the G erm ans:

‐G enerally speaking, their strength lies in infantry rather than cavalry. So foot soldiers
accom pany the cavalry into action, their speed on foot being such that they can easily keep up
w ith charging horsem en. The best m en are chosen from  the w hole body of young w arriors and
placed w ith the cavalry in front of the m ain battle line“ The battle line is m ade up of w edge
shaped form ations. To give ground, provided that you return to the attack, is considered good
tactics rather than cow ardice.‒

The w edge shaped form ations should not be taken too literally. The w edge, or cuneus, as it
w as called by the Rom ans, w as m ore like an attack colum n w ith the leader front and centre
surrounded by his household w arriors. A s the colum n surged forw ard, the leader and his best
m en w ould have advanced m ore quickly w hile those on the vulnerable flanks held back. By the
tim e they reached the enem y, the form ation w ould have resem bled a rough w edge.
Tacitus says that the m ain w eapons w ere short, handy spears called fram eae. These have

‐short and narrow  blades w hich are sharp and easy to handle so that they can be used, as
required, either at close quarters or in long range fighting. Their horsem en are content w ith a
shield and a spear; but the foot soldiers also rain javelins on their foes. Each of them  carries
several and they hurl them  to im m ense distances.‒
W hen describing m ounted action Tacitus says: ‐Their horses are not rem arkable for either

their beauty or speed and are not trained to execute various evolutions as ours are. They ride
them  straight ahead, or w ith just a single w heel to the right (so the m an‒s shielded side faces
the enem y), keeping their line so w ell that not a m an falls behind the rest.‒
W e have no w ay of know ing how  m uch of this m ay have been applicable to the ancestors of

the Vandals, of w hom  Tacitus had no know ledge. H e does tell of tactical variations betw een
certain tribes, one of w hom  w ere the H arii. This people w ere a sub-group of the Lugi w ho m ay
have been later absorbed by the Vandals:

‐The H arii are not only superior in strength to the other peoples I have m entioned, but they
m inister to their savage instincts by trickery and clever tim ing. They black their shields, dye
their bodies, and choose pitch dark nights for their battles. The shadow y, aw e-inspiring
appearance of such a ghoulish arm y inspires m ortal panic, for no enem y can endure a sight so
strange and hellish. D efeat in battle starts alw ays w ith the eyes.‒

W e cannot m ake any firm  conclusions about the com position of early Vandal arm ies or their
tactics. Probably they started off as m ainly foot w arriors like other G erm ans, but as terrain and



circum stances perm itted they increasingly m ounted up. N otable w arriors probably alw ays rode
into battle, even if they dism ounted to fight on foot. A s their w ealth and pow er grew , Vandal
w arriors increasingly took to fighting on horseback, but at the tim e of the R hine crossing m any
or m ost probably still fought on foot.
W hether on foot or m ounted, the early Vandal w arriors w ere m uch m ore likely to be

involved in raids and skirm ishes against their neighbours than large set piece battles. M ost
w arbands w ould have num bered in the hundreds rather than thousands, and the objectives of a
cam paign w ould be to increase prestige and m aterial w ealth of that particular band as they
jostled and com peted for resources w ith other sim ilar bands. If w e w ere to take a m odern
com parison, it w ould be closer to rival street gangs fighting continuous turf w ars rather than
life or death conflicts betw een com peting nations or ideologies.
Those w arriors w ho fought dism ounted m ay w ell have used a looser form ation than the tight

shieldw all typical of later G erm anic w arriors and the R om ans. If hit-and-run raids w ere the
m ost usual form  of com bat, relatively lightly-equipped m en w ith the short handy spears and
javelins described by Tacitus w ould have been m ost suited for it. Such m en w ould have been
able to operate easily in the close terrain of the Vandal hom elands as w ell as keeping up w ith
m ounted w arriors in the open. There is som e archeological evidence to suggest that the
G erm ans of the early m igration period m ay have had a looser fighting style than their later
descendants. Shields w ere sm all, round and w ith prom inent central bosses. This seem s to
indicate that the w arrior‒s shield w as used offensively and for parrying blow s. Rom an shields,
and those of later G erm ans, w ere larger and better designed for defence in a close form ation.
If Tacitus is correct, m ounted action by the early G erm ans seem s to have been rather

unsophisticated. R om ans, Sarm atians and H uns used a m ix of skirm ish and shock tactics. They
w ould harass their opponents w ith m issile w eapons, avoiding contact until their enem y w as
w orn dow n and then close in for the kill. Tacitus‒ statem ents that the G erm ans w ere ‐not
trained to execute various evolutions as ours are‒, and that, ‐their horsem en are content w ith a
shield and a spear (w ithout javelins)‒, indicates a preference for close com bat only. Later,
w hen the Vandals fought the M oors and Rom ans in A frica, they seem  to have been ham pered by
an inability to skirm ish as w ell as fight hand-to-hand. It m ay be that Vandal m ounted tactics did
not evolve m uch over the centuries that follow ed.
A lthough there is a popular view  that G erm anic w arriors shunned the use of m issile

w eapons in favour of hand-to-hand com bat only, there is plenty of evidence that this w as not
the case. Tacitus speaks of javelins being used by m en on foot, their ability to fight at both
close quarters or long range and the fact that a tactical w ithdraw al w as not regarded as a sign
of cow ardice. The later O strogoths and Lom bards fielded a large num ber of bow -arm ed m en
and several excavated A lam annic graves reveal that poorer w arriors w ere buried w ith bow s
w hile richer ones had spears, sw ords and throw ing axes.
A s less prom inent m en am ongst the early Vandals w ere crem ated, w e cannot know  if the

sam e w as true for them . There is, how ever, no evidence for long-range m issile w eapons being
used by the later Vandals, despite the influence of the A lans and Sarm atians w ho generally
carried bow s as w ell as lances. It m ay be that the Vandals never adopted archery. Perhaps, as
they w ere so suddenly propelled from  relatively m inor tribes to a pow erful w arrior
aristocracy, there w as never a tim e w hen they had any significant num ber of less w ell-off m en



w ho had to m ake do w ith bow s rather than the full panoply of the archetypical G erm anic hand-
to-hand fighter.
A m ongst the early G erm ans, m ost free m en carried arm s and w ere able to fight. Even

w om en and children m ight pitch in, taking care of the w ounded and encouraging their m enfolk:

‐C lose by them  are their nearest and dearest, so that they can hear the shrieks of their w om en
and the w ailing of their children. These are the w itnesses w hom  each m an reverences m ost
highly, w hose praise he m ost desires. It is to their m others and w ives that they go to have their
w ounds treated and the w om en are not afraid to com pare gashes. They also carry supplies of
food to the com batants and encourage them .‒ (Tacitus)

C ulture, L eadership and Society
Procopius, w ho w rote in the sixth century and w as fam iliar w ith the later A frican K ingdom ,
tells us that the Vandals w ere closely related in language and law s to the G oths and G epids:

‐There w ere m any G othic nations in earlier tim es, just as also at the present, but the greatest
and m ost im portant of all are the G oths, Vandals, Visigoths, and G epids. In ancient tim es,
how ever, they w ere nam ed Sarm atians and M elanchlaeni [black cloaks ‌ possibly a reference
to Tacitus‒ H arii] and there w ere som e too w ho called these nations G etic. A ll these, w hile
they are distinguished from  one another by their nam es, as has been said, do not differ in
anything else at all. For they all have w hite bodies and fair hair, and are tall and handsom e to
look upon, and they use the sam e law s and practise a com m on religion. For they are all of the
A rian faith, and have one language called G othic; and, as it seem s to m e, they all cam e
originally from  one tribe, and w ere distinguished later by the nam es of those w ho led each
group.‒

G iven the paucity of evidence it is difficult to identify any unique characteristics of early
Vandal society beyond that w hich they shared w ith other G erm an tribes. A rcheology has
identified cultural sim ilarities am ongst the peoples w ho lived in central Europe w hich differed
from  the G oths to the east, M arcom anni and Q uadi to the south, and the Franks and A lam anni to
the w est. A lthough the early Vandals lived in central Europe, it is likely that their culture
(know n as ‐Przew orsk‒ from  the tow n in m odern Poland w here the first discoveries w ere
m ade) w as shared by several sim ilar groups w hich included the Vandals. It w as not
necessarily exclusively theirs, and the fact that a com m on w ay of life extended over a w ide
area does not m ean that the early Vandals w ere already a pow erful confederacy in the years
before the R hine crossing.
W hat the archeology tells us is that the ancestors of the Vandals lived in sm all, highly-

dispersed, short-lived com m unities based on subsistence farm ing. Their houses, m ade of
w ood, w icker and m ud, w ere sim ple structures w ith one or tw o room s. In contrast, those areas
dom inated by the G oths and A lam anni show  signs of m uch larger perm anent settlem ents w ith
m ore advanced agricultural techniques and greater m aterial w ealth. This w as no doubt a direct
result of w ar and trade w ith Rom e.



Trade w ith R om e w ould have been vitally im portant to the Vandals as it provided them  w ith
better quality goods and gave local leaders the ability to increase their pow er and influence.
A lthough the Vandals w ere one step rem oved from  the Im perial frontiers, their settlem ents
straddled the so-called ‐am ber trail‒ so the Vandals did have som ething to offer in exchange for
R om an luxury goods. Living deep in central Europe, m ost trade w ith R om e in the early years
probably w ent through M arcom annic, Sarm atian or G othic m iddlem en. A s a result, the Vandals
rem ained relatively poor and w eak com pared to their neighbours w ho bordered the R hine and
D anube.
Pre-m igration G erm anic leadership w as fragile and fragm ented. A  successful w arrior w ould

offer m aterial w ealth and protection to his extended household and therefore attract m ore
follow ers. Such G erm anic leaders are usually called ‐kings‒ by the R om ans but they w ere not
kings as w e now  understand the term . A t best, such m en w ere probably village headm en w ho,
through prow ess in w ar, w ere able to m aintain a sm all num ber of household w arriors and
extend their influence over neighbouring settlem ents. There w as no sense of a Vandal nation,
nor even a Siling or A sding nation. In the sam e w ay that various South London gangs today can
all be called Londoners, this does not m ean that they autom atically have som e kind of greater
allegiance to an overall London gang leader. Later, larger m ore coherent political groupings
cam e about through m ilitary and econom ic interaction w ith R om e, but this did not com e to pass
for the Vandals until w ell after the Rhine crossing.
Interestingly, m ost prim ary sources m ention tw o leaders w hen they describe the early

Vandals. W e have already heard how  Y bor and A gio of the Lom bards fought against A m bri and
A ssi of the Vandals; and how  R aus and R aptus led their A sding follow ers into D acia. This has
led som e historians to conclude that there w as som e kind of ‐tw in kingship‒ am ongst the early
Vandals and m any other G erm ans. Tacitus seem s to im ply that this dual leadership w as quite
com m on, w ith one giving spiritual guidance w hile the other led w arriors into battle. D ual
leadership is also found in other cultures. A fter the death of K ing R ua, A ttila and B leda ruled
the H uns jointly for several years until A ttila did aw ay w ith his brother to assum e sole
com m and. G iven the fragm ented nature of early Vandal political structures, it is probably
w rong to assum e that just because tw o leaders are often m entioned that this w as alw ays som e
sort of form al arrangem ent. It m ay w ell be that the tw o nam es w ere m ore sym bolic than
accurate. Tacitus, for exam ple, links the dual kingship to the R om an divinities of C astor and
Pollux, and the nam es ‐R aus‒ and ‐Raptus‒ m ay m ean ‐pole‒ and ‐beam ‒.
A s a single Vandal leader could probably only m uster a few  hundred m en, only by joining up

w ith another they could have had an im pact that m ade a difference. A s these ‐kings‒ acquired
greater w ealth, often through their dealings w ith R om e, they w ere able to m aintain larger
groups of full-tim e retainers w ho w ere bound by form al oaths of loyalty and a code of honour.
They fought for him  to increase his pow er w hile he provided them  w ith gifts, prestige and high
standing w ithin the com m unity. In order to take on the m ight of R om e, several such leaders and
their follow ings had to band together, at least tem porarily, if they w ere to have any chance of
success.

T he W rong Sort of C hristians



If m uch of the early history of the Vandals w ill alw ays rem ain shrouded in the m ists of tim e,
one event that is certain and had a lasting im pact on their later history w as their conversion to
C hristianity. This w as significant less for the fact that they becam e Christians than that they
adopted the A rian version of C hristianity that w as later deem ed heretical by the R om an
C hurch.

In 341 a G oth by the nam e of U lfilas (Little W olf) w as consecrated B ishop at the C ouncil of
A ntioch and w as sent north of the D anube to bring his people around to C hristianity. To say he
w as a G oth is true, but he is a good exam ple of how  ethnicity am ongst the G erm ans w as not
necessarily based on race. H e w as descended from  R om an captives taken by the G othic
Tervingi clan in the late-third century. H e grew  up as a G oth, had a G othic nam e and spoke
G othic as his first language, but he w as also fluent in Latin and G reek, and he retained his
parents‒ C hristian beliefs.

U lfilas translated the B ible into G othic and gradually converted his people to C hristianity.
H is w ork, and that of his follow ers, influenced other G erm anic tribes as the w ord spread
beyond G othic territory. A s neighbours of the G oths, the Vandals probably converted to
C hristianity tow ards the end of the fourth century as an indirect result of U lfilas‒ m ission.

The fifth-century Spanish chronicler O rosius says that the Vandals w ere still heathens w hen
they crossed the R hine in 406-7, but this is highly unlikely. B y the tim e they arrived in Spain,
the Vandals w ere alm ost certainly C hristians. C onversion needs tim e to contem plate spiritual
m atters and this is not easily done w hile you are m arauding through enem y territory. G iven
their proxim ity to the G oths and sim ilar dialect, it is far m ore likely that the Vandals becam e
C hristians before the R hine crossing. H ad it happened later they w ould have taken on the
C atholic version of Christianity of the H ispano-R om ans rather than follow ing the A rian
teachings of U lfilas.

Today, in the W est, w e tend to think of religion as a personal m atter w here each individual
m akes up his or her ow n m ind independently. In late antiquity this w as not the case. Shared
beliefs w ere then an im portant part of the tribe‒s identity. If your leaders decided that
C hristianity w as the w ay of the future, then you w ould follow  suit. In post-R eform ation
G erm any, sm all principalities and even clusters of villages often sw itched betw een
C atholicism  and Protestantism  in accordance w ith their leaders‒ decisions. The sam e w as
probably true of the Vandals. If Ulfilas‒ priests could convince the elite, then the rest of the
people w ould convert alongside them . Early G erm anic leaders w ere not autocrats, so they
w ould need to take their follow ers‒ view s into consideration. It helped greatly that the early
C hristians w ere quite happy to adopt pagan festivals and practices by giving them  a patron
saint or a C hristian gloss so that life could go on m ore or less as it had in the past. O nce the
Vandals converted to C hristianity, this belief becam e part of w hat m ade up the Vandal identity.
This should have m ade integration w ith the C hristian R om an w orld easier, but there w as a
problem .

U lfilas follow ed the teachings of the B ishop A rius (250-336), w hich in the early part of the
fourth century w ere fairly w idely accepted. In sim ple laym an‒s term s, A rius believed that Jesus
w as a m an created by G od the Father. H e w as from  G od but Jesus and the Father w ere not the
sam e being. O thers held that the Trinity of the Father, Son and H oly G host w ere one and the
sam e w ith no differentiation or hierarchy betw een them . This is necessarily a very sim plistic



interpretation. The subtle nuances surrounding the nature of the Trinity resulted in the deaths of
thousands of believers on both sides as the various adherents of one idea or the other
persecuted their opponents w ith fanatical fervour. The C ouncil of N icaea in 325 attem pted to
draw  a line under the controversy, defining the relationship of the Son and Father as ‐of the
sam e substance‒. A s a result the idea that the Father, Son and H oly G host w ere the sam e being
becam e know n as the N icene B elief, and from  this w e get the N icene C reed w hich is today still
the official doctrine of the C atholic C hurch.

The N icaean C ouncil did not settle the m atter. Furious, frequently deadly debates continued
as the East R om an Em pire becam e consum ed w ith the relationship betw een Jesus and G od. A t
a second Ecum enical Council at C onstantinople in 381, the A rian version that the Son and
Father w ere sim ilar, but not the sam e, w as finally declared heretical. The N icene C reed
becam e the only acceptable interpretation of C hristianity and the m atter w as finally settled.

O r w as it?
N o one bothered to invite the Vandals to the councils at N icaea or C onstantinople. W hile a

new  orthodoxy had been accepted by Christians w ithin the R om an Em pire, those beyond the
frontiers still held firm  to the A rian version as preached by U lfilas and his follow ers. In the
years that follow ed, integration betw een N icene R om ans and A rian G erm ans w as problem atic
to say the least. In the case of the Vandals these difficulties w ere even m ore pronounced.



T he Vandal M igration in the fifth century (after Jacobsen). U nder pressure from  the H uns, the Vandals m oved w est
at the beginning of the fifth century. A  group of A sdings m oved into R aetia in 401 but w ere defeated by Stilicho. In



406 the A sdings and Silings m oved into Frankish territory, joined by groups of Suevi and A lans along the w ay. A fter
a battle w ith the Franks, the m igrants crossed the R hine on 31 D ecem ber 406.



I

C hapter 2

In the B leak M idw inter

U pheaval B eyond the F rontiers
n the m id-fourth century the G erm anic tribes beyond the Rom an frontiers w ere throw n into
disarray by new  m igrants from  the east. The H uns, a nom adic people living on the Eurasian
steppes, started expanding w estw ard. In tw o separate passages, the fourth century R om an

officer and historian, A m m ianus M arcellinus, has this to say about them :

‐The seed and origin of all the ruin and various disasters that the w rath of M ars aroused,
putting in turm oil all places w ith unw onted fires, w e have found to be this. The people of the
H uns, but little know n from  ancient records, dw elling beyond the M aeotic Sea near the ice-
bound ocean, exceed every degree of savagery. The cheeks of their children are deeply
furrow ed w ith steel from  their very birth, in order that the grow th of hair, w hen it appears at
the proper tim e, m ay be checked by the w rinkled scars, they grow  old w ithout beards and
w ithout any beauty, like eunuchs. They all have com pact, strong lim bs and thick necks, and are
so m onstrously ugly and m isshapen, that one m ight take them  for tw o-legged beasts“

‐W hen the report spread w idely am ong the other G othic peoples, that a race of m en hitherto
unknow n had now  arisen from  a hidden nook of the earth, like a tem pest of snow s from  the high
m ountains, and w as seizing or destroying everything in its w ay, the greater part of the people,
w ho, w orn out by lack of the necessities of life“  looked for a hom e rem oved from  all
know ledge of the savages.‒

The im pact of H un expansion had a dom ino effect on the tribes of ancient G erm ania. Som e
w ere conquered and absorbed into the H un Em pire, w hilst others m oved further w est looking
for new  lands w here they m ight still rem ain free. Like w ater building up behind an inadequate
dam , a huge conglom eration of displaced G erm anic peoples flooded into the Rom an Em pire
from  the late-fourth to early-fifth centuries.

The H uns seem  to have com e w est in tw o w aves. The first w as in the m id-fourth century
w hen they m oved against the A lans and G oths, w ho at the tim e w ere living north of the Black
Sea. The G oths and A lans w ere defeated and som e cam e under H un control. Tw o G othic
bands, the Tervingi and som e G ruethungi, fled further w est and sought refuge inside the R om an
Em pire.

The first G othic refugees w ere allow ed to cross the border but the unscrupulous behaviour
of local Rom an officials, com bined w ith the closing of the frontier to new  arrivals, sparked off



a rebellion. The end result w as the fam ous destruction of the East R om an A rm y and the death
of the Em peror Valens at A drianople in 378. A s he w as a cavalry officer serving Valens, it m ay
be that Stilicho‒s Vandal father fought on the Rom an side at A drianople, but w e have no direct
evidence for this.

The events of the 370s are beautifully and succinctly sum m ed up by Bishop A m brose of
M ilan in a style that brings to m ind a m odern ‐Tw eet‒: ‐The H uns fell upon the A lans, the
A lans upon the G oths and Taifali, the G oths and Taifali upon the R om ans, and yet this is not yet
the end.‒

H ow  right he w as.
The story of the G oths w ill be told m ore fully in the next book in this series. The end result

w as that after four years of inconclusive cam paigning, the G oths and R om ans looked for a
negotiated settlem ent. O n 3 O ctober 382 a treaty w as agreed w hich gave the G oths land to
settle on the southern bank of the D anube. In return for this and a sem i-autonom ous status
w ithin the Em pire, the G oths w ere to provide troops for the Rom an A rm y. O n the face of it this
w as nothing really new . B arbarians had long been em ployed in the Rom an A rm y and there w as
a history of settling defeated tribes as m ilitary colonists. The treaty of 382 m ay have seem ed
sim ilar, but the reality w as different. The G oths w ere not defeated and an entire people w ere
now  settled inside the Em pire, rem aining under their ow n law s and fighting as a distinct entity
under their ow n leaders.

Tw ilight of E m pire
A s the fourth century drew  to a close the centre of H un pow er w as still to the east of the
C arpathian M ountains, w hile the D anube border regions rem ained occupied by G erm ans and
Sarm atians. The Vandals do not appear to have been particularly unsettled by the first H un
attacks and there is no m ention of Vandals taking part in any of the G othic incursions of the
370s.

Before continuing our narrative of the Vandals, it is w orth exam ining the political and
m ilitary situation in the R om an Em pire at the turn of the fourth century. O nly then can w e begin
to understand how  the seem ingly im possible occurred.

The defeat of the East Rom an A rm y at A drianople w as a catastrophe, but as the fourth
century drew  to a close it seem ed on the surface that C onstantinople had m anaged to stabilise
the situation. The G oths w ere m ore or less settled in the Balkans, providing m anpow er for the
arm y. The H uns had m ade their presence know n but w ere not yet pushing up against R om e‒s
borders. A n equilibrium  seem ed to have been established beyond the frontiers. The Em peror
Theodosius m aintained a strong grip and w as busy building a new  Christian Em pire. Things
should have been looking up, but w ith the benefit of hindsight w e can see that the Em pire‒s
situation w as highly precarious.

In 382, M agnus M axim us (M acsen W ledig of W elsh legend) w as proclaim ed Em peror by his
B ritish troops. W ith the backing of soldiers draw n from  Britain and never to return, he defeated
the W estern Em peror G ratian, established his capital at Trier and for six years controlled the
W est. H e w as eventually defeated by Theodosius‒ Eastern arm y in 388. The Theodosian forces
included a sizeable contingent of G oths, w hile M axim us drew  on the A lam anni as w ell as the



British and G allic garrisons. D raw ing off troops from  G aul to fight Theodosius in Italy left the
Rhine frontier sparsely defended and, in a harbinger of things to com e, the Franks took
advantage of this to m ove into northern G aul and establish settlem ents on the w est bank of the
Rhine.

A fter M axim us‒ defeat, the political situation in the W est rem ained precarious. In 392, the
new , youthful W estern Em peror Valentinian II attem pted to dism iss A rbogast, his M agister
M ilitum  (m aster of soldiers). The result w as that Valentinian died in rather dubious
circum stances and A rbogast (of Frankish origin) placed his puppet Eugenius on the w estern
throne.

This perturbed Theodosius on several accounts. The greatest w as perhaps that A rbogast and
Eugenius w ere pagans and there w ere signs that they m ight be encouraging a pagan revival.
O nce again Theodosius decided that he had to intervene to sort things out and once again he
called on the G oths to back him . Som e sources say the G oths provided 20,000 m en, but such a
large num ber is highly unlikely. Together w ith the G oths and reinforcem ents from  Syria,
Theodosius and his general, the half-Vandal Stilicho, m arched w est in Septem ber 394 to defeat
A rbogast in a tw o-day battle that took place in a m ountain pass in m odern Slovenia through
w hich the R iver Frigidus flow s (m odern Vipava in Slovenian or Vipacco in Italian).

Theodosius‒ victory over A rbogast w as w on w ith the blood of m any G oths. A laric, their
leader, then sought som e better understanding for future relations. Ideally he w as looking for
form al recognition for him self and his follow ers w ithin the Rom an m ilitary and political
structure. The full narrative of A laric and Stilicho belongs to the story of the G oths. A s far as it
concerns the story of the Vandals, the im portant point is that Stilicho w as prim arily focused on
the political situation w ithin the Em pire rather than w hat w as going on beyond the R hine
frontier.

A fter Frigidus, Stilicho becam e guardian of Theodosius‒s 9-year-old son, H onorius, w hom
he had placed on the W estern throne. W hen Theodosius died in 395 his eldest, 17-year-old son,
A rcadius, ascended to the Eastern throne. A s the vultures circled around the tw o young
em perors, Stilicho held suprem e m ilitary pow er. H is only real rival w as A laric, w ho had
becom e increasingly dissatisfied w ith being bottled up in the B alkans w ithout a clear
agreem ent about his official status as a R om an w arlord.

A s the fifth century daw ned, Stilicho had his gaze firm ly fixed on A laric in the B alkans and
A rcadius in C onstantinople. The w estern Rhine frontier seem ed im m aterial to the m ore
im portant and inevitable struggle to follow . M any of the troops previously stationed in Britain
and G aul had been draw n off, first to support M axim us and then to provide m anpow er for
A rbogast and Eugenius. Settlem ents of Franks, A lam anni and B urgundians w ere engaged to
hold the R hine to replace the R om an forces draw n off to deal w ith other m ore pressing m atters.
W hen A laric rebelled in 401, Stilicho w ithdrew  m ore troops from  the W est to defend Italy
from  A laric‒s G oths.

W e have a reasonably good idea of the theoretical strength and dispositions of the Rom an
A rm y from  the Notitia D ignitatum . O n paper the com bined m ight of the tw o halves of the
Em pire could m uster som ething close to half a m illion m en. In the W est there w ere tw o m ain
field arm ies; one under the M agister Peditum  in Italy and another in G aul under the M agister
Equitum . These had an official strength of around 25,000 m en each. These field arm ies w ere



m obile forces of high quality troops, w ho could respond in force to deal w ith m ajor threats
w hile m ore static forces guarded the frontiers. The m ain frontier forces in the W est w ere
located in B ritain, Illyricum  (m odern form er Yugoslavia), A frica and along the Rhine and
D anube frontiers. In theory this should have provided m ore than enough m en to defeat
incursions by the relatively sm all barbarian arm ies that from  tim e to tim e raided across the
frontiers. If the garrison forces along the borders w ere unable to hold the enem y, then the field
arm ies w ould intervene. A fter defeating their opponents they w ould often conduct punitive
expeditions into barbarian territory to deter future aggression.
This system  had w orked reasonably w ell in the fourth century but it w as unable to cope w ith

the perfect storm  that engulfed the Em pire in the first decade of the fifth century. W e have
already seen how  M axim us, then A rbogast, and finally Stilicho drew  troops aw ay from  Britain
and G aul to either support their bids for pow er or to defend Italy. These troops never returned
to their hom e stations, nor w ere new  units recruited to replace them . Instead, Stilicho
established treaties w ith the Franks and A lam anni to secure the R hine frontier, w hile Saxons
w ere invited into Britain to help defend the island from  the Scots and Picts.

T he G athering Storm
A t som e point at the end of the fourth century or beginning of the fifth, the H uns m oved
w estw ard again. They occupied the H ungarian plain and sent a new  w ave of refugees up
against the R om an frontiers. This tim e the Vandals w ere am ongst them . Led by G odegisel, the
A sdings w ere probably the first to m ove and som e w ere pushing up against the D anube and
raiding into Raetia as early as 401. These early Vandal raiders w ere defeated by Stilicho and
som e of the survivors m ay have been engaged as foederati (federates), given land in exchange
for m ilitary service.
It is w orth pausing for a m om ent to consider just how  m om entous a decision it m ust have

been for the Vandals to up-sticks and m ove. D espite their later w anderings, the Vandals w ere
settled farm ers and not nom ads. They had lived in m ore or less the sam e part of central Europe
for hundreds of years and by m igrating w estw ard they w ould leave everything that w as
fam iliar behind forever.
The decision w ould not have been taken lightly, nor quickly. A round the council fires there

m ust have been m any voices arguing to stay put and com e to som e sort of accord w ith the H uns.
O ther G erm anic peoples, such as the G epids, did take that option and in the end seem  to have
done fairly w ell by it. It m ay be that the decision to m ove w as influenced by other factors than
sim ply terror at the approach of the H uns. In all likelihood som e w arriors decided to strike out
early, like those w ho raided R aetia in 401, then as conditions w orsened others m ade the m ove,
taking their fam ilies w ith them .
Procopius, w riting in the sixth century, attributes the Vandal m igration to fam ine. Perhaps

there had been several poor harvests w hich m ade staying put in face of the advancing H uns a
less than prom ising option. It is also interesting to note that Procopius also says that not all the
Vandals m igrated: ‐W hen the Vandals originally pressed by hunger, w ere about to rem ove from
their ancestral abodes, a certain part of them  w as left behind w ho w ere reluctant to go and not
desirous of follow ing G odegisel.‒



It is generally assum ed that, unlike the G oths, all the Vandals ‌ both Silings and A sdings,
m en, w om en and children ‌ m igrated w est in the early fifth century. A rcheology tends to back
this up. M aterial goods connected w ith the so-called Przew orsk culture have been found in the
Vandals‒ central European heartland dating back centuries. Then, suddenly, from  the start of the
fifth century these artefacts disappear from  the archeological record entirely. It m ay be that
there w as a split as Procopius says and that the end of the Przew orsk culture could be
accounted for by the w arrior elites m oving on, leaving the others behind to fall under H un
overlordship or be absorbed by other tribes. W e cannot know  for certain but on balance it
w ould seem  as though m ost, if not all, Vandals m oved w est to seek a new  hom e inside the
Rom an Em pire. This w ould not have been a coordinated m igration but rather decisions m ade
by individual groups, w ith som e m oving earlier and others joining in later. A s each group
m ade their decision, they w ould have had to w eigh up the difficulties of their present situation
against the possibility of a better life in the future.

W hat realistic hope did the Vandals have of carving out new  lands for them selves inside the
Em pire? M ost barbarian incursions into R om an territory w ere doom ed to failure. They m ight
achieve initial success but eventually the Rom ans w ould prevail, destroying the invaders and
follow ing up w ith punitive raids against their hom elands. The afterm ath of A drianople in 378
had broken this m ould. W hen the Vandals w ere contem plating their options they w ould have
been w ell aw are that the descendants of the G othic victors at A drianople had both land and
status w ithin the Em pire. The Franks had also been granted land on the w est bank of the Rhine
in exchange for m ilitary service, and all the tribes along the R hine frontier ‌ Franks,
Burgundians and A lam anni ‌ had done quite w ell out of recent treaties w ith Stilicho.

The Vandals m ust have thought that they too could hope for a sim ilar arrangem ent, especially
if the m an in charge, Stilicho, w as him self a Vandal on his father‒s side. Jordanes goes as far
as to say that the Vandals w ere invited into the Em pire by Stilicho:

‐A  long tim e afterw ard they [the Vandals] w ere sum m oned thence [to G aul] by Stilicho, M aster
of the Soldiery, Ex-C onsul and Patrician, and took possession of G aul. H ere they plundered
their neighbours and had no settled place of abode.‒

Could there be any truth to this claim ?
G aul had been a thorn in Stilicho‒s side for years. It w as the place w here rivals could and

did rise up to challenge him  and the Em peror H onorius, w hom  he protected. H is interest w as in
m aintaining his pow er base in Italy, keeping an eye on A laric‒s G oths in the B alkans and
playing politics w ith Constantinople. The G allic A rm y had been decim ated in the civil w ars of
the late-fourth century, and in 401 Stilicho w ithdrew  m ore troops from  G aul to support his
struggle against A laric‒s G oths w ho w ere threatening Italy. W hile the Rhine defences needed
bolstering, the last thing Stilicho w anted w as another strong G allic A rm y to challenge him .
Therefore it is not beyond the realm  of possibility that he w ould have been tem pted to have his
Vandal cousins m ove into G aul as his surrogates. Even if Stilicho had not form ally invited the
Vandals, m aybe there had been com m unications w hich som e Vandal leaders had interpreted as
an invitation, even if they w ere only m eant as polite diplom atic w ords.

Virtually all m odern historians discount collusion betw een Stilicho and the Vandals, despite



the form er‒s ancestry and despite the fact that he did very little to oppose their crossing into
G aul. The Vandals w ere not the only barbarians on the m ove. G oths, Suevi, A lans and others
w ere forced out of their central European hom elands by the H uns, fam ine or both in the first
years of the fifth century. Even w hen the Vandals crossed the Rhine, they w ere probably a
m inority partner to the Suevi and A lans. Furtherm ore, Stilicho‒s policy had been to rely on the
Franks and other w estern G erm anic tribes to secure the R hine for him  in place of Rom an
soldiers. This policy seem ed to have w orked relatively w ell and there w ould have been no
reason for him  to change it. In the unlikely event that there had been any understanding betw een
Stilicho and som e of the Vandal leaders, the chain of events in the first decade of the fifth
century w ere so cataclysm ic to overw helm  all involved.

A ll of a sudden hundreds of thousands of people w ere w illingly or unw illingly on the m ove,
and the Vandals w ere only a sm all part of this m ovem ent. M ost probably the decisions to
m igrate w ere sparked off by the w estw ard expansion of the H uns, but no doubt m any other
factors cam e into play as w ell. These m ay have included food shortages, although the clim atic
records from  around 400 do not reveal any unusual w eather patterns. Probably there w as also
a degree of opportunism  on the part of the Vandals, Suevi and A lans, as they saw  how  Stilicho
w as otherw ise occupied and knew  that the R hine defences w ere relatively thin.

A s the H uns m igrated from  the Eurasian steppes into central Europe, the first w ave of
displaced G erm ans to break over the Rom an frontier w as led by Radagasius, a G oth, w ho
brought a large arm y into Italy in 405. The com position of R adagasius‒ force is not know n but
probably it w as a coalition of various G erm anic peoples, possibly including som e A sding
Vandals. It included w om en and children as w ell as w arriors, so it w as a m igration rather than
a raiding force. R adagasius‒ force w as large enough to require Stilicho to call on thirty units
from  the Rom an field arm y as w ell as H un and A lan auxiliaries to oppose him . H e also
w ithdrew  yet m ore troops from  the Rhine frontier to bolster Italy‒s defences. This probably
gave Stilicho som ething in the region of 20-25,000 m en.

It is interesting to note that, according to the Notitia D ignitatum , the Italian field arm y
contained seven cavalry and thirty-seven infantry units in the fifth century, w ith another tw elve
cavalry and forty-eight infantry units in the G allic A rm y. These w ere on top of the border
troops stationed along the frontiers. Yet it took a great deal of tim e and effort to gather the thirty
units needed to oppose R adagasius, leaving the invaders plenty of tim e to ravage northern Italy
w hile Stilicho m arshalled his forces. This is good exam ple of just how  m isleading official
arm y organizational lists can be. Unit strengths and levels of readiness can vary hugely and
often only a tiny fraction of the theoretical m ilitary capability can be deployed. This rem ains a
problem  even in the m odern w orld. If w e think of the huge efforts it took by N ATO  nations and
others to m aintain relatively sm all num bers of troops in A fghanistan to deal w ith insurgents,
then w e have som e idea of the problem s facing the Rom ans in the fifth century.

In the end, Stilicho decisively defeated R adagaisus near Florence on 23 A ugust 406. Then
he fixed his attention firm ly on the east, oblivious or unaw are of the storm  gathering to the
north and w est.

T he Storm  B reaks



The coalition of A sding and Siling Vandals, together w ith A lans and Suevi, crossed the R hine
on 31 D ecem ber 406. This is the date given by Prosper of A quitaine. In recent years som e
historians have m ade a case for the crossing taking place a year earlier ‌ that is on 31
D ecem ber 405. This is partly based on the fact that Zosim us says that the ravaging of G aul took
place in 406 and it is unlikely he w ould have assigned that year if the barbarians only crossed
on the last day of it. A lso in 406 there w ere a num ber of usurpations in B ritain and these are
often seen as a reaction to the lack of response to the invasion of G aul by the Im perial
authorities. To m ake m atters m ore confusing, O rosius says that the R hine crossing took place
tw o years before the G othic sack of Rom e, w hich w ould be 408.
I am  not particularly convinced by the argum ents for shifting the occasion of the R hine

crossing and therefore prefer to stick w ith the rather precise date Prosper has given us of N ew
Year‒s Eve 406. But before trying to reconstruct the actual Rhine crossing itself, w e should
look at w hat w as happening in the m onths that led up to it.
By the end of 405, Stilicho had defeated R adagasius and incorporated 12,000 of the

survivors into his arm y, w hile others dispersed to join A laric‒s G oths in the Balkans and the
w estw ard-m oving Vandals. In 406, a series of revolts took place in Britain w ith the B ritish
A rm y proclaim ing M arcus and G ratian in quick succession as Em peror before assassinating
their candidates w hen they did not do as the arm y w ished. Tow ards the end of 406, the B ritish
A rm y settled on a soldier w ith the suitably Im perial nam e of C onstantine (Constantine III), w ho
m anaged to retain their approval. M eanw hile Stilicho becam e em broiled in a fight w ith
Constantinople over control of the Balkans. Parts of the Balkan provinces had previously
belonged to the W estern Em pire but had been transferred to the East several years earlier.
Stilicho w anted them  back as they w ere a prim e recruiting ground for soldiers. A dditionally, it
w ould give him  territory he could offer to A laric in order to finally com e to a lasting and
peaceful settlem ent w ith his troublesom e G oths.
M eanw hile, the Vandals had been m oving slow ly w estw ard as part of a greater m ovem ent of

displaced peoples. A fter the failure of Radagasius‒ m igration across the D anube, the southern
route into the Rom an Em pire had to be ruled out, leaving the Rhine frontier as their only hope.
If w e discount any collusion w ith Stilicho, it is unlikely that the Vandals had detailed
intelligence of the state of R om an defences along the w est bank of the Rhine, just as Stilicho
w as apparently unaw are of the large w estw ard m ovem ents beyond the frontier. This does, of
course, call into question w hether or not there m ay have been som e collusion.
The problem  for the Vandals w as that if the w est bank of the Rhine m ay have been relatively

w eakly defended, the east bank w as not. The pow erful A lem annic and Frankish confederacies
w ere w ell established on the upper and low er R hine respectively, w ith the Burgundians edging
into the gap betw een them . These tribes had been in long contact w ith R om e and had benefited
from  it. Their societies had greater m aterial w ealth than the Vandals, m ore developed
organizational structures and they w ere being subsidized by Rom e to hold the Rhine frontier.
The last thing they w ould have w elcom ed w ould have been a new  group of illegal im m igrants
knocking on their door for a piece of the action.
Unsurprisingly, the arrival of the Vandal m igrants led to conflict as the Franks and A lam anni

attem pted to close their borders. There w ere probably m any sm all engagem ents as groups of
new  im m igrants tried their luck, only to be repulsed. M ost of these have gone unrecorded, but



at som e point there w as a m ajor battle betw een the Vandals and the Franks. Fragm ents of the
contem porary w riter Renatus Profuturus Frigeridus, preserved by G regory of Tours, say that
the Vandals w ere on the brink of a catastrophic defeat. Their king, G odegisel, w as killed in the
fighting but at the last m inute the Vandals w ere saved by the tim ely intervention of a force of
A lans under Respendial, w ho ‐turned the arm y of his people from  the Rhine, since the Vandals
w ere getting the w orse of the w ar w ith the Franks, having lost their king, G odegisel, and about
20,000 of the arm y, and all the Vandals w ould have been exterm inated if the arm y of the A lans
had not com e to their aid in tim e.‒
This battle probably took place som e tim e in the sum m er or autum n of 406, and it allow ed

the Vandals and their allies to m ove into Frankish territory on the m iddle Rhine. A lthough they
had w on a path to the Rom an frontier, the new  im m igrants m ust have been in a fairly desperate
state. U nable to grow  or harvest crops and w ith no supply bases to call on, it w ould have been
a m onum ental task to keep their people and livestock alive. The Vandals w ere a settled people
w ith no nom adic history and no expertise in living off the land. If they m anaged to m ove up to
the R hine in the autum n of 406 they m ay have been able to take in som e of the crops the Franks
had planted, but this w ould at best only keep starvation at bay for a few  m onths.
In the pre-industrial age arm ies rarely m oved in a N orth European w inter. W ithout the

benefit of canned goods, m ass production and m echanised transport that did not require forage,
any m ovem ent of a large group of people in w inter w ould inevitably lead to utter disaster. Yet
the A sdings, Silings, Suevi and A lans crossed the Rhine in the depths of m idw inter. W hat on
earth persuaded them  to do this w hen all sensible arm ies w ould have been in w inter quarters
aw aiting the onset of the spring cam paigning season?
The traditional view  is that the w inter w as so cold that the R hine froze over, giving the

invaders the possibility to cross on a w ide front. A lthough the Rhine rem ains open all year
round in present tim es, it has frozen over in the past and it is not im possible that it froze in the
w inter of 406/7. W hether the ice w ould have been thick enough for tens of thousands of people
w ith their w agons and baggage to cross is another m atter. There are no contem porary accounts
to support the idea of a crossing on ice, despite the fact that it has becom e a relatively accepted
popular im age.
The m ost evocative popular account of the crossing of the frozen R hine is in W allace

Breem ‒s delightful novel Eagle in the Snow . H ere w e see the last rem nants of the R om an
frontier forces fighting a last stand, w hich is doom ed as soon as the R hine freezes. A  story of
civilization fighting off barbarism  or established cultures digging in against im poverished
m igrants has a strong resonance today, just as it did in the eighteenth century w hen Edw ard
G ibbon w rote his D ecline and Fall of the Rom an Em pire. It w as G ibbon w ho first gave us the
story of the Rhine freezing over, possibly to explain his incom prehension at how  the Vandals,
A lans and Suevi w ere able to cross over into G aul w ith such apparent ease. M any m odern
w riters have follow ed G ibbon, although even he him self w as not definitive about the river
freezing: ‐O n the last day of the year, in a season w hen the w aters of the Rhine w ere m ost
probably frozen [m y italics], they entered, w ithout opposition, the defenceless provinces of
G aul.‒
In truth, the m ove of tens of thousands of people w ith all their belongings in the depths of

m idw inter m ust have been one of desperation. The Frankish lands the m igrants had occupied


