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PREFACE 

MEDIAEVAL BUILDERS OF THE MODERN WORLD  

History has no period which makes a more vivid appeal 

to the young reader than the thousand years which we call the 

Middle Ages. The mediaeval world is just such a world as he 

would like to live in, where knights ride off on crusades, and 

kings wander out from their palaces in disguise, where heroes 

sail away to explore unknown seas, and gay cavaliers sally forth 

to tournament and joust. It requires no effort to interest boys and 

girls in this part of history. They turn to it with the enthusiasm 

with which they seize fairy tales and legends of chivalry and 

romance, and find in its reality a satisfying response to the desire 

for a true story.  

The child's interest being assured, the problem is to make 

this interest of use in the process of his education. The purpose 

of this series is to relate this fascinating and heroic past to the 

present by telling the stories from the point of view of the 

contribution of the Middle Ages to the world of to-day. The 

heroes gain a new importance and the stories a new meaning by 

this treatment. Who the "mediaeval builders" were may be seen 

by the titles of the following books which make up the series: 

"Barbarian and Noble," "Patriots and Tyrants," "Sea Kings and 

Explorers," "Kings and Common Folk," "Cavalier and Courtier," 

"Craftsman and Artist."  

BARBARIAN AND NOBLE  

In this volume are grouped stories of that early period of 

the Middle Ages when Europe was the meeting place of many 

races and tribes which were later to make up the nations of the 

modern world. In its broad lines the historical epic of the 

wandering of the nations, and of the formation of Christendom 

out of a chaos of tribes and peoples and tongues, is as stirring as 
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any saga; in its details there are many bits of epic prose, many 

quaint scenes from the life of the time, and many pictures of well 

known heroes. It is, moreover, with all its tragedy of the fall of 

the Roman Empire, a tale of hope; for there runs through it a 

single line of progress,ðthat the barbarian of one age appears as 

the noble of the next, taking his turn in defending his world 

against the onrush of new barbarians. Barbarian becoming noble 

unconsciously, uncivilized becoming civilized, that is the tale of 

the early Middle Ages in relation to the world of to day; and it is 

a tale fascinating beyond one's most hopeful anticipations.  

From this material Kingsley and Scott, Dickens and Miss 

Yonge and Freeman drew what suited their purpose as writers of 

England's story; but the history of the early Middle Ages in its 

relation to the progress of civilization has never been adequately 

told for younger readers. The table of contents will indicate the 

story interest of the tales; the deeper purpose of the book has 

been carefully traced out in the notes.  
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CHAPTER I  

BARBARIAN AND NOBLE  

Nobles and barbarians, civilized nations and uncivilized 

tribes, conquered and unconquered,ðso the world was divided 

in the golden age of the Roman Empire, when the city on the 

seven hills ruled the world, when it was the proudest boast a man 

could make to say, "I am a Roman citizen," and he who could 

claim that right looked on the subject peoples of the north and 

west and south and east and called them barbarians, while under 

his breath he termed them slaves.  

Thus it was in the days of the great Cæsars, and it was a 

wise order of things for a time, for so the whole known world 

was drawn together into a huge framework of law and 

civilization; so it came about that the great waters were guarded 

by Roman transports, and merchants might journey over them in 

safety, and commerce prospered; and so it was that great 

highways were built across the continent of Europe, until the 

saying was that "all roads led to Rome."  

But there was one region where Roman roads did not 

penetrate, and where, though legions of trained soldiers marched 

and countermarched, they did not stay nor hold a lasting place. 

Down through the map of Europe run two rivers, in the north the 

Rhine and in the south the Danube, forming a natural boundary 

which separates the great forests of Germany and Austria and 

Hungary from the western plains and peninsulas; and this 

boundary stood as the frontier, the limit of the Roman Empire.  

It had not been the wish of the great mistress of the 

nations that she should stop here; it was the dream of Roman 

emperors that she should rule the world from the rising of the 

sun to its setting; but here she had been forced to pause, and the 

reason why she stopped her imperial progress is told in the first 

story of the conflict between barbarian and noble.  

CHAPTER II  

THE STORY OF DRUSUS 

Was it the army of some mighty rival power that stopped 

the lines of Roman soldiery when they came to the banks of the 

river Rhine? Or did the people who met them there have better 

swords or mightier engines of war than these veteran warriors,ð

these world conquerors? No, that was the strange part of it. It 

was a simple forest people who held those lands west of the river 

boundary,ða people who dwelt in scattered villages and lived 

by the hunt and the chase. Men of a later day, looking back on 

them as they stand out in contrast to their foes, have called them 

forest children, for, though they were tall and strong, men in 

stature and in years, yet they were children at heart, and they met 

their all powerful enemy with the simplicity and courage of 

children.  

The Romans could not understand their Gothic 

opponents, who were for that very cause the more terrible to 

them. It was impossible for the crafty Roman to comprehend a 

chieftain who could cut down a dozen men in battle with 

merciless cruelty, but who would ride beforehand unarmed into 

the enemy's camp to appoint the place and hour for the battle, in 

order that neither side might gain an undue advantage. The 

mystery of an alien people was more terrifying than a forest of 

swords.  

The Romans did not give up easily. Many a general 

volunteered for the perilous northern service, and of all those 

who fought the barbarians none was braver than the mighty 

Drusus. It was he who was the first Roman captain to sail the 

dread North Ocean; and it was he who cast up on the farther side 

of the Rhine those deep and well paved trenches which for 

centuries were called by his name. Many a time he had put the 

barbarian to the sword, and when he had driven him far into the 
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inmost recesses of the forest, had not given over chasing and 

pursuing. It was surely meet that Drusus be the one to enter the 

Gothic lands and subdue the Gothic peoples, who, though they 

came out and made treaties with the Romans and even served for 

pay in their armies, looking with admiring eyes on their great 

cities with high walls and towers, yet slipped away into their 

forest shelters and beat back their former masters with sharp-

pointed arrows, shot from behind rough breastworks of trees.  

In the reign of the emperor Augustus, greatest of all the 

Cæsars, Drusus brought his men across the Rhine on flat-

bottomed boats, and plunged with them into the forest. It was a 

hard and toilsome march, for the way led through dense forests 

and trackless swamps, where many men were lost. When the 

Romans met a company of Goths drawn up before their village 

in battle line, they were more often than not able to gain the 

victory and drive them back in disorder; but the Goths would 

disappear into the woods, and the next day, as the army was 

struggling along, trees, half felled the day before, would begin to 

fall at the touch of unseen hands, until a network of logs was 

formed which would halt the march for many a weary hour until 

the Romans could go round it or slowly clear it away. By night 

strange sounds, more terrifying even than the howling of the 

wild beasts which must be kept ever at bay, disturbed their 

slumbers. Now there would be calls and cries from one side, and 

then a response would come from far away, until the 

superstitious declared that the forest was bewitched. Yet the 

brave Drusus pressed on undaunted, and the army plodded along 

behind him, until they came to the river Elbe, the river in the 

center of Germany. They had gone many, many miles beyond 

the farthest point which other armies had reached, and it really 

seemed as if this barbarian land, never before trodden by Roman 

feet, was to be forced to yield its secrets to the mighty Drusus 

and come under imperial sway.  

Then a strange thing befell. Perhaps the Romans had 

gone too near the sacred grove that lay in the midst of the region 

where Odin, the great god of the Teutons, was born. There none 

might enter save with a chain around his neck to show his 

subjection, and if a man fell there he might not raise himself 

again, but must crawl out backward on hands and knees. In any 

case the Romans had gone too far. Again and again they had 

been warned, but they had not heeded the sounds by night nor 

the spells that had been cast upon them by day. Their hearts had 

been too full of Roman pride, and their ears too dull of hearing. 

Then the mystery of the north, the dread, beautiful spirit of 

Germania, took on human form, that she might be seen by even 

their mortal eyes, for her land was in danger and she must needs 

warn back these rude invaders. All at once, in the path over 

which Drusus led his army, there stood, it is said, a wondrous 

woman, taller than mankind and of more than mortal beauty. Her 

appearance was in the likeness of a barbarian woman, with eyes 

as blue as the sky and flaxen hair that streamed behind her as a 

cloud. While the soldiers shrank back in terror before this vision, 

she spoke. Slowly and in his own tongue she addressed the 

general, and, though the music of the forest was in her voice, yet 

the Roman shivered as though a cold wind had struck him.  

"Whither art thou hastening, insatiable Drusus? Back, I 

command thee! It is not fated that thou shalt see all this region. 

Depart! For thee the end of labor and of life is already at hand."  

Then the invaders knew that the very gods of these 

heathen peoples were against them, and they turned and went 

back all the long way to the river Rhine; but in the midst of their 

fright they remembered that they were Romans, and on the 

farthest point which they had reached they set up in the Roman 

fashion a trophy, a monument of stone, by which generations 

still unborn should know that in this the ninth year before the 

Christian era Romans penetrated thus far into the land of the 

Goths. Because of the misfortune of the expedition, men of a 

later day called the monument Scelerata, which is to say 

Accursed; for the prophecy of Germania was fulfilled, and, as 

the brave Drusus was returning in haste, ere ever he reached the 

Rhine or set foot on Roman soil he fell from his horse and died.  
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So the Romans were turned back, and all Rome mourned 

for the brave Drusus, who had given his life for the Empire. But 

it was not in the Roman blood to accept defeat, and though the 

soldiers told their tale of the wondrous vision that had turned 

them back, men scoffed at them. Before the rule of the great 

Augustus was over, another Roman general crossed the 

forbidden line and marched into the land of the Goths. His was a 

worse fate than that of Drusus, for, while Drusus lost his life, he 

sent his army safely back to the emperor, while Varus lost two 

whole legions, the flower of Roman soldiery, in a terrible battle 

in the swamps. Not for many, many years had Roman arms 

suffered so great a disaster. When the news came to Rome, the 

whole city went into mourning. For a month the emperor did not 

cut his beard nor care for his locks, but let them grow in sign of 

his grief, and often in his sleep or in his waking hours his 

courtiers heard him cry, "O Varus, give me back my legions."  

Then the words of Germania were heeded, and the wise 

emperor decreed that the fair standards of Rome should not be 

risked again across the Rhine, but that there the Empire should 

stop, and the river should be the frontier. And so it remained for 

centuries to come.  
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CHAPTER III  

A ROMAN AND A BARBARIAN  

There lived in the fourth century, three hundred years 

after the Rhine-Danube boundary had been established, a fierce 

old Gothic chieftain who hated the Romans with a bitter hatred. 

He had fought against them in his young days, but that was not 

the cause of his bitterness. Now in his old age he must sit in his 

dwelling on the west bank of the river and see that every year 

there was more crossing and recrossing, that every year his 

people were becoming more friendly with the Romans. He had 

watched his comrades go across that stream. Fine, sturdy young 

men they had been, and they had gone to serve in the Roman 

armies as paid soldiers. Then he had seen them come back, 

middle-aged men, early broken down by hard labor and Roman 

fever, and worst of all by Roman vices. They had given their 

best years to the Romans; they had won their victories for them; 

but they had been carelessly thrown aside when they became too 

old for service. All this and much else the old man had seen, and 

he had come to know that friendship with the Romans was an 

evil thing for a barbarian people.  

Long hours the proud old warrior brooded over these 

matters, and one day he called to him his son Athanaric. 

Athanaric was a tall, handsome lad, with blue eyes which could 

blaze with anger when he was roused, and long, flaxen hair, 

which was the sign that he came of a family of chiefs. All the 

tribe loved the boy and looked to the day when they should 

choose him to be their leader, for the Goths were free men and 

chose whom they would to be their chief. The father's eyes 

rested on him with pride as he lay stretched on a bearskin at his 

feet, and then they grew stern and somber, for he had a purpose 

with the lad this day. He began to tell him tales of his 

forefathers. Hour after hour he related to him stories of these 

men who had been the heroes of the whole nation, and had 

added to the glory of the Gothic name, until the boy's heart was 

aflame with pride and his eyes shone like stars.  

Then the old man changed his tales. They were still of 

the Goths, but they were recitals of their dealings with the 

Romans, of Roman treachery, of Roman schemes for rending 

away their land from the Goths,ðalways of the Romans as 

ruthless and overbearing conquerors. Athanaric's cheeks burned 

with indignation as he listened, and he no longer lay at his 

father's feet but stood before him with hands clenched. Last of 

all, in a low, sad voice the old man told of traitor Goths who had 

forgotten their birthright of independence and sold themselves to 

the conquerors. First they had been only foolish youths who had 

sought to win favor from the Romans by imitating their ways of 

dress and of living. They had been flattered by the attention 

which the crafty enemy had bestowed on them and by the 

services which they were allowed to render. They had gone 

deeper and deeper into the toils and had sold themselves and 

their honor for gold and position, until at last they had been 

disowned by their countrymen, and their names were never 

spoken.  

"Never so long as I live will I forgive the Romans," 

declared the boy, passionately. "Always I will hate them, and 

when I am a man I will fight them."  

"Yes, Athanaric, you shall fight them," replied the old 

warrior. "These arms of mine have lost their strength, and the 

blood runs slow in my veins; but you in the strength of your 

young manhood will lead our people forth and drive the Romans 

back when they try to cross yonder stream by force, as they 

surely will ere many years are gone."  

Athanaric stood awed by the tone of assurance with 

which the old man spoke.  

"Remember, my lad, when it comes to pass, what I have 

told you," and the old man looked far away across the river at 

the Roman towers as though he could see through them and 

beyond them. "The Goths will rue the day when they crossed to 
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make friends with the Romans, for Roman armies shall find their 

way back. And now, Athanaric, promise me yet one thing, and I 

shall go to my grave in peace. Promise me, by the great Odin, 

ruler of the world, that never so long as you live will you set foot 

on Roman soil."  

So Athanaric gave his promise, and his father's heart was 

satisfied, for now he knew that no one could deceive the lad and 

lure him away to destruction with promises of Roman gold or 

fame.  

It came to pass, as the old man had foretold, that in the 

days when Athanaric was chief of the Goths the Romans tried to 

overstep the banks of the river. The strife was long and bloody, 

and the time came when both sides were glad to come together 

and discuss terms of peace.  

Preceded by two standard bearers, who bore the royal 

purple banners of the emperor, the messenger came to the rude 

camp of the Goths. On the outskirts he was halted by a soldier 

who inquired his errand.  

"Let me pass," demanded the Roman in an insolent tone. 

"I bear a message from my master to yours."  

"That it is from your master I doubt not," retorted the 

guard, "but the Goths have no masters. We are free men, and all 

nobly born as well."  

It was a clever shot, and true withal, for the name of 

Goth means "nobly born" and the Goths were proud to call 

themselves a nation of nobles when the Romans taunted them 

with being a nation of barbarians. The flush on the cheek of the 

ambassador showed that it had reached its mark, for he was, as it 

happened, one of the hired foreigners who had been promoted to 

high rank for the service he had rendered; but it still rankled that 

he was often looked down upon because he could not call 

himself a Roman born.  

Without further words the guard led him to the hut of 

Athanaric, and there he learned the second lesson that had come 

to him that morning, for the haughtiness of the Roman 

ambassador made no more impression on the barbarian chief 

than his insolence had made upon the guard. To the message of 

invitation which Emperor Valens had sent, summoning him to a 

conference at which a truce could be concluded, Athanaric had 

but one answer. He had sworn that he would never set foot on 

Roman soil. Therefore he could not come to the royal tent. 

Gladly would he receive the Emperor Valens in his camp, but an 

oath was an oath. Yes, he was willing to confer concerning a 

truce, and his people were willing to end the war, provided the 

Romans would make certain promises; but the fact remained, he 

had sworn that he would not set foot on Roman soil, and set foot 

he would not! The ambassador threatened and commanded and 

pleaded, but to no purpose. He was forced to return to the 

Roman camp with the refusal of the stiff-necked barbarian and 

the message that Athanaric would gladly receive Emperor 

Valens in his own camp. The messenger could scarce conceal a 

smile when he gave the invitation to the emperor and contrasted 

the tapestry-hung pavilion of Valens, with its silken cushions, 

with the hut of green boughs in which he had been received 

across the river. But he knew in his heart that the rude barbarian 

was more of a man than the spoiled and flattered emperor, and 

he assured the Roman courtiers in no uncertain tone that it was 

of no use to try to change Athanaric's mind. He had sworn, and it 

was final.  

Valens stormed and raged and declared that the war 

might go on for all he cared. It was naught to him if the 

barbarians were not ready to make peace. The man should come 

to him, or there should be no peace. That was the end of the 

matter.  

The statesmen and generals who were the emperor's 

advisers waited till his storm of anger had passed; in truth they 

were very angry themselves at the barbarian's message. When 

their wrath had cooled somewhat they set about making a plan, 

and with it they went to Valens.  
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"My lord," said the chief general of the army, "we know 

that you are a god on earth, and this other is but a rude barbarian. 

Yet remember the battles we have lost and the men who have 

been drowned in the miserable Gothic swamps or overcome in 

the tangled forests. It is a wilderness beyond the river, and they 

are a savage and heathen people who defend it. What care we 

whether we possess it or not?"  

"I care not a fig for the land of the Goths," replied 

Valens, pettishly. "But no man shall say to me, Come, and force 

me to come at his bidding, for am I not the emperor of the 

Romans, and nearer in rank to the gods than any man on earth?" 

Then they told him the plan which they had made,ðthat a 

Roman barge should be moored in the middle of the stream, and 

on it the truce should be concluded. Thus the dignity of the 

Roman name should be preserved, and yet the barbarian would 

be able to keep his vow. And so it was arranged and carried out. 

On a well-moored barge in the middle of the swift-flowing river 

the two met, the lordly emperor and the stern, proud chieftain. 

There a peace was concluded that was dishonoring to neither 

name. By its terms the Romans were to hold in security all their 

former possessions, while the barbarians agreed not to cross the 

river nor attack the Roman frontier. So the old-time boundary of 

Augustus, which had been in danger, was renewed, and, as his 

father had desired, Athanaric agreed that neither he nor his 

nation should cross over to trouble the Romans, provided Rome 

in her turn gave promise not to disturb the Goths in the 

possession of all the great region that lay on the east side of the 

Rhine and Danube rivers.  

CHAPTER IV  

THE COMING OF THE WITCH PEOPLE 

 

Seldom has a man lived in stranger or more stirring times 

than Athanaric the Goth. A rough, rude barbarian, born on 

Gothic soil and bred in the hatred of all that was Roman, he was 

destined to die in a Roman city and be given at his death honors 

which were the means of bringing his people into friendly 

alliance with Rome. Nowhere in all history is there a stranger 

tale.  

Surely no human power could move the man who had 

made the greatest Roman on earth, the emperor of all the world, 
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come to him. So Athanaric must have thought in his pride, and 

the story is that in the years after the conference on the river he 

grew more and more cruel. His hatred of the Romans increased, 

and he punished with horrible brutality all the gentler spirits 

among his own people who sought to better in any way the 

rough, rude barbarism in which he had been bred. To him all 

civilization was of the Romans, and therefore to be despised.  

But a more than mortal force was guiding the destinies of 

the nations. Athanaric was living at the beginning of the period 

of the wandering of the peoples, when a strange spirit of 

restlessness seized many tribes and nations, and they left their 

homes and crowded one upon another, pushing their neighbors 

hither and thither. Europe was in those centuries a chaos of 

languages and races and peoples, from which there came forth 

our modern nations of Spain and Italy, France, Germany, and 

Austria, Russia and Turkey. It was this tide which caught 

Athanaric in its grasp, and swept him, hurled him, almost against 

his will or plan, into the arms of Rome; and this is how it befell.  

There came to Athanaric in his mountain domain tales of 

a strange, savage people from the east who were ravaging and 

destroying the homes of his Gothic kinsfolk many hundred miles 

eastward in the regions north of the Caspian and the Black seas. 

Athanaric marveled that any people, however strong, should be 

able to conquer these fierce and warlike tribes; but he did not 

dream that he would ever hear more of them. Soon they would 

be stopped in their march and driven back to their distant homes. 

Probably they had been already, for news traveled slowly, and 

the word had come by one tribe and another more than two 

thousand miles.  

In another year, however, the reports arrived more 

frequently. A frightened chieftain came twenty days' journey to 

gain a promise that Athanaric would give him his aid, should the 

Huns march westward and attack his kingdom.  

"Why do you fear?" questioned Athanaric. "They have 

still by your own story eight hundred miles, more than eighty 

days' journey for such a wandering army, before they can reach 

your borders. Surely they will be turned back long before that."  

"Ah, but they come like the wind, those Huns," replied 

the chief. "Night and day they live upon their horses. On their 

backs they take their meat and drink; they even sleep on them 

and journey thus by night."  

"By great Odin, you are all driven senseless by your 

fear," thundered Athanaric in scorn. "I am ashamed of you. What 

if they do come on horses? What if they are good fighters? Have 

you not driven back many tribes? Have you not held your lands 

against many enemies? Where is the courage of our forefathers? 

What would they think of those who hold the name of Goth if 

they saw them cringing before a wandering people from China?"  

"You do not know; you do not understand," replied the 

chief. "Once I spoke as you do; once I taunted my kinsfolk with 

cowardice. But now I know." "But what is it that you know?" 

cried Athanaric. "You shake your head and look wise, but you 

do not say. What is it that makes these Huns so terrible to you 

that you lose your manhood and become as frightened children?"  

Then the chief told him. This was no human folk, it 

seemed, that was fighting its way nearer and nearer. It was a 

witch people, born of witch women and evil spirits. Men could 

not meet them in fair fight, for the awful ugliness of their faces 

cast a spell upon the strongest men and made them turn and flee 

rather than gaze upon them. Moreover, there was no stopping 

their progress, for an evil spirit was leading them. Certain of the 

Gothic wise men had heard the story of how the Huns came in 

their wanderings to the banks of the strip of water that separates 

Asia and Europe. They would have halted and turned another 

way, toward northern China or the plains of Russia. "Ali! would 

that they had halted!" sighed the Gothic chief. "But a stag 

suddenly appeared before them and entered the waters. As he 

swam across he kept looking back as if inviting them to follow. 

So they came and found that what they had thought to be a deep 
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and trackless sea was a shallow strait. An evil spirit brought 

them, and mortal power will not be able to turn them back."  

Athanaric laughed the story to scorn.  

"You are the ones who are bewitched," he told the chief, 

"and by your own foolishness."  

The chief went back to his own land, and Athanaric put 

the story from his mind, wondering only that so brave a man 

should have been so deceived. But before long he was forced to 

heed, for his valleys were filled with a constant stream of men, 

women, and children, who were fleeing from this terror that was 

behind them. Whole tribes had been seized with panic at the 

coming of the Huns, and were hastening in blind, unreasoning 

terror, on, on, on to the river. That was their cry as they passed 

through the land. "The river, the river! On the other side of the 

river we shall be safe."  

"But the Romans dwell on the other side of the river. 

They are your enemies; they will make you slaves," protested 

Athanaric and his people.  

The flying tribes did not stop to reply. They had but one 

thought,ðto put the river between them and this terrible witch 

people. The Romans might enslave them; but the Huns would do 

worse, for they had the evil eye. Month after month it went on, 

and though they had not seen the Huns, yet the fear of them 

began to creep into the hearts of Athanaric's own people. 

Neighboring tribes fled into the arms of the Romans, throwing 

themselves, as they said, on Roman mercy. Roman mercy! that 

was a strange word in the mouths of the Goths, and it came to be 

a sad word, for it took from them all that they held dear. No man 

might cross the river and come under the protection of Rome 

who did not first give up every weapon in his possession. It took 

from them their sons and their daughters, who were sold away in 

slave markets. It left them nothing, indeed, but their lives and the 

lands on which they lived. The long-haired Goths might well 

have cut their flaxen locks when they set foot on the western 

bank of the river, for they were meaningless as a badge of 

freedom on Roman soil.  

So it went on during many years, for peoples do not 

move in a day, and the Huns would pause in their ravages for 

one year, or two, when they came to a rich and fertile valley, and 

then the wandering spirit would seize them and they would press 

on. Athanaric met them in battle not once but many times, for 

his were the bravest people of the Goths, as they were the most 

fierce and cruel, and they fought with spirit even though their 

hearts were filled with a nameless fear. But they were defeated 

and driven farther and farther into the mountain fastnesses, until 

the time came when Athanaric alone of all the Gothic chiefs had 

not asked protection from the Romans. The other tribes turned 

against him, looking with jealousy on his lands, till the proud old 

chief was sore beset on every side.  

That was the chance for Rome. The emperor (it was the 

one who succeeded Valens) sent from Constantinople, the 

eastern capital of the Empire, an embassy to pay respect to 

Athanaric for his great name and fame, and to offer to him an 

honorable treaty. Athanaric waited long before he yielded. His 

people with one accord urged him to accept. If he refused, they 

would be between two enemies, the Huns, who were ever 

coming nearer, and their Gothic kinsfolk who had turned against 

them. Moreover, it was an honorable treaty, written in fair terms. 

So they persuaded him, and Athanaric yielded. He was an old 

man and weary of war and fighting. His promise to his father 

that he would never set foot on Roman soil had grown dim with 

the years, and he told Himself that times were changed by the 

coming of the Huns, and that his father would have done the 

same in his place.  

The emperor came out several miles from the city to 

meet the old barbarian chief, and gave him royal escort.  

"Lo, now I behold what I have so often heard with 

unbelief," the old man exclaimed, as he gazed in wonder at the 

splendid city.  
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Turning his eyes this way and that, and beholding its 

glorious situation, its great harbors crowded with vessels, the 

strength and beauty of its walls and buildings, and the men of 

many nations who thronged its streets, he marveled, and 

exclaimed again in wonder, "The emperor is without doubt a god 

upon earth, and he who lifts a hand against him is guilty of his 

own blood."  

The Romans feasted the old man and entertained him 

with all magnificence. Whether he was content in the emperor's 

palaceðthis old Roman haterðwe do not know. Whether he 

saw that his father was right, and mourned his broken promise, 

he never told. After a few months' residence in Constantinople 

he died, and the emperor made for him a funeral of extraordinary 

magnificence. The flower of the Roman army bore the old chief 

to his grave, and the emperor himself in his royal purple robes 

rode before the bier.  

Roman friendship proved, as the father of Athanaric had 

foretold, an evil thing for a barbarian people. The simple Goths 

were so pleased by the honor that had been paid to their chief 

that they were easily led into a closer league than ever before 

with the Romans. The emperor had given a gorgeous funeral; he 

gained an army of many thousand men, and it was through the 

yielding of Athanaric, through his consenting to set foot on 

Roman soil, that the evil was wrought.  

Wise men of the Goths saw, when it was too late, that 

they had gone too far; but by that time their people were 

scattered here and there, fighting Roman battles and obeying the 

commands of Roman generals, and there was none to gather 

them. For a whole generation they served the Romans, and then 

from their midst there rose a leader to deliver them, the great 

Alaric, Alaric the Bold.  

CHAPTER V 

ALARIC THE GOTH  

 

"Thiudans! Thiudans! (The king! The king!)" So the 

Barbarians shouted as they raised on the shield, that he might be 

seen of all men, their newly chosen king, the fair-haired Alaric. 

They might shout as loudly as they pleased, for there were no 

Roman spies to hear. They had come away from Rome, across 

the broad Danube, and on their own plains, with the fresh 

mountain winds blowing upon them, they were renewing the 

traditions of their race and choosing a leader who should receive 

the glory of the Gothic name.  
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Trained in Roman legions in the years since the death of 

Athanaric, the young man Alaric had not forgotten that he was 

born on an island in the Danube. He had not lost the memory of 

the chill winds of the north, which were to the Goths the signs 

that they were in a free land. He had learned the lessons of war 

from the leaders of his enemy; he had risen to captaincy and had 

won notice from the general for his bravery. Now at the call of 

his people he had gladly turned his back on the warm southland, 

to have the breath of freedom blow across his face once more, 

and behold! to his astonishment they had chosen him king.  

It was no secret among the barbarians that this choice 

was of a leader who could help them throw off the hated Roman 

yoke. The Romans were not the proud people of the days of 

Drusus. They had been too fond of power and of luxurious 

living. They had had too many strong barbarians to fight their 

battles for them, and had become content to sit idle in their 

palaces, drinking and gambling and scheming for wealth and 

position. The Gothic leaders had seen all this; they had come to 

scorn the conquerors whom once they had feared; and now they 

had chosen this tall, fair-skinned youth, who combined the 

strength of the barbarian with the warlike skill of the Roman 

captain, and bore moreover the prophetic name Alaric, Ala-

reichs, which is to say, All-ruler.  

The words of the old record concerning the beginning of 

his reign are full of meaning. "The new king, taking counsel with 

his people, decided that they should carve out for themselves 

new kingdoms rather than through sloth continue the subjects of 

others."  

Once and again Alaric led his people forth against the 

Romans. In Greece and Constantinople and in all the eastern 

possessions of Rome the name of "Alaric the Barbarian" became 

a word of terror. Then there came to him a strange call. As he 

was worshiping in a sacred grove he heard a voice repeating 

once and again these words, "Proceed to Rome, and make that 

city desolate."  

The young chief brooded over the message for many 

days, pondering whether he had been deceived by a dream. But 

ever the words rang in his ears, "Proceed to Rome, and make 

that city desolate," and he felt a power within him urging him 

irresistibly on. He marshaled his armies and led them westward 

over the central plains of Europe, ravaging as he went. The 

Romans thought the march only one more barbarian invasion. 

The Goths were taking with them their women and children, but 

that was the curious custom of all barbarian nations. Their wars 

were for conquest of land, not for slaughter. If they won the 

battles they would stay and occupy the land with their wives and 

their children. Even the Gothic army did not believe that the 

purpose of Alaric would be carried out. Until he came to the 

passes of the Alps, to the gates of Italy itself, they doubted 

whether it could be possible that any barbarian nation would be 

permitted to meet the Romans in their own land. They had 

suffered many defeats by the way, and they had lost many brave 

warriors. Now the day had come when they must choose 

whether they would pass over into Italy or turn back to settle 

once again in their chill northern plains.  

Alaric called a council, and the record of it, written in 

Latin on a roll of parchment, has been preserved to this day.  

"The long-haired fathers of the Gothic nation, their fur-

clad senators marked with many an honorable scar, assembled. 

The old men leaned on their tall clubs. One of the most 

venerable of these veterans arose, fixed his eyes upon the 

ground, shook his white and shaggy locks, and spoke:  

"Thirty years have now elapsed since first we crossed the 

Danube and confronted the might of Rome. But never, believe 

me in this, O Alaric, have the odds lain so heavily against us as 

now. Trust the old chief who, like a father, once dandled thee in 

his arms, who gave thee thy first tiny quiver. Often have I, in 

vain, admonished thee to keep the treaty with Rome, and remain 

safely within the limits of the eastern realm. But now, at any 

rate, while thou still art able, return, flee the Italian soil. Why 

talk to us perpetually of the fruitful vines of Etruria, of the Tiber, 
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and of Rome? If our fathers have told us aright, that city is 

protected by the Immortal Gods, lightnings are darted from afar 

against the presumptuous invader, and fires, heaven-kindled, flit 

before its walls."  

Alaric burst in upon the old man's speech with fiery brow 

and scowling eyes:  

"'If age had not bereft thee of reason, old dotard, I would 

punish thee for these insults. Shall I, who have put so many 

emperors to flight, listen to thee, prating of peace? No, in this 

land I will reign as conqueror, or be buried after defeat. Only 

Rome remains to be overcome. In the day of our weakness and 

calamity we were terrible to our foes. Now in our power shall we 

turn our backs on those same enemies? No! Besides all other 

reasons for hope there is certainty of divine help. Forth from the 

grove has come once more a clear voice, heard of many, "Break 

off all delays, Alaric. This very year if thou lingerest not, thou 

shalt pierce through the Alps into Italy; thou shalt penetrate to 

the city itself."'  

"So he spoke, and drew up his army for battle."  

The victory must have been with the Goths that day, for 

the army went on through the passes into Italy, and ere long we 

hear of the barbarians as before the walls of Rome.  

Then the whole world was in terror. That barbarians, 

skin-clothed barbarians, should have come to the gates of the 

great city, for six hundred years the ruler of the world, was a 

surprise to the barbarians themselves. To the Romans it was as if 

the sky had fallen.  

Day after day the Gothic army lay encamped before the 

city, guarding the entrances that no food should enter by land or 

water; and hour after hour the Roman senate watched the north 

for the looked-for help from the army of the emperor, but none 

came. First the allowance of food to each person was reduced to 

one half; then to one third. Two noble ladies, who were entitled 

to draw from the imperial storehouses, gave of their portions to 

the people; but it was but a pittance among so many.  

 

Then the proud Roman nobles sent out an embassy to 

Alaric. For all their need they did not cringe or beg. There is the 

sound in their words of the old days when Rome was mistress of 

all the world.  
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"The Roman people," the message read, "are prepared to 

make peace on moderate terms, but they are yet prepared for 

war. They have arms in their hands, and from long practice in 

their use they have no reason to dread the battle."  

Alaric heard the words with a shout of laughter, and 

answered them with a Gothic proverb, "The thicker the grass, the 

easier mown." The cultured Romans must have shrunk back with 

disgust from the rough, insolent barbarian with whom they were 

forced to treat. But their plight was desperate, and they must 

curb their pride and stay till the rude mirth had ceased and a 

fitting reply had been given to their message.  

"Deliver to me all the gold that your city contains, all the 

silver, all the treasures that may be moved, and in addition all 

your slaves of barbarian origin; otherwise I desist not from the 

siege."  

"But if you take all these things," said one of the 

ambassadors, "what do you leave for the citizens?" "Your lives," 

returned Alaric with a grim smile. The message threw the 

Roman senate into the blackest despair. What was there left that 

they could do? The emperor had deserted them; even the God of 

the Christians, to whom they had recently sworn allegiance, 

seemed to have forgotten them. There was but one chance left. 

Perhaps their heathen gods who had helped their fathers in battle 

would aid them in this extremity. It is a weird scene that comes 

before us. On the Capitoline Hill, with Christian churches all 

about them, the Roman senate assembled to see the old 

ceremonies practiced, the old fires lighted, and the omens 

watched, by priests of the heathen faith which had been for a 

generation discredited. The hour passed and no help came. A 

second time the gates were opened and a train of suppliant 

Romans went forth to the camp of the conqueror to see what 

terms could be obtained.  

It is a curious list of things which the barbarians wanted. 

It reminds us that they were after all but childrenðforest 

childrenðwho fought because the desire for victory was on 

them, but knew not what to do with the power they won save to 

purchase for themselves toys and gay-colored trifles. Five 

thousand pounds of gold, thirty thousand pounds of silver, four 

thousand silken tunics, three thousand hides dyed in scarlet, and 

three thousand pounds of pepper,ðthese things Alaric would 

take in exchange for the city which he had conquered but had 

not entered.  

The Romans went back to see how they could get these 

things. Was there as much gold in the city as the barbarians 

demanded? With picturesque justice they turned on the gold and 

silver idols, images of the gods to whom they had made their 

appeal in vain, and threw them into the melting pots to make up 

the required weight. The story goes that they even cast in the 

statue of Valor, the symbol of Roman bravery and power, and 

that from that day valor went out from among the Romans, and 

their courage left them forever.  

So ended the first siege of Rome. No swords had been 

crossed; not a drop of blood had been shed. With his cartloads of 

treasure Alaric returned to the rich provinces of northern Italy, 

and, as humbly as though he were not a conqueror feared of all 

men, sent to the Roman emperor to ask that a portion of land be 

allotted to him and his tribe, that they and their wives and 

children might dwell there. It is the strangest part of the whole 

strange tale of the barbarian invasions of Italy, this reverence for 

the office of Roman emperor and for the name of Rome. Rome 

had so long been the height of earthly power to the barbarians 

that even when it was but a shadow of its former self, even when 

it was conquered by force and lay in their power, the simple 

barbarians held back in awe and asked as suppliants of the weak, 

spoiled Roman emperors that they be granted the land which 

they had already seized. And the Roman emperors in their 

foolishness refused, shutting their eyes to the chance that was 

before them of saving their nation and their city. Two years the 

emperor dallied with Alaric, promising this and that, and failing 

to carry out his word, and at last breaking off the negotiations 

altogether.  
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Then Alaric marched once more on Rome. This time he 

did not stop outside the walls to blockade by famine. The 

barbarians were not in the mood for delay. They broke open the 

gates and rushed into the city, and Rome was at their mercy. The 

orders of Alaric are just and merciful. No sacred buildings were 

to be destroyed, and any one who entered a church was to be 

secure from harm. Human life was to be spared as far as 

possible.  

How far his orders were carried out by the barbarian 

hordes we do not know. No record has come down to us of what 

happened in those days of Gothic pillage, save that many palaces 

and beautiful buildings were burned. It was not the actual 

damage that they wrought that made the sack of Rome by Alaric 

and the Goths so terrible; it was the fact that Rome, the center of 

the world, the sign of law and order and civilization, could be 

taken by rude barbarian hordes. The old odder was passing 

away, and none could tell what the new was to be; but that there 

were grievous and troubled times in store for Europe no wise 

man doubted.  

Three days only the barbarians stayed in Rome, and then 

they wandered southward. In the south of Italy, before he had 

carried out any of his great plans of conquest and occupation of 

the land, suddenly death came to Alaric. Perhaps it was the dread 

Roman fever which laid the northern barbarian low. There he 

died, and his people were left, as children without a guide. 

Bitterly they mourned the loss of their great ruler, and before 

they turned to find their way back to the north they buried him in 

the land which he had conquered.  

Lest the enemy should find his body and dishonor it, they 

laid him in the bed of a river. They had forced the captives 

whom they had taken at Rome to build a dam by which the 

stream might be turned from its course. Here, in the dead of 

night, they laid the body of their leader in a grave filled with 

trophies and treasures which he had won from the Romans. 

When the rude ceremony was over, the captives were ordered to 

turn back the waters, and after they had done their work they 

were put to death, that none of Roman blood should know where 

the barbarian chief lay.  

So died, in the year 410, Alaric the Goth, the great 

barbarian who sounded for the first time the note of doom to the 

Roman Empire.  
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CHAPTER VI  

ATTILA THE SCOURGE OF GOD 

That was what the writers of the Christian faith called 

him, for they believed that the coming of Attila the Hun and his 

barbarian hordes into the fair provinces on the western side of 

the great rivers was a judgment on the nations of Europe, a 

visitation sent upon them in punishment for their sins.  

It was fifty years since Athanaric and his Gothic tribes 

had been forced by the Huns into the arms of Rome, and for all 

that half century the danger of Hunnish invasion had hung over 

Europe like a thundercloud, black and forbidding. The storm 

might break here, it might break there. None could tell, for the 

Huns fought not by plan nor by reason, but for sudden impulse, 

for a mad spirit of restlessness, for a fierce lust of battle.  

The Romans kept them at bay for a time by payment of 

gold. They found that this barbarian mob, clad in dingy skin 

tunics and living on raw meat and uncooked grain, who chose to 

make themselves hideous by gashing their cheeks with the sword 

in infancy that their beards should not grow,ðthis people, more 

barbarous than barbarism itself, had developed in the half 

century of their contact with civilized peoples one engrossing, 

absorbing passion, the greed for gold. They did not know how to 

measure its value, for it was new to them. The first year that they 

threatened, the Romans bought them off from attacking any part 

of the Empire for nineteen pounds of gold. Nineteen pounds to 

keep back a nation of ninety thousand warriors! And it was but a 

few years since Alaric the Goth had demanded and received five 

thousand pounds of gold, thirty thousand pounds of silver, and 

much treasure beside, as a price for the safety of Rome. But the 

Huns learned. Twenty years later the ransom money was three 

hundred and fifty pounds, and then in a single year it was 

doubled.  

That was the year when in the chronicles of the nations it 

was written that "the kingdom of the Huns passed unto Attila."  

Attila was a typical Hun, little in stature but broad-

shouldered and deep-chested, with swarthy skin and small, 

beadlike black eyes which were never still but darted fierce 

glances to this side and that, as if, says the Roman narrator, "he 

felt himself to be lord of all and was perpetually asking of those 

about him, "Who is he that shall deliver you out of my hand?" 

He delighted to inspire men with fear of what he would do to 

them. It was part of his fierce, unquenchable pride that every one 

should come into his presence with dread. He longed to be a 

terror to the whole world. Nothing pleased him more than to be 

called "The Destroyer"; and to see the proud rulers of the 

proudest nations on earth cringe before him,ðthat was the aim 

and ambition of his life. Attila probably never spent a happier 

hour than when he sat at his banquet table and saw seated before 

him suppliant ambassadors from the two great capitals of the 

Roman Empire. It was part of his pleasure that the Romans 

never passed a more unpleasant day.  

The ambassadors had started from Rome and 

Constantinople, each party without knowledge of the other, with 

orders to seek the newly elected king of the Huns wherever he 

might be, and confer with him about the tribute money. The 

Roman nobles expected it to be a disagreeable mission. They did 

not dream it was to be as unpleasant as Attila succeeded in 

making it for them.  

Their first task was to find the Hunnish king. They had 

heard that he held some sort of rude court away off on the 

Hungarian plains; but as they came nearer the frontiers of the 

Roman Empire they found that the barbarian king had been on a 

plundering expedition and was only a couple of days' journey 

ahead of them. Every city on the route was deserted and empty. 

The inhabitants had fled at the approach of the Huns, or had 

been driven out by the sword if they had lingered too long, and 

they had not yet dared to creep back, for fear the enemy might 

return.  
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On the banks of the Danube the Romans came up with 

the barbarians. Every road was crowded with Huns, and the river 

was full of unwieldy boats fashioned from hollow logs, in which 

ferrymen were transporting the people to the farther bank. 

Roman gold gained for the travelers a speedy passage, and on 

the second day after crossing the river they came in sight of the 

tents of Attila.  

Rejoicing that they were to be spared the long journey 

into the interior, the ambassadors began to pitch their tents on a 

hilltop near by, but their preparations were speedily interrupted. 

A party of Hunnish horsemen dashed up the hill, and their leader 

demanded furiously what the Romans meant by presuming to 

camp on such high land. "It would be quite improper," he 

declared, "for the Roman ambassadors to occupy the hill while 

Attila was below in the valley."  

This was but the first of a series of petty humiliations 

which Attila took a fiendish pleasure in imposing on the Roman 

nobles. He dallied so long about granting any audience to them 

that they seriously feared lest he should refuse to treat with them 

at all. Then he allowed them to see him and accepted their gifts, 

but refused to come to any discussion of terms. Finally he sent a 

message to their tent, commanding them to go to his "palace" in 

the interior, where he would give them his answer.  

We can imagine the disgust of the Romans at being 

forced to plunge into the wilderness at the caprice of this rude 

barbarian. But they had no choice; on their success depended the 

peace of Europe for a twelvemonth. It was a forsaken country 

through which they must travel, and they suffered many 

hardships on the way. They had to cross three great rivers and 

ford innumerable streams. It was the flood time of the year, and 

even the roads were little better than swamps. They could buy 

nothing in the villages along the way but a kind of grain called 

millet.  

After they had journeyed in this fashion for seven days 

and nights, and were rejoicing that one more day would bring 

them to their destination, they received abrupt orders to halt. 

They had been traveling too fast, it seemed, and had got ahead of 

Attila. He was to come over the road which they were now to 

take, and it was part of his pride that the Romans must not 

precede him even on the road to his own home.  

While the Romans waited, with ill-concealed impatience, 

in the miserable little Hungarian village, they met the other 

Roman embassy, recently arrived from Constantinople and held 

up, as were their companions in misery, until the royal 

bridegroom should arrive. Attila's pride might well be satisfied 

when embassies from the two capitals of the world were forced 

to wait until he came through and gave them permission to 

follow in his train. They must stand by and see the barbarian 

monarch served from a silver table, held up before him that he 

might eat and drink without dismounting from his horse. At last, 

when he gave the word, they might come on to the village where 

he had established his court, and on the second day of their stay 

they were invited to a banquet.  

"Punctually at three o'clock," writes the ambassador, "we 

went to the dinner and stood on the threshold of Attila's palace. 

According to the custom of the country the cupbearers brought 

us a bowl of wine that we might drink and pray for the good luck 

of our host before sitting down."  

Attila half sat, half reclined on a couch behind a table 

raised above the board. He would not demean himself by being 

on a level with his guests. Nor did he converse with them. 

Throughout the meal he sat silent and sullen at the head of the 

table.  

When the feasting was over, and the singers and harpists 

came in and chanted verses in praise of his victories and his 

might, his face did not change. Clowns came and did their tricks 

and made their jests, and all the company were in roars of 

laughter, but Attila did not smile. With unmoved face he sat 

silent while the others shouted with merriment, until at last the 
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mirth was stilled and the Romans sat silent and uncomfortable, 

shooting furtive glances at their strange host.  

The Huns remained at the table drinking till far into the 

night, but the Romans slipped away from the wild, barbarous 

orgy. Three days later they were dismissed with their business 

accomplished, and turned their backs with rejoicing on the 

barbarian court.  

Attila was content for ten years to receive an ever 

increasing tribute from the Romans. Then, making alliance with 

the Vandals in the west and the Franks in the north, he prepared 

to pour his barbarian hordes into the plains of Europe and wipe 

out the civilized nations that occupied the land.  

 

 

The great question was, Would the Romans and Goths 

unite against the Huns? We to-day can see that on the answer to 

that question hung the fate of Europe. If they did, Europe might 

be saved; if they did not, Europe and civilization were doomed. 

Attila feared that they would combine, and did his best to 

prevent it. To the Gothic king he sent messengers to explain that 

this was the time to destroy Rome, the hated conqueror, and to 

the emperor he represented that this was a chance to drive out 

the Goths, against whom they had so long waged war, and regain 

their supremacy. But the Romans and Goths had learned wisdom 

since the days of Alaric.  

The Gothic peoples had come into Italy by means of the 

sword. Then they had lost their great leader and been left in the 

land they had coveted, a vast, unwieldy army burdened with 

long wagon trains of treasure and great camps of women and 

children. "Before two years were ended," says the historian, 

"God moved the hearts of the invaders to occupy the land 

without wasting it. The wandering hosts settled down and 

became nations dwelling under their kings on conquered soil."  

So the two races had dwelt together, and a new 

generation had been born to each. They had come to know each 

other, and though there had not always been peace between 

them, yet the dark-haired Italian noble had found that his tall, 

fair-haired, fair-skinned neighbor from the north was not so 

different from himself as he had supposed. The Goths were the 

noblest of all the barbarian nations, and if it took them some 

time to learn all the grace of civilization from their cultured 

neighbors, yet they brought with them from the north a spirit of 

freedom, a purity, and an unspoiled strength which the Romans 

were forced to recognize, and to which they were glad to turn in 

this hour of need, when this Hunnish people, who were so 

barbarian that it made the Goths seem in comparison like their 

own race, threatened to come down upon them.  

So the Goths and the Romans united their armies and 

called in their allies, and in July of the year 451they met Attila 

and his forces on the battle field of Chalons, midway between 

the north and the south. Such a confusion of all the barbarian 

nations was never seen before nor since. On the one side were 

the Romans, a mere shadow people in numbers or power as 

compared to their great allies, the East Goths and West Goths, 

the Alans and the Saxons and the Britons, those barbarian 

peoples who were so fast being transformed into civilized 

nations, and who were soon to take up that work of maintaining 

law and order which the Romans were laying down. Against this 

army of nations, which had been united only by their common 
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danger, stood the Huns and the allies from the Vandals and 

Franks and Ostrogoths whom they had been able to gather about 

their standard. It was a conflict of barbarian against barbarian, 

with every nation and tribe represented; and the more noble 

barbarians won. Attila and his Huns used all the strange customs 

of fighting with which they had been wont to terrify the 

European world. They swept down from the neighboring hills 

with wild, discordant cries. Dashing through the lines of soldiery 

on horseback, they threw their lassos or nets round the bodies of 

their opponents, making them helpless. "It was a battle," says an 

eyewitness, "which for ruthlessness, for multitude of men, for 

horror, and for stubbornness has not in all stories of similar 

encounters since the world began a parallel." Night fell, and the 

weary hosts were forced by the darkness to cease fighting; but 

neither Goth nor Roman nor Hun knew till morning which side 

had been victorious. When day dawned the Goths and Romans, 

seeing that the Huns did not venture forth from their camp, 

concluded that the victory was theirs. But Attila, though so many 

of his followers had been cut down that he dared not renew the 

battle, yet did not admit defeat, "but clashed his arms, sounded 

his trumpets, and continually threatened a fresh attack. As a lion 

close pressed by his hunters, ramps up and down before the 

entrance to the cave, and neither dares make a spring, nor yet 

ceases to frighten all the neighborhood with his roarings, so did 

that most warlike king, though hemmed in, trouble his 

conquerors. The Goths and Romans accordingly called a council 

of war and deliberated what was to be done with their worsted 

foe. As he had no store of provisions, and as he had so posted his 

archers within the boundaries of his camp as to rain a shower of 

missiles on an advancing assailant, they decided not to attempt a 

storm, but to weary him out by a blockade. It is said that seeing 

his desperate plight the Hunnish king had constructed a funeral 

pyre of horses' saddles, determined, if the enemy should break 

into his camp, to hurl himself headlong into the flames, that none 

should boast himself and say, 'I have wounded Attila,' nor that 

the lord of so many nations should fall alive into the hands of his 

enemies."  

Attila was not forced to this desperate death. Though the 

victory was with the Goths it was not an unmixed triumph. They 

had lost their king and many thousands of men, and they deemed 

it wise not to press their success farther, but retired in their 

triumph, leaving the defeated chief to return with his conquered 

army beyond the Rhine. Both sides had suffered immense losses, 

and the Hunnish invaders had received for the first time a check 

in their march of destruction.  

 

 

Attila returned to his log hut, and there on the vast, 

lonely plains of Hungary he spent the winter brooding over his 

defeat and nursing his wounded pride. He became more silent 

and sullen than ever, until his courtiers came to be afraid of the 

motionless figure of the king, who seemed hardly to heed 

whether he was alone or whether a company was about him, but 

sat ever looking, looking toward the world beyond the river, 

toward Rome, which he longed to destroy.  

With the coming of spring Attila's energy returned, and 

he became once more the active, alert general, planning an 

Italian campaign by which he hoped to revive his fallen prestige 

and regain his position as a terror to the world. He was to 
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succeed in part and for a time, but he was never to sweep things 

before him as he had in the days when the Huns were 

surrounded by a mysterious terror far beyond their actual power 

of destruction. The Italian cities of the Venetian plains were 

forced to yield, but it was after long sieges and sharp battles. 

Still it was a terrible invasion, and Rome began to tremble lest 

once more she should find herself in the power of barbarians.  

The cities which Attila was conquering were the most 

beautiful cities in all Europe. Here had been collected treasures 

of art, statues of the golden age of Greek and Roman sculpture, 

paintings, beautiful vases, all preserved in the splendid palaces 

and churches and public buildings of Aquileia, Verona, Milan, 

and Pavia. In these marble palaces and amid these priceless 

treasures Attila and his Huns camped.  

To-day we cherish in museums the fragments which they 

left when they had thrown aside and smashed what was in their 

way or did not for some reason please them. In the palace where 

he stayed in Milan, Attila came one day, in the course of his 

wanderings through the great salons, upon a picture which filled 

him with rage. It was entitled "The Triumph of Rome over the 

Barbarians," and pictured the two Roman emperors sitting on 

their golden thrones, while conquered Scythians crouched at 

their feet in abject subjection. The "Scythians" were without 

doubt Goths, and the period of the picture at least a century 

before Attila's time; but Attila took it as a personal insult to his 

race. With one of those strange impulses which make us see 

what shrewdness and humor were combined in this world 

conqueror with his more terrible qualities, he did not destroy the 

picture, but called an artist, whom he commanded to paint a 

companion picture on the opposite wall. In this painting Attila 

sat on his throne, and the two emperors knelt humbly before 

him, one with a huge sack of tribute money still on his shoulder, 

the other pouring out before him a heap of gold pieces from 

another bag.  

 

 

Another side of the character of this strange man was 

soon to be shown. It was time for him to turn southward in his 

march toward Rome. As Alaric had paused in the passes of 

Switzerland, so he paused, and his counselors, filled with the 

awe which every barbarian host felt when it came face to face 
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with the world power which they had so long reverenced, 

reminded him of the fate of Alaric which came on him so soon 

after he had taken the Eternal City, and advised him to turn back.  

Attila did not turn back, but the strange awe of Rome 

began to steal over his heart. As he rode on at the head of his 

army he was met by an embassy from Rome, headed by a 

commanding figure. Pope Leo I, head of the great Christian 

Church, which stood for the spiritual power of Christendom, had 

come to turn Attila from his purpose of attacking Rome. One 

manðof commanding presence, it is true, and quiet strengthð

but one man against an army of barbarians! Ah! but he stood for 

all which the superstitious barbarian feared. He had behind him a 

might before which Attila did well to tremble. Civilization, with 

all its constructive power of religion to uplift and lead men, 

stood over against barbarism, with its superstition and its fierce 

power of destruction. And civilization triumphed. The awe of 

Rome fell upon Attila, and he turned back, murmuring, "What 

gain indeed if I conquer like Alaric, to die with him?"  

CHAPTER VII  

THEODORIC  

 

King Theudemir sat in his carved seat at the head of the 

long Gothic hall, thinking deeply. Warriors of hostile nations, 

who met the king only when he was commanding his troops in 

war, could not understand why his people called him 

"Theudemir the Affectionate," "Theudemir the Good," and 

"Theudemir the Beloved." To them the stern, fierce general who 

was always in the forefront of the battle, seemed more like some 

old Teutonic war-god, appearing on earth once more in human 

form. Had they seen him to-night, as the firelight played about 

his features, they would not have wondered at the love his 
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people bore him, for the piercing blue eyes were gentle, and the 

stern lines of his face were softened. All the court had gone on a 

hunt, but Theudemir had remained at home to consider what 

answer he should give to the message which had come that 

morning from the Roman court. His little son, Theodoric, had 

come with his tiny broadsword to show him the new drill which 

he had learned, and his wife, the fair queen Erelieva, had sat 

with him for a time; but he had sent them both away and was 

alone with his problem.  

It was the old story of tribute money and boundaries, but 

now it was the Romans who paid, the money, hiding its real 

meaning under the name of "New Year's presents," and they paid 

it only to the barbarian nations from whom they feared attack. 

When at the beginning of the new year the money failed to 

come, the East Goths had known that something was wrong. The 

messengers whom Theudemir sent to Constantinople returned 

from their mission humiliated and angry. The emperor had 

transferred his friendship to another Gothic chieftain, another 

Theodoric, who sat at his table and took the money that had been 

theirs, assuring the emperor that the East Goths were a feeble 

and unimportant nation of whom he need not take an anxious 

thought.  

The East Goths had soon shown Emperor Leo his 

mistake. Theudemir smiled as he thought of the quick raid into 

the nearest Roman provinces which had followed closely on the 

return of the ambassadors. There was never a Goth who would 

not rather ravage his neighbor's field for corn and grain, even at 

the risk of his life, than plant and till and harvest by his own 

slow, laborious toil.  

The message of conciliation had come from the emperor 

that morning, and the Goths had gone wild with delight. "Leo 

has learned his lesson!" "Now the emperor knows that the East 

Goths are not a weak people to be trodden down and neglected." 

The hall with its high Gothic arches had rung with the boasts and 

taunts of the nobles, and then they had gone on a great hunt to 

celebrate the occasion. But Theudemir had remained behind. 

One part of the message the others had passed over lightly and 

seemed to forget. The emperor would pay the friendship money 

which was due; he would promise that henceforth an even larger 

sum should come regularly. But he demanded of the Goths one 

pledge,ðthat they would keep the faith and not send any more 

war parties across the Danube. They must give over to be 

brought up as a hostage in the Roman court the heir to the East 

Gothic throne, Theodoric, the eight-year-old son of Theudemir.  

It was no wonder that the king had sent the child away 

when he came to him with his happy, thoughtless prattle. To 

deliver this child, the pride and hope of the Gothic nation, over 

to the Romans to be trained by Roman teachers in Roman ways 

in a court hundreds of miles away! To have his son the price of 

Gothic peace! The father's heart might well be troubled. The 

Goths loved the lad, but would they remember, through the long 

years while he was growing to manhood, that his life was forfeit 

if once they broke the peace? One expedition of plunder into the 

forbidden territory, and Theodoric's life would be worth nothing 

at the imperial court, where murder and assassination were far 

too common for the putting to death of a hostage to be 

questioned. Moreover the boy must be prepared for the Gothic 

kingship. Would he not lose in the Roman life that love of 

freedom which was the safety of the Gothic nation?  

These questions King Theudemir had been pondering all 

day, and in the evening, when darkness had fallen and the great 

hall was lighted only by the fires on the hearths, he came to his 

decision. He owed it to his people to give his royal consent and 

let the boy go. He must trust the God of the Christians, whose 

faith his nation had so lately adopted, that Theodoric would 

return safely when his period of exile was over. Moreover his 

old heathen superstition, in which he still half believed, gave 

him encouragement. Theodoric had been born on a lucky day, 

the day of the last great defeat of the Huns. The messenger who 

brought Theudemir the news of his son's birth had carried back 

to the anxious house hold the report of the victory which meant 

that the Goths had been delivered from their forty-year-long 
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subjection to a barbarian despot, and that their prince was born 

to the kingship of a free and independent people. Remembering 

that day, could he not take it as a prophecy that Theodoric would 

go through this new peril unharmed, and carry further the 

fulfillment of the family name which his father and many 

generations of kings before him had borne so proudly, the noble 

name of Amal, which means in the Gothic language "the 

fortunate"?  

Of the life of the boy Theodoric at Constantinople little is 

reported. That he never learned to read or write we know, for 

when he was ruler of a great empire he could not sign his own 

name, but had a gold plate with the first four letters of his name 

pierced through it, so that when he wished to sign any document 

he could place the plate upon the parchment and trace through 

the lines the first four letters of his name, "THEO."  Whether no 

one took pains to teach the young barbarian, or whether he 

scorned the young Romans who knew better how to use the pen 

than the sword, we do not know. His handsome face and his 

ready wit found him a place in the close circle of the emperor's 

favorites, and his skill at arms and his horsemanship made him a 

leader in the drill and sports which were the occupation of every 

Roman youth. It was with regret that Emperor Leo granted his 

request, when he was seventeen years old, that he be no longer 

detained at the court, but be allowed to return to his own people 

and his father's palace, and he sent him home loaded with royal 

presents.  

King Theudemir's fears that the Roman training would 

spoil the Goth in Theodoric were soon dispelled. The feasting 

and merrymaking over his return had hardly ended before the 

young prince was missing and with him a group of young Gothic 

nobles who had been his playmates in childhood and with whom 

he had fallen into a cordial comradeship on his return. The king 

smiled when the word of his son's absence was brought to him, 

and waited well pleased for the report which soon came from the 

frontier of the Gothic kingdom. A Roman army had just been 

defeated by Babai, the king of the Sarmatians, who had 

conquered and taken from the Romans one of their leading 

eastern cities, the modern Belgrade. Babai was gloating over his 

victory when the young Roman trained barbarian appeared 

before the gates of the city with an array of forces which he had 

carried off from his father's army, and succeeded in wresting it 

from him. If the Emperor Leo had thought he had tamed the 

young barbarian into a submissive Roman courtier, he soon 

found he was mistaken. Theodoric did not hand back to the 

Romans the city which their army had just lost, but kept it for his 

own private rulership.  

The Goths had given Theodoric a warm welcome when 

he returned from his long exile in Constantinople. Now they 

took him to their hearts. In spite of his Roman dress and Roman 

ways he was no foreigner. He had followed the unwritten law of 

the Gothic nobility that every young man must prove himself by 

some warlike deed, and had shown himself worthy of their love 

and pride. With one accord the people declared that he and he 

alone should succeed his father as their king.  
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CHAPTER VIII  

GOTH AGAINST GOTH  

The chief problem of a barbarian king was to find means 

to feed his people. In the century of the wandering of the nations 

the eastern provinces of the Roman Empire had been so often 

plundered and devastated by barbarian peoples that they had 

become barren and unfruitful. It was a heavy responsibility 

which fell on the shoulders of the young king Theodoric, coming 

to the Gothic throne when he was only twenty years old, and he 

deemed himself fortunate that he was able to render assistance to 

the new claimant to the imperial chair of Rome, which was left 

vacant in that year by the death of Emperor Leo. Roman favor 

meant Roman gold with which to pay his armies and buy corn 

and grain. When the new emperor, Zeno, assumed the purple 

robes, he did not forget the protection which Theodoric had 

given him when, a fugitive from his enemies, he had been forced 

to flee into Gothic territory, but presented to him a position and 

title which few men as young as he had held,ðthe office of 

Patrician and Master in Arms. Besides this he publicly adopted 

him as his own personal son in arms. The good fortune which 

had begun on the day of his birth seemed to be continuing with 

the young king.  

No one's fortunes were secure, however, from one day to 

another in the fickle Roman court. The second year of Zeno's 

reign and Theodoric's favor had not closed before the other 

Theodoric, known in history as the One-eyed, who had made 

trouble for King Theudemir by obtaining the friendship of 

Emperor Leo fifteen years before, appeared at Constantinople to 

stir up trouble for Theudemir's son with the new emperor. Again 

he claimed that he was the rightful king and leader of a much 

larger nation of East Goths than that over which the boy 

Theodoric ruled. The wily Zeno was in a quandary. There was 

not money enough to pay both sets of Goths. Loyalty bade him 

stand by the son of Theudemir, the prince of the house of Amal; 

but Roman emperors cared little in those days for loyalty and 

much for power. Zeno only wanted to keep on his side the one 

who could help him most, and to leave as his enemy the one who 

could do least harm, and it is a rare compliment to our young 

Theodoric that he decided it was better policy to keep friendship 

with him.  

Theodoric the One-eyed promptly began to make trouble. 

He and his people plundered neighboring cities, and came 

southward toward Constantinople. Reports reached the Roman 

capital of large armies which he was gathering on the frontier. 

Zeno began to repent of his decision and to wonder if he had 

done well to antagonize one who was proving himself so 

powerful a leader. He tried to make terms with him, offering to 

take him into the circle of allies on the same conditions which he 

had come to Constantinople to seek a few months before; but 

this time it was the turn of the Goth to refuse. He would not 

yield until the quarrel was settled once for all, and Theodoric the 

Amal was discredited forever.  

The emperor had now no choice. There must be a war, 

but who should carry it on? Who, he reflected, but the man over 

whom he was having all this trouble? So he sent to Theodoric 

the Amal a pressing and peremptory message, saying that the 

time had come for him to prove himself worthy of the honors 

bestowed upon him, by assisting in the war which was being 

waged against his rival.  

Theodoric had not been brought up in the midst of 

Roman intrigue for nothing. He refused to come into the quarrel 

until the emperor and senate had bound themselves by a solemn 

vow to enter into no treaty with the other Gothic leader. Then, 

knowing that otherwise he would lose his important alliance 

with the Romans, and that his people would lose the money 

which meant meat and drink to them in the impoverished 

province where they lived, he proceeded to the war. A campaign 

was laid out by which his troops and Roman forces from two 

neighboring provinces were to arrive at the same time in the 
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Balkan country where the One-eyed had stationed his forces. 

Theodoric carried out his part of the program and found himself, 

after a terrible march through wild mountain country, alone with 

his Gothic troops in the presence of the enemy, who were 

occupying an impregnable position at the top of a steep cliff. 

The Romans had failed to appear.  

There was no chance for battle. Parties of horsemen 

came down the steep paths from the heights and skirmished with 

Theodoric's men, who attacked in their turn when the horsemen 

from the cliff had to come into the plains to get fodder for their 

horses; but there could be no decisive fighting till the enemy 

were willing to come down into the valley and take their chances 

in an open battle. So it went on from day to-day. Still the 

Romans did not come; and each morning Theodoric the One-

eyed would take advantage of his unassailable position and, 

sheltered by some rock from the arrows of the warriors in the 

valley, would stand on his hilltop and pour forth a storm of 

reproach on the young Theodoric, "that perjurer and enemy to 

the whole Gothic race," as he called him.  

"Silly and conceited boy!" he would shout, and 

Theodoric was powerless to stop him or to prevent his people 

from listening, "you do not understand the Romans nor see 

through their design. They intend to let the Goths tear one 

another to pieces, while they sit by and watch the game at their 

ease, sure of the real victory, whichever side is defeated. And we 

the while, turning our hands against our brethren, are to be left 

an easy prey to the tricks of the Romans. O son of Theudemir! 

which of their promises have they kept? They have led you to 

your own destruction, and the penalty of your stupidity will fall 

on the people whom you have betrayed."  

Such were the words which came from the cliff one 

morning, and then the voice ceased, and Theodoric's people were 

left to think over what had been said. The next morning it would 

begin again.  

"Ho, Theodoric, scoundrel! why art thou leading so many 

of my brethren to destruction? Why hast thou made so many 

Gothic women widows? What has become of all that abundance 

of good things which filled their wagons when they first set forth 

from their homes to march under thy standard? Then they owned 

two and three horses apiece. Now, without a horse they must 

needs limp on foot through Thrace, following thee as if they 

were thy slaves. Foolish boy, not long will they heed thy calls. 

They will be wiser than their king."  

Theodoric could have fought with flesh and blood, but 

against these cool and cutting taunts delivered by an unseen 

voice he was powerless, for the picture drawn by his rival was 

all too true. Roman ingenuity and treachery had devised this new 

scheme of slipping out of the war at the last moment and leaving 

the Goths to fight against and destroy each other. When the men 

and women of the Gothic camp came to the tent of the young 

king, clamoring for peace with their kinsmen, he had nothing to 

say. It was a bitter moment for Theodoric when he came to the 

banks of the stream to make terms with the man who had been 

the cause of his childhood exile in the court of Constantinople, 

and whose voice he had daily heard in reproach and insult. He 

went through his part like the king he was, and made a formal 

treaty of reconciliation and peace with his namesake, but he did 

not forget to whose treachery this humiliation was due. It took 

ten years of Roman favors to wipe out from the memory of the 

proud young barbarian the bitterness of that hour.  

So Emperor Zeno found himself with two enemies 

instead of one, and for a time even he was baffled by this new 

turn of affairs. He went to work with his usual weapon of 

intrigue, trying to make terms secretly with each party of the 

Gothic alliance, but his efforts were in vain. Both sides stoutly 

maintained that they had come at last to see reason. Goth would 

no longer fight with Goth for no quarrel of their own, but at the 

bidding of an outsider.  

Theodoric the One-eyed met the Roman ambassadors 

with high flown protestations about the unity of the Gothic race 
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and the evils of brothers fighting with one another. His only 

quarrel was with the young king Theodoric, whose army, as a 

matter of fact, he hoped to win over to his standards. Theodoric 

the Amal met the Roman advances with a recital of his 

grievances which Emperor Zeno must have found it hard to 

answer.  

"I was willing enough," said he, "to live in peace and 

quiet in my Gothic province, beyond the Roman territory, giving 

obedience to the emperor and doing injury to no man. Who 

summoned me forth from this retirement and insisted on my 

taking the field against this rival Goth, Theodoric the One-eyed? 

The emperor. He promised that the Master of the Soldiery for 

Thrace should join me with an army; he never came. Then that 

Claudius, the keeper of the funds, should bring me pay for my 

troops; he, too, did not appear. Thirdly, guides who were given 

to me, instead of taking the smooth and easy roads which would 

have led me straight to the camp of my foe, brought me up and 

down all kinds of steep and dangerous places where, if I had 

been attacked, with all my long train of horses and wagons and 

my following of women and children, I must without doubt have 

been destroyed. Brought at a disadvantage into the presence of 

our enemies, I was forced to make peace with them. Yea, in 

truth, I owe them great thanks for saving me alive, when owing 

to your treachery they might easily have wiped out me and my 

army forever."  

These personal claims and his desire for revenge he 

would nevertheless lay aside for the sake of his hungry people, if 

the emperor would assign to him some district for a permanent 

dwelling place and would provide rations of corn for his people 

until they could reap their own harvest. Otherwise, he added 

significantly, he could not prevent his famished army from 

supplying their needs in any way they could. It was a noble and 

kingly answer, but it did not suit the emperor, who had no 

intention of drawing so heavily on the imperial treasures if he 

could help it.  

Things began to look serious in Constantinople. The 

generals called in their troops from Greece and Turkey. This 

might be the end of Roman intrigue and the beginning of the 

great Gothic-Roman war which had so long been predicted. But 

Zeno had not used all his schemes. He had not yet tried personal 

bribery. To Theodoric the Amal he now offered large sums of 

gold and silver and a Roman damsel of the imperial family in 

marriage. The straightforward son of King Theudemir and the 

good queen Erelieva would not hear to such proposals. But the 

One-eyed was not so upright. He only waited till the offers 

became large enough, and then he forgot his horror of Goth 

fighting Goth, and agreed to turn upon his ally and drive him out 

of the country. He did not, however, succeed. For the next few 

years Theodoric the Amal proved a troublesome enemy to the 

Romans. One unchanging need controlled and guided his 

movements. He must have food for his wandering peoples. So 

we hear of him now in one city, now in another, with his army, 

always victorious but never despoiling save to win food and 

shelter for his people. Other barbarian tribes tore down the 

treasures of art from the palaces and churches and stripped the 

buildings of all that made them beautiful. Theodoric had lived 

too long at the Roman court to allow such barbarities save when 

the inhabitants refused him corn and provisions. Then his Gothic 

temper came to the front, and he burned and pillaged without 

mercy.  

There was never a lasting peace between the Roman 

emperor and our Theodoric till the One-eyed died. Then 

Theodoric became the undisputed leader of all the Goths. Thirty 

thousand men were added to his armies, and he was able to 

terrorize the whole Roman border. Zeno made haste to conclude 

a satisfactory peace with him, and we see him once more in 

Constantinople, this time as consul, giving his name to the year 

and exercising all the prerogatives of that honorable office. 

Three years he enjoyed the luxuries of life at the Roman court, 

and to the Roman-bred young ruler they must have had many 

charms over the hard life as leader and provider for a wandering 

people. But Theodoric had too much nobility of character and 
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too much Gothic blood in his veins to be satisfied as the petted 

dependent of an alien race. The call of his people came to him, 

and he responded. This is the way the historian tells it:  

"Meanwhile Theodoric, who was bound by covenant to 

the empire of Zeno, hearing that his nation were not too well 

supplied with the necessaries of life while he was enjoying all 

the good things of the capital, and choosing rather, after the old 

manner of his race, to seek food by labor than to enjoy in 

luxurious idleness the fatness of the Roman realm while his 

people were living in hardship, made up his mind and spoke to 

the emperor."  

With the wisdom which was to make him a world 

famous ruler, Theodoric had seen that there was no chance for 

him or his people in the crowded eastern provinces of the Roman 

Empire. Ignoring, with an audacity which leaves us breathless 

but admiring, the thousand miles of mountain and valley and 

river which lay between, he announced to the Roman emperor 

that he would like to go over with his people into Italy, and 

requested that he and his people be given that kingdom to hold 

"as a gift and under his imperial protection." Both parties seem 

to have ignored the fact that Italy was held by a barbarian people 

and ruled over by Odoacer, a Goth who had lost favor with his 

people by becoming, in his young manhood, a courtier of the 

hated Attila. The emperor had little friendship for these 

barbarian occupants of Italy, although they were nominally 

under his control; but he could not give any real help to 

Theodoric, who must win the land by hard fighting. He went 

through the form of granting Theodoric's request, and with many 

expressions of regret allowed the Goths to go. But we must think 

that he was more willing to spare them than he admitted, and 

that he was glad to get so powerful and difficult a "son in arms" 

safely out of his way in the distant land of Italy.  

So Theodoric started with his nation army of more than 

two hundred thousand Goths on the long, hard journey over into 

Italy. "Since Moses led the Children of Israel out of Egypt and 

through the wilderness," says the chronicler, "so great a 

migration had not been undertaken." Putting into the wagons the 

women and children and as much furniture as they could take, 

the men set out on the great highway that followed the course of 

the Danube River, but their way did not lie for many miles over 

smooth roadways. There is a story of a great swamp to which 

they came. Enemies pressed upon them before and behind, and 

there was no chance to turn aside. The Gothic vanguard drove 

their horses into the swamp. Many sank in the treacherous 

waters, and those who came safely across were falling before the 

lances which their foes on the other side were hurling against the 

reed woven breastplates of the Goths. Then Theodoric shouted: 

"Whoso will fight the enemy let him follow me. Look not to any 

other leader, but only charge where you see my standards 

advancing. The Gepids shall know that a king attacks them; my 

people shall know that Theodoric saves them."  

 

Cool and watchful in the moment of peril, he had seen in 

the apparently trackless swamp a narrow way which he believed 

to be solid ground. Urging his horse to a gallop he dashed across 

it, and his people followed his lead. "As a swollen river through 

the harvest field, as a lion through the herd," so did Theodoric 

charge upon the enemy, and they fell back in terror before him. 

The victory was doubly important because in their flight the 

enemy left their wagons of provisions behind them, and the 


































































