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envious of the empire’s prosperity. For centuries they had been
ntimidated by the imperial legions confronting them on the far
banks. :

Now they no longer were. They had panicked, stampeded by
an even more fearsome enemy in their rear: feral packs of mounted
Hsiung-nu, or Huns. Ignorant of agriculture but expert archers,
bred to kill and trained from infancy to be pitiless, these dreaded
watriors from the plains of Mongolia had turned war into an
industry. “Their country,” it was said of them, “is the back of a
horse.”” It was Europe’s misfortune that early in the fourth century
the Huns had met their masters at China’s Great Wall. Defeated
by the Chinese, they had turned westward, entered Russia about
A.D. 355, and crossed the Volga seventeen years Jater. In 375 they
fell upon the Ostrogoths (East Goths) in the Ukraine. After killing
the Ostrogoth chieftain, Ermanaric, they pursued his tribesmen
across eastern Europe. An army of Visigoths (West Goths) met
the advancing Huns on the Dniester, near what is now Romania.
The Goths were cut to pieces. The survivors among them — some
eighty thousand — fled toward the Danube and crossed it, thereby
invading the empire. On instructions from the Emperor Valens,
imperial commanders charged with defense of the frontier first
disarmed the Gothic refugees, next admitted them subject to var-
lous conditions, then tried to enslave them, and finally, in A.p.
378, fought them, not with Roman legions, but using mercenaries
recruited from other tribes. Caesar would have wept at the spec-
tacle that followed. In battle the mercenaries were overconfident
and slack; according to Ammianus Marcellinus, Tacitus’s Greek
successor, the result was ““the most disastrous defeat encountered
by the Romans since Cannae” — six centuries earlier. .

Under the weight of relentless attacks by the combined barbaric
tribes and the Huns, now Gothic allies, the Danube-Rhine line
broke along its entire length and then collapsed. Plunging deeper
and deeper into the empire, the invaders prepared to penetrate
Italy. In 400 the Visigoth Alaric, a relatively enlightened chieftain
and a zealous religieux, led forty thousand Goths, Huns, and freed
Roman slaves across the Julian Alps. Eight years of fighting
followed. Rome’s cavalry was no match for the tribal horse-
men; two-thirds of the imperial legions were shin. In 410 Alaric’s
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triumphant warriors swept down to Rome itself, and on August
24 they entered it. . :

Thus, for the first time in eight centuries, the Eternal Cicy fell
to an enemy army. After three days of pillage it was battered
almost beyond recognition. Alaric tried to spare Rome’s citizens,
but he could not control the Huns or the former slaves. They
slaughtered wealthy men, raped women, destroyed priceless pieces
of sculpture, and melted déwn works of art for their precious
metals. That was only the beginning; sixty-six years later another
Germanic chieftain deposed the Jast Roman emperor in the west,
Romulus Augustulus, and proclaimed himself ruler of the empire.
Meantime Gunderic’s Vandals, Clovis’s Franks, and most of all
the Huns under their terrible new chieftain Atfila — who had
seized power by murdering his brother — ravaged Gaul as far
south as Paris, paused, and lunged into Spain. In the years that
followed, Goths, Alans, Burgundians, Thuringians, Frisians, Gep-
idae, Suevi, Alemanni, Angles, Saxons, Jutes, Lombards, Heruli,
Quadi, and Magyars joined them in ravaging what was left of
civilization. The ethnic tide then settled in its conquered lands and
darkness descended upon the devastated, unstable continent. It
would not lift until forty medieval generations had suffered,
wrought their pathetic destinies, and passed on.

L |

Tue DaRk AGES were stark in every dimension. Famines and
plague, culminating in the Black Death and its recurring pandemics,
repeatedly thinned the population. Rickets afflicted the survivors.
Extraordinary climatic changes brought storms and floods which
turned into major disasters because the empire’s drainage system,
like most of the imperial infrastructure, was no longer functioning.
It says much about the Middle Ages that in the year 1500, after a
thousand years of neglect, the roads built by the Romans were
still the best on the continent. Most others were ir, such a state of
disrepair that they were unusable; so were all European harbors
until the eighth century, when commerce again. began to stir.
Among the lost arts was bricklaying; in all of Germany, England,
Holland, and Scandinavia, virtually no stone buildings, except
cathedrals, were raised for ten centuries. The serfs’ basic agricul~
tural tools were picks, forks, spades, rakes, scythes, and balanced
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sword. Over three thousand Christians thus died at the hands of
fellow Christians — more than all the victims in three centuries
of Roman persecutions. On April 13, 1204, nearly nine centuries
later, medieval horror returned to Constantinople when the armies
of the Fourth Crusade, embittered by their failure to reach the
Holy Land, turned on the city, sacked it, destroyed sacred relics,
and massacred the inhabitants.
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