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			Editor’s Introduction

			Julius Caesar, born around 100 BC, was consul at Rome in 59 BC and took up a command in Gaul the following year. He held it for nine years. This is his own account of what he did with it, one book per campaigning season, covering 58 to 52 BC: the migration of the Helvetii, the defeat of the German king Ariovistus, the Belgic and Aquitanian campaigns, a bridge thrown across the Rhine in ten days and taken down again, two crossings to Britain, and the revolt of Vercingetorix that ended at Alesia. An eighth book, by his officer Aulus Hirtius, was added after Caesar’s death to finish the story; it is not by Caesar and is not in this edition.

			He writes about himself in the third person, always as Caesar, never as I. The effect is of a plain, impersonal record of events, and that effect is the point. These were dispatches, written by a serving general and sent home to a city where his enemies were arguing that his command should be taken away from him and that he should be prosecuted the moment it ended. The book is a military report and a piece of political self-presentation at the same time. It kept his name in front of the Roman public for nine years, and the legions he raised and trained in Gaul are the army he led across the Rubicon in 49 BC.

			So the reader should keep two things in view. Caesar is always the reasonable party, forced into every war he starts, and generous after winning it. And the campaigns he is describing are a conquest: towns stormed and their populations killed or sold, whole peoples reported as destroyed, hostages taken, a rebel chieftain flogged and beheaded, a tribe that had crossed the Rhine wiped out including its women and children. He reports all of it himself, flatly, as administration. Nothing here is softened. The peoples on the other side of it left no written account of their own, and most of what is known about the Gauls and the Germans of this period comes from these seven books, written by the man who was conquering them.

			They are also a good read, which is why they have been a Latin schoolroom text for centuries. Caesar is exact about terrain, supply and timing, and he is very good at the moment a plan fails. Book Five, where an ambush destroys fifteen cohorts in a wooded valley, is told without excuses. Book Seven, the siege of Alesia, has him building two rings of fortifications at once, one facing the town and one facing the relief army behind him.

			This edition is not translated from the Latin. It is a modernization of the English translation made by W. A. McDevitte and W. S. Bohn in 1869, complete, all seven books.
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				1
			

			All of Gaul is divided into three parts. The Belgae, a fierce confederation in the north, inhabit one part. The Aquitani, in the southwest near Spain, hold another. The third belongs to the people who call themselves Celts in their own language﻿—we Romans call them Gauls.

			These three groups differ in language, customs, and laws. The Garonne River separates the Gauls from the Aquitani. The Marne and Seine rivers mark the boundary between the Gauls and the Belgae.

			Of these three peoples, the Belgae are the toughest fighters. They live farthest from the civilized comforts of our Roman Province, and traders rarely visit them with the kind of luxury goods that soften a people. They also border the Germans across the Rhine and are constantly at war with them. For the same reason, the Helvetii﻿—a powerful tribe occupying what is now Switzerland﻿—also surpass the other Gauls in bravery, since they clash with the Germans in near-daily skirmishes, either defending their own land or raiding into German territory.

			The part of Gaul that the Celts occupy starts at the Rhone River. It’s bounded by the Garonne, the Atlantic Ocean, and the territory of the Belgae; on the side of the Sequani and the Helvetii, it reaches to the Rhine and stretches northward. The Belgae hold the territory from the far edge of Gaul to the lower Rhine, facing north and east. Aquitania runs from the Garonne to the Pyrenees and the coast near Spain, facing northwest.

			

			Among the Helvetii, a man named Orgetorix stood far above the rest in wealth and influence. In the consulship of Marcus Messala and Marcus Piso (61 BC), driven by ambition for power, he organized a conspiracy among the tribal elite and convinced the general population to leave their homeland with everything they owned. It would be easy, he argued, for a people who surpassed all others in courage to conquer all of Gaul.

			This was an easier sell than you might think. The Helvetii felt hemmed in on every side. The Rhine﻿—wide and deep﻿—blocked them from the Germans to the east. The towering Jura Mountains walled them off from the Sequani to the north. Lake Geneva and the Rhone separated them from the Roman Province to the south and west. Boxed in like this, they couldn’t expand their territory or easily wage war on their neighbors. For a people who loved fighting, this was intolerable. They considered their borders far too small for their population and their military reputation, even though their territory stretched about 240 miles long and 180 miles wide.

			

			Persuaded by Orgetorix and these arguments, the Helvetii began planning their migration. They bought up every draft animal and wagon they could find. They planted the largest possible harvests to build up grain reserves for the march. And they opened diplomatic talks with neighboring tribes to secure safe passage.

			They estimated they’d need two years to prepare. They set the departure date for the third year by formal decree.

			Orgetorix was chosen to lead the preparations. As an envoy to neighboring states, he worked to build a three-way alliance for power. He persuaded Casticus﻿—a nobleman of the Sequani whose father had held royal authority and been named “Friend of the Roman People” by the Senate﻿—to seize the throne his father once held. He also convinced Dumnorix, a powerful Aeduan noble and brother of the respected Divitiacus, to make his own grab for power. Orgetorix sealed the deal by giving Dumnorix his daughter in marriage.

			Orgetorix assured them success was all but guaranteed. He would take control of the Helvetii﻿—the most powerful tribe in Gaul. With the three of them ruling the three most powerful nations, they could dominate all of Gaul.

			The three men swore oaths and exchanged pledges, dreaming of a Gallic empire.

			

			But word of the conspiracy leaked out. Following Helvetian custom, the tribe put Orgetorix on trial in chains﻿—and the law demanded death by burning if he was found guilty.

			On the day of his trial, Orgetorix showed up with ten thousand of his dependents, servants, and debt-bondsmen, all of whom he’d summoned from every corner of the territory. With this small army at his back, he simply refused to stand trial.

			The state tried to enforce the law by force, with magistrates mustering armed men from the countryside. But before things could escalate further, Orgetorix died. The Helvetii suspected suicide, though no one knew for certain.

			

			His death changed nothing. The Helvetii pressed ahead with the migration plan.

			When they judged their preparations complete, they made the decision irrevocable: they burned all twelve of their towns, roughly four hundred villages, and every private farmstead. They destroyed all their grain stores except what they would carry with them. With no homes to return to, every person would be fully committed to the journey ahead. Each family was ordered to carry three months’ worth of ground flour.

			They convinced their neighbors﻿—the Rauraci, the Tulingi, and the Latobrigi﻿—to do the same: burn everything and march together. The Boii, who had previously crossed the Rhine from Germany and settled in Norican territory (modern Austria), also joined the migration.

			

			There were only two possible routes out of Helvetian territory.

			The first passed through the land of the Sequani﻿—a narrow, treacherous path squeezed between the Jura Mountains and the Rhone River. It was so tight that wagons could barely pass single-file, and the mountains loomed so steeply overhead that a small force could easily block the way.

			The second route ran through the Roman Province. This was far easier, since the Rhone formed the border between the Helvetii and the Allobroges﻿—a tribe only recently conquered by Rome﻿—and the river could be forded in several places. The nearest town was Geneva, where a bridge connected Helvetian territory to the Allobroges.

			The Helvetii figured they could either persuade the Allobroges to let them pass﻿—since the Allobroges might still resent Roman rule﻿—or force their way through if persuasion failed.

			With everything ready, they set a date for the entire nation to assemble on the banks of the Rhone: March 28th, in the consulship of Lucius Piso and Aulus Gabinius (58 BC).

			

			When Caesar received word that the Helvetii were planning to march through the Roman Province, he moved fast. He left Rome, traveled by the longest marches he could manage, and reached Geneva in Transalpine Gaul. He ordered the Province to mobilize as many troops as possible﻿—he had only one legion in the region﻿—and he had the bridge at Geneva demolished.

			When the Helvetii learned of his arrival, they sent their most distinguished ambassadors, led by Numeius and Verudoctius, with a message: they intended to pass through the Province peacefully, since they had no other route. They asked for his permission.

			Caesar was not inclined to grant it. He remembered what had happened the last time the Helvetii encountered a Roman army: they had killed the consul Lucius Cassius and forced his surviving troops to march under the yoke﻿—the ultimate humiliation. He didn’t trust a warlike people to cross the Province without causing trouble, no matter what they promised.

			But he needed time for his reinforcements to arrive. So he told the ambassadors he’d think it over. They could come back on April 13th for his answer.

			

			In the meantime, Caesar put that breathing room to good use.

			With his single legion and the provincial levies, he built a defensive wall sixteen feet high and a continuous trench, stretching nineteen miles from Lake Geneva to the Jura Mountains﻿—blocking the entire southern route out of Helvetian territory. He placed garrisons along it and fortified strong points at regular intervals, so he could stop any crossing attempt.

			When the ambassadors returned on the appointed day, Caesar gave them his answer: Roman law and precedent forbade him from allowing anyone to march through the Province. If they tried to force their way through, he would stop them.

			The Helvetii tested him. They tried crossing the Rhone﻿—by pontoon bridges, by rafts, by fording at shallow points﻿—by day and more often by night. Every attempt was beaten back by the fortifications, the garrison troops, and Roman missiles. Eventually, they gave up.

			

			That left only the other route: the narrow pass through Sequani territory. The Helvetii couldn’t force their way through without Sequani permission, and the Sequani weren’t willing to grant it﻿—not on their own.

			So the Helvetii turned to Dumnorix the Aeduan for help. Dumnorix had extensive connections among the Sequani: he was popular, generous, and had married Orgetorix’s daughter, giving him a personal stake in the Helvetii’s success. More importantly, he was ambitious and hungry for power, eager to put as many tribes in his debt as possible.

			Dumnorix brokered the deal. The Sequani agreed to let the Helvetii pass, with both sides exchanging hostages as guarantees﻿—the Sequani promising not to block the march, the Helvetii promising to pass through without causing harm.

			

			Word reached Caesar that the Helvetii now planned to march through Sequani and Aeduan territory, heading toward the lands of the Santones﻿—a tribe near the Tolosates, who were within the Roman Province itself. Caesar saw the danger immediately: a warlike, hostile people settling next to the rich, undefended farmland of the Province would be a disaster.

			He acted quickly. He put his lieutenant Titus Labienus in command of the Rhone fortifications, then raced to northern Italy. There he raised two new legions, pulled three more out of winter quarters near Aquileia, and marched all five legions over the Alps by the fastest route into Transalpine Gaul.

			In the mountains, several Alpine tribes﻿—the Centrones, the Graioceli, and the Caturiges﻿—tried to block his passage from the high ground. Caesar defeated them in a series of sharp engagements. In just seven days, he marched from Ocelum (the last town in Cisalpine Gaul) to the territory of the Vocontii in the Transalpine Province, then pushed on through the lands of the Allobroges and into the territory of the Segusiani, the first tribe beyond the Province on the far side of the Rhone.

			

			By this time, the Helvetii had already marched through the Sequani pass and into Aeduan territory, where they were laying waste to the countryside.

			The Aedui﻿—Rome’s oldest and most loyal allies in Gaul﻿—couldn’t defend themselves. They sent ambassadors begging Caesar for help, pleading that they had always been faithful to Rome: their fields were being burned, their children carried off as slaves, their towns besieged, practically within sight of the Roman army.

			The Ambarri, kinsmen of the Aedui, sent the same message: they couldn’t protect their towns now that their farmland was destroyed.

			Even the Allobroges, who had settlements across the Rhone, fled to Caesar with the news that they had nothing left but bare earth.

			Caesar had heard enough. He decided he couldn’t afford to wait until the Helvetii finished devastating his allies’ territory and settled among the Santones.

			

			There is a river called the Saone that flows through Aeduan and Sequani territory into the Rhone. It moves so slowly that you can’t tell which direction it’s flowing just by looking at it.

			The Helvetii were crossing this river on rafts and lashed-together boats. When Caesar’s scouts reported that three-quarters of their force had already crossed, but one-quarter was still on the near bank, he seized his chance.

			Setting out from camp with three legions around midnight, Caesar caught the stranded division completely off guard. Weighed down with baggage and not expecting an attack, they were cut to pieces. The survivors fled into the nearby woods.

			As it happened, this particular division was the Tigurini canton﻿—the very same clan that, within living memory, had killed the consul Lucius Cassius and forced his army under the yoke. Whether by coincidence or divine justice, the part of the Helvetian nation that had inflicted that disgrace on Rome was the first to pay the price.

			Caesar took personal satisfaction in this too: the Tigurini had also killed Lucius Piso, his own father-in-law’s grandfather, in that same battle against Cassius.

			

			After the battle, Caesar had a bridge thrown across the Saone to pursue the rest of the Helvetii. They were stunned. What had taken them twenty days of painfully slow rafting, Caesar had accomplished in a single day. Shaken, they sent an embassy to negotiate.

			The delegation was led by Divico, the same commander who had defeated Cassius decades earlier﻿—a deliberate choice.

			Divico’s message was blunt: “If Rome makes peace with us, we’ll settle wherever Caesar chooses. But if he insists on war, he should remember what happened to the last Roman army that tangled with the Helvetii. Ambushing one stranded division while the rest couldn’t help? That’s nothing to boast about. We learned from our ancestors to rely on courage, not tricks. So don’t let this be the place where people remember a Roman army being destroyed.”

			Caesar’s reply was equally direct: “That old defeat is exactly why I feel no hesitation. The Romans had done nothing to provoke it, which is what makes it so outrageous. If they’d deserved it, they could have been on guard﻿—but they were attacked without cause. And even if I could forget that ancient wrong, could I also overlook these fresh offenses? You tried to force your way through the Province against my orders. You attacked the Aedui, the Ambarri, the Allobroges. You boast about your victory and marvel that you got away with your crimes for so long? That proves the same point: the gods sometimes let the wicked prosper for a while, so the fall hits harder when it comes. Still﻿—give me hostages as a guarantee, make restitution to the Aedui and the Allobroges, and I’ll make peace.”

			Divico had one answer: “The Helvetii were raised to take hostages, not give them. Rome knows this from experience.”

			With that, he left. The talks were over.

			

			The next day, both armies broke camp and resumed the march. Caesar sent ahead his entire cavalry force﻿—about four thousand riders drawn from the Province, the Aedui, and allied tribes﻿—to shadow the Helvetii and report their movements.

			The cavalry got too aggressive. They pursued the Helvetian rear guard, got drawn into a fight on bad ground, and took casualties. The Helvetii were emboldened: just five hundred of their horsemen had driven back four thousand Roman cavalry. After that, they grew bolder, occasionally wheeling around from their rear column to challenge Caesar’s advance troops.

			Caesar held his men back. For now, he was content to keep the enemy from raiding, foraging, and plundering. He would fight on his own terms.

			The two armies marched like this for about two weeks, never more than five or six miles apart.

			

			Meanwhile, Caesar was pressuring the Aedui for the grain they had promised. The timing was brutal: it was still too cold for the crops in the fields to be ripe, and he couldn’t use the grain he’d shipped up the Saone because the Helvetii had veered away from the river, and Caesar wasn’t willing to lose contact with them.

			Day after day, the Aedui stalled. “It’s being collected﻿ ﻿… it’s on the way﻿ ﻿… it’s coming.”

			When the delays dragged on too long, with his soldiers’ ration day rapidly approaching, Caesar summoned the Aeduan chiefs to his camp. Several of their leading men were already there, including Divitiacus and Liscus, who held the title of Vergobret﻿—the Aedui’s chief magistrate, elected annually, with the power of life and death over his people.

			Caesar tore into them. He had enemies breathing down his neck. His men couldn’t buy grain, and it wasn’t ready to harvest. He had taken on this war largely because the Aedui had begged him to. And now they were abandoning him?

			

			At last, Liscus broke his silence. Driven by Caesar’s anger, he revealed what he’d been hiding:

			“There are certain men among our people﻿—private citizens﻿—who have more influence over the public than the magistrates themselves. These men are sabotaging the grain supply, telling people that if they can’t be top dogs in Gaul anymore, it’s better to be ruled by fellow Gauls than by Romans. They say that if Rome crushes the Helvetii, Rome will crush the Aedui next. These same men are leaking our battle plans and every move in the camp to the enemy. And I can’t stop them. I know I’m putting myself in danger even telling you this﻿—that’s why I’ve kept quiet as long as I could.”

			

			Caesar knew exactly who Liscus was talking about: Dumnorix, the brother of Divitiacus.

			But he didn’t want to discuss it in front of the full council. He dismissed the meeting but kept Liscus back, and questioned him privately. Liscus spoke more freely now.

			Caesar then questioned others separately, and the full picture emerged. Dumnorix was at the center of everything.

			He was bold, popular, and wildly generous﻿—all funded by corruption. For years he’d rigged the bidding on Aeduan tax contracts, winning them at bargain rates because no one dared bid against him. He’d used the profits to build a private cavalry force that he kept permanently on retainer. His influence extended far beyond the Aedui: he’d married his mother off to a powerful Biturigian nobleman, taken a Helvetian wife himself, and placed his half-sisters and female relatives in strategic marriages across multiple tribes.

			He supported the Helvetii because of these family ties. And he hated Caesar and Rome, because Rome’s arrival had clipped his power and restored his brother Divitiacus to prominence. If anything happened to the Romans, he expected to use the Helvetii to make himself king. Under Roman dominion, he could forget about the throne﻿—he couldn’t even hold on to the influence he already had.

			Caesar also dug into the cavalry debacle from a few days earlier. It turned out Dumnorix had been commanding the Aeduan cavalry contingent, and it was his horsemen who had started the panicked retreat, dragging the rest of the cavalry into flight.

			

			The evidence was damning. Dumnorix had personally arranged the Helvetii’s passage through Sequani territory. He had brokered the hostage exchange. He’d done all of this without orders from Caesar or even from his own government﻿—the Aedui hadn’t known about any of it. The Vergobret had already reprimanded him.

			Caesar had more than enough grounds to punish Dumnorix himself, or to order the Aeduan state to do it. But one thing held him back: Divitiacus.

			Dumnorix’s brother was Rome’s most loyal friend in Gaul﻿—a man of proven faithfulness, fairness, and restraint. Caesar couldn’t risk alienating him.

			So before doing anything, Caesar called Divitiacus in for a private conversation, dismissing the regular interpreters. He spoke through Gaius Valerius Procillus﻿—a leading citizen of the Province, a close personal friend, and a man Caesar trusted completely. Caesar laid out all the evidence against Dumnorix﻿—what had been said in the council, what he’d learned in private investigations﻿—and asked Divitiacus to either judge his brother himself or have the Aeduan state handle the matter.

			

			Divitiacus broke down. Embracing Caesar, weeping, he begged for mercy.

			“I know the charges are true,” he said. “And no one is more hurt by it than I am. When I was powerful and he was nobody, he rose through my connections﻿—and then used that power against me, nearly destroying me. But he’s still my brother. If you punish him harshly, everyone will think I was behind it, since they know how close you and I are. That will turn all of Gaul against me.”

			He went on like this for some time, in tears, pleading.

			Caesar took his hand. He told him to stop begging﻿—his regard for Divitiacus was great enough that he would forgive both the injuries to Rome and his own personal grievances, for Divitiacus’s sake.

			Then he summoned Dumnorix, with Divitiacus present. He laid out every charge. He told Dumnorix exactly what he knew and what the Aeduan state had complained about. He warned him to avoid any further suspicion.

			He said he was pardoning him﻿—this time﻿—for his brother’s sake.

			Then he assigned agents to watch Dumnorix’s every move and every contact.

			

			That same day, Caesar’s scouts reported that the Helvetii had made camp at the base of a mountain, about eight miles away. Caesar sent men to survey the mountain﻿—the terrain, the approaches, the difficulty of the ascent from every side. Word came back: the climb was manageable.

			Caesar devised a plan.

			Around midnight, he ordered Labienus to take two legions and climb to the summit, using the scouts who had surveyed the route as guides. Before dawn, Caesar himself set out along the route the Helvetii had taken, heading straight for their camp. He sent all his cavalry ahead as a screen.

			Publius Considius﻿—who had a reputation as an experienced soldier, having served under both Sulla and Crassus﻿—was sent forward with the advance scouts.

			

			At dawn, Labienus held the summit. Caesar was less than a mile and a half from the enemy camp. As he later confirmed from prisoners, neither his approach nor Labienus’s had been detected. Everything was going perfectly.

			Then Considius came galloping back in a panic.

			“The mountain﻿—the one Labienus was supposed to take﻿—the enemy holds it! I saw Gallic weapons and standards on the peak!”

			Caesar immediately pulled his forces back to a nearby hill and formed battle lines.

			Labienus, meanwhile, was sitting on the summit exactly as planned. His orders were clear: don’t engage until Caesar’s forces were visible near the enemy camp, so the attack would hit from all sides simultaneously. He held position, waiting.

			The hours crawled by. Finally, well into the day, Caesar’s scouts reported the truth: Labienus held the mountain. The Helvetii had already broken camp and moved on. Considius, gripped by fear, had reported seeing what he hadn’t seen.

			Caesar broke camp and followed the enemy at his usual distance, making camp three miles from theirs that night.

			A perfect opportunity, thrown away by one man’s panic.

			

			The next day brought a hard choice. Caesar was down to two days’ worth of grain. The massive Aeduan supply depot at Bibracte﻿—by far the largest and best-stocked town of the Aedui﻿—lay only eighteen miles away. He decided he had to resupply. He turned his march away from the Helvetii and headed for Bibracte.

			Deserters from Lucius Aemilius’s Gallic cavalry unit carried the news straight to the enemy.

			The Helvetii drew their own conclusions. Either the Romans were retreating in fear﻿—they’d had the high ground the day before and hadn’t attacked, after all﻿—or they could be cut off from their food supply. They reversed course and began pursuing Caesar, harassing his rear guard.

			

			Caesar saw what was happening. He pulled his forces back to a nearby hill and deployed his cavalry to absorb the enemy’s pressure. Meanwhile, he arranged his four veteran legions in a triple battle line across the middle slope. On the hilltop behind them, he positioned his two newly raised legions and all the auxiliary troops. The entire hillside bristled with soldiers. He ordered the baggage collected in one place on the summit, protected by the troops in the upper line.

			The Helvetii followed with all their wagons. They gathered their baggage into a single mass, then formed a dense phalanx and charged uphill toward the Roman front line.

			

			Caesar had every officer’s horse led away﻿—starting with his own﻿—so that the danger would be equal for everyone and no one would have the option of fleeing. Then he addressed his troops and gave the order to attack.

			The Romans had the high ground. Their javelins, hurled downhill, smashed through the Helvetian phalanx. The heavy Roman pilum was devastatingly effective: many javelins punched clean through multiple overlapping shields, and when the iron shank bent on impact, the shields were pinned together and couldn’t be pulled apart. Helvetian warriors struggled with their left arms tangled in useless shield clusters. Many finally threw their shields away entirely and fought unprotected.

			Battered and bleeding, the Helvetii began to fall back toward a mountain about a mile away.

			They took the high ground. The Romans advanced after them. But then the Boii and Tulingi﻿—about fifteen thousand strong, marching as the rear guard﻿—swung in from the flank and hit the advancing Roman line from the exposed side, threatening to surround them.

			Seeing the Romans stagger, the Helvetii on the mountain rallied and charged back down.

			Now the Romans faced enemies on two fronts. They split their formation: the first and second lines turned back to face the retreating Helvetii who had renewed their assault, while the third line wheeled to meet the Boii and Tulingi attacking from the flank.

			

			The fighting was savage and went on for hours with no clear advantage.

			When the Helvetii finally couldn’t take any more, one group fell back to the mountain, while the other retreated to their baggage train and circled wagons.

			Throughout the entire battle﻿—from early afternoon until nightfall﻿—not a single enemy was seen turning his back to run. Even at the baggage train, the fighting continued deep into the night. The Helvetii had arranged their wagons as a barricade, and from this elevated position they hurled javelins and spears down at the advancing Romans. Others darted between the wheels and from beneath the wagons, stabbing upward with lances.

			After a long, grinding fight, the Romans finally took the camp and the baggage. Orgetorix’s daughter and one of his sons were captured there.

			

			After the battle, roughly 130,000 Helvetii survived. They marched without stopping through the entire night and kept going for three straight days without rest, finally reaching the territory of the Lingones. Caesar couldn’t pursue immediately﻿—his men needed three days to treat their wounded and bury their dead.

			He sent messengers to the Lingones with a warning: do not supply the Helvetii with grain or anything else. Any tribe that helped them would be treated as an enemy.

			After three days, Caesar set out after them with his full army.

			

			The Helvetii had nothing left. They sent ambassadors to surrender. When these envoys met Caesar on the road, they threw themselves at his feet, weeping, begging for peace. Caesar told them to stay where they were and wait for him.

			They obeyed. When he arrived, he demanded hostages, their weapons, and all the slaves who had deserted to them.

			While these were being collected, under cover of darkness, about six thousand men from the Verbigene canton slipped out of the Helvetian camp and fled toward the Rhine and German territory. Whether they feared punishment once they’d given up their weapons, or simply hoped their escape would go unnoticed in the chaos of so large a surrender, they ran.

			Caesar was not inclined to let that slide. He ordered the tribes along their route to hunt them down and bring them back. When they were returned, he treated them as enemies. Everyone else he accepted in surrender once they handed over hostages, weapons, and deserters.

			He ordered the Helvetii, the Tulingi, and the Latobrigi to go back to the territories they’d left. Since they’d destroyed everything and had no food to sustain them at home, he ordered the Allobroges to supply them with grain. He commanded them to rebuild the towns and villages they’d burned.

			His reasoning was strategic: he couldn’t leave that territory empty. If he did, the Germans across the Rhine would be drawn to its fertile land, cross over, and end up right on the border of the Roman Province and the Allobroges. That was unacceptable.

			He did grant the Aedui’s request to settle the Boii in their own territory. The Boii had proven themselves fierce fighters, and the Aedui gave them land and eventually full citizenship.

			

			In the Helvetian camp, the Romans found census records written in Greek characters﻿—detailed lists, organized by name, of everyone who had left the homeland: those who could bear arms, and separately the boys, old men, and women.

			The totals: Helvetii, 263,000; Tulingi, 36,000; Latobrigi, 14,000; Rauraci, 23,000; Boii, 32,000﻿—a grand total of 368,000.

			Of these, about 92,000 could bear arms.

			When the census of those who returned home was taken, as Caesar had ordered, the number was 110,000.

			The migration had cost a quarter million people.

			

			When the Helvetian war was over, leaders from nearly every tribe in Gaul came to congratulate Caesar. They acknowledged that his campaign had served Gaul’s interests as much as Rome’s. The Helvetii had left their homeland with the explicit goal of conquering all of Gaul, picking the best land for themselves, and reducing every other tribe to a tributary state.

			But then these leaders made a request: they wanted to hold a formal pan-Gallic assembly on a specific date, with Caesar’s permission. There were matters they wished to raise by common consent. Caesar agreed. The assembly was convened, and the delegates swore an oath of secrecy about their deliberations.

			

			After the assembly broke up, the same chiefs came back to Caesar privately. They begged to speak with him in secret about a matter of life and death﻿—for themselves and all of Gaul. They were terrified of being overheard: if their words got out, they said, they’d face the most horrific punishments.

			Divitiacus the Aeduan spoke for the group.

			“There are two great factions in Gaul,” he said. “The Aedui lead one. The Arverni lead the other. For years they competed fiercely for supremacy. Eventually the Arverni and the Sequani brought in Germanic mercenaries to tip the balance. About fifteen thousand Germans crossed the Rhine at first. But once these fierce, savage men got a taste of Gallic land﻿—its richness, its comforts﻿—more followed. Now there are a hundred and twenty thousand of them in Gaul.

			“The Aedui and our allies fought them again and again. We were crushed. We lost our finest men﻿—our entire nobility, our entire senate, all our cavalry. We’d once been the most powerful people in Gaul, with deep ties to Rome. Now we’ve been forced to give our leading nobles as hostages to the Sequani, to swear never to demand those hostages back, never to ask Rome for help, and to submit to Sequani authority forever.

			“I’m the only Aeduan who refused to take that oath or give my children as hostages. That’s why I fled to Rome and begged the Senate for help﻿—I alone was free to do it.

			“But the Sequani are even worse off than we are, though they technically won. Ariovistus, the king of the Germans, has seized a third of their land﻿—the best farmland in all of Gaul﻿—and now he’s demanding they vacate another third, because twenty-four thousand warriors of the Harudes tribe just arrived and need room to settle. In a few years, every last Gaul will be driven out, and the Germans will overrun the entire country. Their land can’t compare to ours; their standard of living is nothing like ours. They’ll never stop coming.

			“Ever since Ariovistus defeated a Gallic army at Magetobria, he’s ruled like a tyrant. He demands the children of every important noble as hostages and inflicts every imaginable cruelty on them if he’s not obeyed in every particular. He’s a savage, reckless, violent man, and we can’t bear it any longer.

			“Unless Caesar and the Roman people help us, every Gaul will have to do what the Helvetii tried to do: abandon our homeland and find some new place to live, far from the Germans, and take our chances with whatever fate has in store.

			“If Ariovistus finds out I’ve said any of this, he’ll torture every last hostage he holds. But Caesar﻿—you can stop this. Your reputation, your army, your recent victory﻿—you can keep more Germans from crossing the Rhine and protect all of Gaul from Ariovistus.”

			

			When Divitiacus finished, the room erupted in anguished cries. Every delegate begged Caesar for help.

			But Caesar noticed something: the Sequani sat in silence. While everyone else wept and pleaded, the Sequani stared at the ground, heads bowed, saying nothing.

			Caesar asked them what was wrong. They didn’t answer. He asked again. Silence. He pressed them a third time. Still nothing.

			Finally Divitiacus explained: “The Sequani are the most miserable of all. They don’t dare speak﻿—they can’t even complain in secret. They’re terrified of Ariovistus even when he’s nowhere near them. The rest of us, at least, have the option of running. The Sequani invited Ariovistus in. He holds all their towns. They must endure every cruelty he inflicts, with no escape.”

			

			Caesar reassured the Gauls. He told them this would be his concern, and that he had great confidence Ariovistus would back down once confronted with Rome’s power and authority.

			Then he dismissed the assembly and turned to hard strategic thinking.

			The case for action was strong. The Aedui﻿—repeatedly honored by the Senate as “Brothers and Kinsmen” of the Roman people﻿—were held in thrall by the Germans. Their hostages were in the hands of Ariovistus and the Sequani. For a power as great as Rome, this was disgraceful.

			And the long-term danger was clear: if Germans kept crossing the Rhine in growing numbers, if they established themselves throughout Gaul, they would eventually push into the Province and from there into Italy itself﻿—just as the Cimbri and Teutones had done a generation earlier, when only the Rhone stood between them and the Roman heartland. Caesar needed to act quickly.

			And then there was Ariovistus himself, whose arrogance had become absolutely unbearable.

			

			Caesar sent ambassadors to Ariovistus, proposing a meeting at a mutually convenient location to discuss matters of the highest importance to both of them.

			Ariovistus’s response was dismissive: “If I needed something from Caesar, I’d go to him. If he needs something from me, he can come to me. Besides, I don’t dare enter the parts of Gaul that Caesar controls without my army, and pulling my army together is expensive and time-consuming. Frankly, I don’t understand what business either Caesar or the Roman people have in my Gaul, which I conquered by force of arms.”

			

			Caesar sent a second embassy with a sharper message: “Since Ariovistus was granted the title of King and Friend of the Roman People during my own consulship﻿—a great honor accompanied by generous gifts﻿—and since he repays this kindness by refusing even a meeting, here are my demands:

			“First, stop bringing Germans across the Rhine into Gaul.

			“Second, return the Aeduan hostages and give the Sequani permission to return theirs.

			“Third, stop attacking the Aedui and their allies.

			“If he does these things, he’ll have Rome’s lasting friendship and goodwill. If not﻿—since the Senate has decreed that whoever governs the Province of Gaul must protect the Aedui and other Roman allies﻿—I will not ignore their grievances.”

			

			Ariovistus fired back: “It’s the law of war: the conqueror rules the conquered however he sees fit. That’s how Rome governs its subjects﻿—without taking orders from anyone. I don’t tell Rome how to run its empire. Don’t tell me how to run mine.

			“The Aedui gambled, fought, and lost. They’re now my tributaries. Caesar’s arrival is costing me revenue, and I resent it.

			“I’m not giving back the hostages. But I won’t attack the Aedui or their allies unprovoked﻿—as long as they keep their end of the bargain and pay their annual tribute. If they don’t, their fancy title of ‘Brothers of the Roman People’ won’t save them.

			“As for Caesar’s threat that he won’t ignore the Aedui’s complaints: no one has ever gone to war with me and survived. Caesar can try whenever he likes. He’ll find out what the Germans can do﻿—warriors who haven’t slept under a roof in fourteen years.”

			

			At the same time this answer was delivered, two other delegations arrived. The Aedui reported that the Harudes﻿—newly arrived Germans﻿—were ravaging their territory, and that even hostage-giving hadn’t bought them peace from Ariovistus. The Treviri reported that a hundred clans of the Suebi, a massive Germanic federation, had massed on the Rhine under the brothers Nasuas and Cimberius and were preparing to cross.

			Caesar saw that he had to move fast, before these fresh Suebian reinforcements linked up with Ariovistus’s existing forces. He secured his grain supply and marched toward Ariovistus at top speed.

			

			Three days into the march, Caesar received alarming news: Ariovistus was rushing to seize Vesontio (modern Besancon), the largest town of the Sequani. He had already covered three days’ distance from his own territory.

			Caesar understood instantly what was at stake. Vesontio held huge stores of military supplies, and its natural defenses were extraordinary: the Doubs River nearly encircled the entire town, looping around it like a drawn compass. Where the river left a gap of about six hundred feet, a steep mountain filled the space, its base touching the riverbank on both sides. A wall connecting the mountain to the town turned it into a citadel.

			Caesar raced for Vesontio by forced marches, day and night. He got there first, seized the town, and installed a garrison.

			

			While Caesar rested his troops at Vesontio for a few days to organize supplies, something unexpected happened: his army fell apart psychologically.

			The soldiers had been talking to local Gauls and traders, and the stories about the Germans were terrifying. They were enormous men, people said﻿—unbelievable fighters, trained in arms from childhood. Veterans swore they’d faced the Germans before and couldn’t even look them in the eye, so fierce was their gaze.

			A wave of panic swept through the entire army like a sudden storm.

			It started with the military tribunes, the prefects, and other officers who had followed Caesar from Rome for the career opportunity but had little real battlefield experience. They came up with every excuse: urgent family business, pressing affairs back home, something that simply couldn’t wait. They begged Caesar for permission to leave. Some, ashamed to desert openly, stayed in camp﻿—but they couldn’t control their expressions. Hidden in their tents, they wept over their fate or huddled with their friends, lamenting the danger ahead. Across the entire camp, men were writing their wills.

			The fear spread upward. Even experienced soldiers, veteran centurions, and cavalry commanders started losing their nerve. Those who wanted to look brave said it wasn’t the Germans they feared﻿—it was the narrow forest roads, the supply lines, the logistics.

			Some officers told Caesar bluntly that when he gave the order to march, the men wouldn’t obey.

			

			Caesar called a full assembly of all his centurions and let them have it.

			“First of all, it’s not your job to question where we’re marching or why. Ariovistus aggressively courted Rome’s friendship during my consulship. Why would anyone assume he’d throw that away? I’m convinced that once he hears my terms and sees how fair they are, he won’t reject the goodwill of Rome.

			“But even if he’s mad enough to fight﻿—what exactly are you afraid of? Your own courage? My leadership? We’ve fought these people before. When Gaius Marius destroyed the Cimbri and Teutones, the soldiers earned as much glory as their general. We fought them again in Italy during the slave rebellion﻿—and those slaves at least had Roman training behind them. That shows what courage and discipline can do: the very enemies you dreaded unarmed, you crushed when they were fully armed and flushed with success.

			“These are the same Germans the Helvetii beat in battle after battle. And the Helvetii couldn’t stand up to us. If the Gauls’ recent defeat worries you, look at the facts: Ariovistus kept his army holed up in his camp and marshes for months, gave no chance for a fair fight, then ambushed a scattered, demoralized enemy. He won by trickery, not bravery. That kind of trick works against disorganized barbarians﻿—it won’t work against a Roman army.

			“Those of you blaming the roads or the supply lines? You’re either doubting your general’s competence or trying to tell him his business. The grain supply is handled: the Sequani, the Leuci, and the Lingones are providing it, and the harvest is already standing in the fields. As for the route, you’ll judge that for yourselves soon enough.

			“As for the rumor that the men won’t follow orders﻿—that doesn’t worry me in the slightest. Every army that’s ever refused to march was led by a general who’d either bungled a campaign or been caught with his hand in the treasury. My entire career proves my integrity. The Helvetian campaign proves my luck.

			“So here’s what I’m going to do. I was planning to wait before moving out. Instead, I’m breaking camp tonight, before dawn. I want to see whether honor and duty have more power over you than fear.

			“And if nobody else follows me, I’ll march with the tenth legion alone. They, at least, I have no doubts about. They’ll be my personal guard.”

			Caesar had always shown special favor to the tenth legion, and he trusted their courage absolutely.

			

			The speech transformed the army overnight.

			The tenth legion was first to respond. Through their tribunes, they sent word thanking Caesar for his high opinion and assuring him they were ready for action﻿—right now.

			Then the other legions scrambled to make amends. Through their own tribunes and senior centurions, they sent apologies to Caesar: they’d never doubted, never been afraid, and they understood perfectly well that strategy was the general’s business, not theirs.

			Caesar accepted their excuses. He had Divitiacus﻿—the man he trusted most﻿—survey the route, and Divitiacus found a way through open country on a detour of about fifty miles. Caesar broke camp before dawn, as he’d promised.

			On the seventh day of continuous marching, his scouts reported: Ariovistus’s forces were just twenty-four miles away.

			

			When Ariovistus learned how close Caesar was, he changed his tune. He sent ambassadors to say that the meeting he’d previously refused could now take place, since Caesar had come closer and the danger seemed manageable.

			Caesar didn’t reject the offer. He thought Ariovistus might finally be coming to his senses, and he hoped that the memory of Rome’s generous treatment might persuade Ariovistus to see reason once their demands were presented face to face.

			They agreed to meet five days later.

			In the meantime, as messengers went back and forth, Ariovistus added a condition: Caesar must bring no infantry to the meeting. He said he feared a trap. Both sides should come with cavalry only.

			Caesar didn’t want to give Ariovistus an excuse to cancel, but he also didn’t trust his own life to Gallic cavalry. His solution was elegant: he took the horses from the Gallic cavalry and mounted his tenth legion soldiers on them instead. This gave him a mounted bodyguard he could actually rely on.

			One of the legionaries cracked a joke as they climbed into the saddle: “Caesar’s outdone himself﻿—he promised to make the tenth legion his personal guard, and now he’s turned us into knights.”

			

			The meeting was set on a large plain, at a raised mound of earth roughly equidistant from both camps. Caesar positioned his mounted legion two hundred paces from the mound. Ariovistus stationed his cavalry at the same distance. Ariovistus demanded they negotiate on horseback, with ten men each.

			When the conference began, Caesar opened by recounting everything Rome had done for Ariovistus: the title of King, the title of Friend, the lavish gifts﻿—honors given to very few, and only in recognition of great service. Ariovistus, who had no introduction to the Senate and no legitimate claim, had received these honors solely through Caesar’s personal generosity. Caesar reminded him how old and deep Rome’s alliance with the Aedui ran, how many times the Senate had honored them, and how the Aedui had been the leading power in Gaul even before they sought Rome’s friendship.

			“It is the Roman people’s custom,” Caesar said, “that our allies and friends not only lose nothing but grow in influence, honor, and standing. Who could tolerate that what they brought to our friendship should be torn from them?”

			Then he laid out the same demands: stop attacking the Aedui and their allies, return the hostages, and if Ariovistus couldn’t send any Germans home, at least let no more cross the Rhine.

			

			Ariovistus spoke at length about his own merits:

			“I crossed the Rhine because the Gauls invited me﻿—begged me, in fact. I didn’t leave home and family without the promise of great rewards. My settlements in Gaul were given to me by the Gauls themselves. The hostages were surrendered voluntarily. The tribute I collect is a conqueror’s right, and perfectly standard.

			“I didn’t start the war﻿—the Gauls attacked me. Every tribe in Gaul marched against me, and I defeated them all in a single battle. If they want a rematch, I’m ready. If they want peace, it’s unfair to stop paying the tribute they’ve been paying all along.

			“Rome’s friendship was supposed to be a benefit, not a burden. If it means losing my tribute and my subjects, I’ll renounce Rome’s friendship as eagerly as I sought it.

			“As for bringing more Germans into Gaul﻿—that’s for my own protection, not to attack anyone. The proof? I came only when invited. I wage defensive war, not offensive.

			“I was in Gaul before you were. No Roman army had ever crossed the Province’s borders before this. What do you want here? Why have you come into my territory? This is my province of Gaul, just as that other part is yours. If I attacked your territory, you’d be right to object. You’re equally wrong to meddle in mine.

			“As for the Aedui being called ‘Brothers’ by the Senate﻿—I’m not so ignorant as to miss the fact that the Aedui neither helped Rome in the last Allobrogian war nor received any Roman help in their own struggles with me and the Sequani. I suspect your so-called friendship is just a cover for keeping an army here to crush me.

			“Unless you withdraw your army from Gaul, I’ll treat you not as a friend but as an enemy. And if I kill you, I’ll be doing a favor for quite a few Roman nobles and leading politicians﻿—I have that on their own authority, communicated through their private messengers. Your death would buy me the friendship of every powerful man in Rome.

			“But withdraw, hand Gaul over to me, and I’ll repay you generously. Whatever wars you need fought, I’ll finish them for you﻿—no trouble, no risk.”

			

			Caesar replied that he could not walk away. Neither his principles nor Roman tradition allowed him to abandon loyal allies. He didn’t accept that Ariovistus had a better claim to Gaul than Rome. The Romans had defeated the Arverni and the Ruteni in war﻿—and then pardoned them, imposing neither provincial status nor tribute. If historical precedent mattered, Rome’s claim came first. And if the Senate’s decree mattered, then Gaul should be free﻿—since Rome had conquered it and then allowed it to govern itself.

			

			While they were still talking, word came to Caesar that Ariovistus’s cavalry had ridden up close to the mound and were throwing stones and javelins at the Roman soldiers.

			Caesar broke off the conference immediately. He ordered his men not to return fire﻿—not because there was any risk to his mounted legionaries, but because he didn’t want anyone to claim later that he’d lured Ariovistus to a meeting just to ambush him.

			When word spread through the Roman camp about Ariovistus’s arrogance at the conference, his demand that the Romans leave Gaul, and his cavalry’s unprovoked attack, the army’s enthusiasm for battle surged. The fear was gone. Now they were angry.

			

			Two days later, Ariovistus sent ambassadors requesting either another meeting or, failing that, that Caesar send one of his officers to negotiate in his place.

			Caesar saw no point in another conference﻿—especially since Ariovistus’s men had just proven they couldn’t be trusted not to attack during negotiations. Sending a Roman officer into Ariovistus’s camp seemed like a death sentence.

			Instead, he sent Gaius Valerius Procillus, the young son of a prominent Gallic citizen who had received Roman citizenship. Procillus was brave, educated, and﻿—crucially﻿—spoke fluent Gallic, a language Ariovistus also spoke well after years in Gaul. The Germans would have no reason to harm him. Caesar also sent Marcus Mettius, who had a personal guest-friendship with Ariovistus.

			Their instructions were simple: find out what Ariovistus wanted and report back.

			When Ariovistus saw them in his camp, he shouted in front of his entire army: “Why have you come? To spy on me?” Before they could say a word, he had them thrown in chains.

			

			That same day, Ariovistus advanced his camp to a position under a hill, six miles from Caesar. The next day, he marched his entire force past Caesar’s camp and set up two miles beyond him﻿—squarely between Caesar and the Sequani and Aedui, cutting off his grain supply.

			For five straight days, Caesar drew up his legions in battle formation in front of his camp, offering battle. Every day, Ariovistus declined and kept his troops in camp, though he sent his cavalry out for daily skirmishes.

			The Germans had developed a distinctive combat style. Their six thousand cavalry each had a personally selected infantry partner﻿—six thousand of the best, most agile foot soldiers in the army. In battle, the infantry ran alongside the horsemen, keeping pace by gripping the horses’ manes. When a rider was wounded and fell, his partner stood over him. If the cavalry needed to advance farther or retreat faster, these footmen matched the horses stride for stride. Years of practice had made them astonishingly fast.

			

			Caesar couldn’t let his supply line stay cut. He chose a good position about six hundred paces beyond Ariovistus’s camp and marched there in triple battle formation. He ordered the first and second lines to stay under arms while the third line dug and fortified a new camp.

			Ariovistus sent sixteen thousand light troops and all his cavalry to harass the work party and stop the fortification. Caesar kept his plan: the first two lines drove off the attackers while the third finished the camp.

			He left two legions and part of the auxiliaries in the new camp, then pulled the other four legions back to the main camp.

			

			The next day, Caesar led his forces out of both camps and offered battle again, advancing a little from the main camp. Ariovistus still wouldn’t come out.

			Around noon, Caesar pulled back. At that point﻿—finally﻿—Ariovistus sent part of his forces against the smaller camp. The fighting was intense, lasting until sunset, with heavy casualties on both sides. Then Ariovistus withdrew.

			Caesar questioned his prisoners to learn why Ariovistus kept avoiding a full engagement. The answer was revealing: it was German custom for their women to cast lots and read signs to determine whether battle would be favorable. The women had declared that the gods would not grant the Germans victory if they fought before the new moon.

			

			The following day, Caesar left adequate garrisons at both camps, then massed all his auxiliary troops in front of the smaller camp where the enemy could see them﻿—a display of numbers, since his legionary strength was stretched thin relative to Ariovistus’s force. Then he formed his legions in three lines and advanced straight to the German camp.

			Now the Germans had no choice. They marched out and formed up tribe by tribe at equal intervals﻿—Harudes, Marcomanni, Tribocci, Vangiones, Nemetes, Sedusii, Suebi﻿—and ringed their entire army with chariots and wagons so that no one could flee. On the wagons they placed their women, who reached out with loose hair and streaming tears, begging the soldiers marching past not to let them be enslaved by the Romans.

			

			Caesar assigned each legion a lieutenant and a quaestor, so every soldier would have senior officers as witnesses to his bravery. Then he personally led the charge on the right wing, because his scouts had identified it as the enemy’s weakest point.

			When the signal sounded, the Romans surged forward. But the Germans charged so fast that there was no time to throw javelins. The legionaries dropped their pila and drew swords, fighting hand to hand from the first instant.

			The Germans, following their custom, locked shields into a tight phalanx. The Roman swords hammered against it. Many legionaries, unable to break through conventionally, leaped bodily onto the shield wall, ripped shields aside with their bare hands, and stabbed downward from above.

			The German left wing crumbled and broke, but on the right, the sheer weight of their numbers was pushing the Romans back hard. Publius Crassus﻿—the young cavalry commander, son of the famous Crassus﻿—saw the crisis developing from his position behind the lines. On his own initiative, he sent the third reserve line forward to shore up the failing Roman left.

			

			That turned the battle. The German line collapsed. The entire army broke and ran, and they didn’t stop running until they reached the Rhine, about fifty miles away.

			A few strong swimmers made it across. Others found boats. The rest were ridden down and killed by the Roman cavalry.

			Ariovistus himself found a small boat tied to the bank and escaped. Both his wives were killed in the rout﻿—one a Suebian woman he’d brought from Germany, the other a Norican princess, the sister of King Vocion, whom he’d married in Gaul. Of his two daughters, one was killed and one was captured.

			And Gaius Valerius Procillus﻿—Caesar’s envoy, thrown in chains by Ariovistus﻿—was found alive, being dragged along by his guards in the chaos of the retreat. He was still bound in triple chains when Caesar himself, riding at the head of the pursuing cavalry, came upon him.

			The rescue gave Caesar as much joy as the victory itself. Procillus was a leading man of the Province, Caesar’s personal friend, and Caesar had feared the worst. The day’s triumph was complete because fortune had not taken this man from him.

			Procillus told Caesar that the Germans had cast lots three times to decide whether to burn him alive immediately or save him for later. Each time, the lots spared him.

			Marcus Mettius was also recovered and returned to Caesar.

			

			When news of the battle crossed the Rhine, the Suebi who had been massing on the eastern bank turned back and headed home. The Ubii, a Germanic tribe living closest to the Rhine, saw the Suebi retreating in disarray and attacked, killing a great many of them.

			Having concluded two major wars in a single campaign season, Caesar led his army into winter quarters among the Sequani somewhat earlier than the time of year demanded. He put Labienus in charge of the winter camp and set out personally for Cisalpine Gaul to hold the judicial assizes.
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			It was the winter of 57 BC, and Caesar was in his winter quarters in Cisalpine Gaul﻿—the Roman-controlled part of northern Italy﻿—when troubling reports started pouring in. Labienus, his most trusted lieutenant stationed up north, confirmed what the intelligence was suggesting: the Belgae were organizing.

			The Belgae, who occupied the northern third of Gaul (roughly modern Belgium and parts of northern France), were forming a confederacy against Rome. They were exchanging hostages with one another﻿—in the ancient world, that meant serious commitment. The reasons were straightforward. First, they feared that now that Celtic Gaul had been brought to heel, the Roman army would turn on them next. Second, a number of Gauls were actively stirring them up. Some of these agitators had opposed the Germanic presence in Gaul but were equally unhappy about a Roman army settling in for the winter and putting down roots. Others were simply the restless type who thrived on political upheaval. There was also a power dynamic at play: in Gaul, political control typically went to the wealthiest men﻿—those who could afford to hire soldiers. Under Roman rule, that kind of freelance power-brokering became much harder.

			Alarmed by these reports, Caesar raised two new legions in Cisalpine Gaul and sent his lieutenant Quintus Pedius to march them into the interior. As soon as spring brought enough grass for the horses and pack animals to forage, Caesar himself rejoined the army. He tasked the Senones and the other Gallic tribes bordering Belgian territory with gathering intelligence﻿—what were the Belgae up to, and how serious was this? The reports came back unanimous: troops were being raised, and an army was assembling in one location. Caesar decided there was no time to waste. He secured his supply lines, broke camp, and in roughly fifteen days reached Belgian territory.

			His speed caught everyone off guard. The Remi, the Belgian tribe closest to Celtic Gaul (based around modern Reims), immediately sent two of their leading men, Iccius and Antebrogius, as ambassadors. Their message was clear: the Remi were surrendering themselves and everything they had to Rome’s protection. They had not joined the confederacy. They had not conspired against Rome. They were ready to hand over hostages, follow Caesar’s orders, open their towns, and provide grain and whatever else he needed. But, they warned, every other Belgian tribe was under arms. Even the Germanic peoples west of the Rhine had joined in. The war fever was so intense that the Remi hadn’t been able to keep even the Suessiones out of it﻿—and the Suessiones were practically family, sharing the same laws, the same government, and the same magistrates as the Remi.

			Caesar pressed them for details. Which tribes were in arms? How strong were they? What could they do in a fight?

			The Remi laid it out. Most of the Belgae, they explained, were originally of Germanic stock. They had crossed the Rhine generations ago, driven out the locals, and settled in the region because the land was so fertile. They were the only people who, within living memory, had kept the Teutones and the Cimbri out of their territory﻿—those terrifying Germanic hordes that had overrun the rest of Gaul a generation earlier. That victory had given the Belgae an enormous sense of pride and a fierce confidence in battle.

			As for specific numbers, the Remi had good intelligence, since they were neighbors and allies of many of these tribes. They’d attended the general council where each tribe pledged its contribution to the war:

			The Bellovaci were the most powerful﻿—the biggest, the bravest, the most influential. They could field 100,000 armed men and had pledged 60,000 of their best. They were also demanding overall command of the war. The Suessiones, their neighbors, held rich and extensive territory. In recent memory, their king Divitiacus (not the Aeduan of the same name) had been the most powerful ruler in all of Gaul, controlling vast regions and even parts of Britain. Their current king was Galba, chosen by common consent to lead the entire war effort on account of his fairness and judgment. They had twelve fortified towns and had pledged 50,000 men. The Nervii, considered the fiercest fighters among the Belgae and living deep in the interior, had also pledged 50,000. The Atrebates promised 15,000; the Ambiani, 10,000; the Morini, 25,000; the Menapii, 9,000; the Caleti, 10,000; the Velocasses and Veromandui, 10,000 each; the Aduatuci, 19,000. And the Condrusi, Eburones, Caeraesi, and Paemani﻿—collectively known as the Germanic tribes of the region﻿—had pledged roughly 40,000.

			Caesar praised the Remi and spoke to them warmly. He ordered their full senate to come before him and demanded the children of their chief men as hostages. They complied with everything, right on schedule.

			Next, Caesar called in Divitiacus the Aeduan﻿—his most important Gallic ally﻿—and stressed how critical it was, for Rome and for their mutual security, to split the enemy’s forces. Facing that many Belgae in a single battle would be a nightmare. The plan: Divitiacus would lead his Aeduan troops into Bellovaci territory and start devastating their lands. That would force the most powerful Belgian tribe to peel off and deal with the threat at home. Divitiacus agreed and set out.

			Meanwhile, Caesar’s scouts and the Remi confirmed that the combined Belgian army was on the move and heading straight for him. He wasted no time. He marched his army across the Aisne River, which ran along the Remi’s border, and set up camp on the far side. This was a strong position: the river protected one flank, his rear was secure from attack, and the Remi could safely bring up supplies. A bridge crossed the river at that point. Caesar posted a guard on it and left his lieutenant Quintus Titurius Sabinus on the far bank with six cohorts, with orders to fortify a camp using a rampart twelve feet high and a trench eighteen feet wide.

			Eight miles from Caesar’s position stood Bibrax, a town belonging to the Remi. The Belgian army hit it hard on their march. The defenders barely held out through the day. The Belgian method of siege warfare was the same as the Gallic approach: surround the walls with a mass of men, shower the defenders with stones until no one can stand on the battlements, then form a tortoise formation﻿—shields locked overhead and on all sides like a shell﻿—advance to the gates, and undermine the wall. With so many men hurling stones and javelins, it was impossible for anyone to hold a position on the wall. When nightfall finally ended the assault, Iccius, the same nobleman who had come to Caesar as an ambassador, was commanding the defense. He sent an urgent message: “Unless reinforcements arrive, I cannot hold out any longer.”

			Caesar acted immediately. After midnight, using Iccius’s messengers as guides, he sent a relief force of Numidian and Cretan archers along with Balearic slingers﻿—specialist troops from across the Mediterranean. Their arrival transformed the situation. The defenders’ morale surged with fresh hope, and the Belgae, seeing that a quick capture was now impossible, gave up the siege. They spent a brief time burning every village and building they could reach in Remi territory, then marched their entire force toward Caesar’s camp. They set up less than two miles away. Their camp, judging by the smoke and fires, stretched more than eight miles across.

			At first, Caesar avoided a pitched battle. The enemy’s numbers were staggering, and their reputation for bravery was no joke. Instead, he tested them daily with cavalry skirmishes, probing for weaknesses and gauging whether his men could match them. When these engagements went well for the Romans, Caesar liked what he saw of the terrain in front of his camp. The hill where he was positioned rose gradually from the plain, its face exactly wide enough to deploy his army in battle formation. The sides dropped off steeply on both flanks, and the front sloped gently down to level ground. On each side of the hill, he dug a lateral trench about four hundred paces long, with a small fort and artillery at each end. This would prevent the enemy from using their superior numbers to wrap around his flanks during a battle. With these defenses in place, he left his two newest legions in camp as a reserve and drew up the other six in battle formation in front of the fortifications. The Belgae did the same.

			Between the two armies lay a marsh﻿—not large, but enough to give both sides pause. The Belgae waited to see if the Romans would cross it first. The Romans stood ready to strike if the Belgae tried to wade through in disorder. Neither side moved. Cavalry clashed in the open ground between the lines, and when the Romans got the better of these skirmishes, Caesar pulled his forces back into camp.

			The Belgae immediately changed tactics. They hurried to the Aisne behind Caesar’s camp, found a ford, and tried to push part of their army across. Their plan had two objectives: storm the fort that Sabinus was holding and cut the bridge, or failing that, ravage the Remi’s farmland and choke off the Roman food supply.

			Sabinus sent word. Caesar responded instantly, leading his entire cavalry force plus the Numidian light infantry, slingers, and archers across the bridge at full speed. The fighting at the ford was savage. The Romans caught the enemy in the water, where they were disorganized and vulnerable, and cut down large numbers. When more Belgae tried to scramble across over the bodies of the fallen, a storm of missiles drove them back. The Roman cavalry swept around and destroyed those who had already made it across.

			The Belgae held a council of war. Their assault on Bibrax had failed. The river crossing had failed. Supplies were running low. They reached a decision: every tribe would go home, and when the Romans marched against any one of them, the rest would rally to that tribe’s defense. Better to fight on home ground, where they knew the terrain and had stockpiled food. There was another factor pushing them toward this decision: word had reached them that Divitiacus and the Aedui were closing in on Bellovaci territory. The Bellovaci refused to stay a moment longer﻿—they had to get home and protect their own people.

			And so, around the second watch of the night﻿—roughly ten in the evening﻿—the entire Belgian army poured out of their camp. There was no order, no discipline, no unified command. Every man fought for a spot at the front of the column, racing to get home first. It looked exactly like a rout.

			Caesar’s scouts reported the movement immediately, but he held back. He didn’t yet understand why they were leaving, and he feared an ambush. At dawn, once reconnaissance confirmed it was a genuine retreat, he unleashed his cavalry under two lieutenants, Quintus Pedius and Lucius Aurunculeius Cotta, to tear into the enemy’s rear. Labienus followed close behind with three legions. The results were devastating. The rearguard of the Belgian column turned and fought bravely, holding their ground against the Roman pursuit. But the men at the front, who thought they were safely out of danger and felt no pressure from any commander to maintain formation, panicked the moment they heard fighting behind them. They broke ranks entirely and ran for their lives. The Romans killed as many as the daylight hours allowed, then halted at sunset and returned to camp as ordered.

			The next day, before the Belgae could recover from their panic, Caesar marched into the territory of the Suessiones. After a long forced march, he arrived at the town of Noviodunum and attempted to take it by storm on the move. He’d heard it was poorly defended. But even with few men on the walls, the ditch was too wide and the wall too high for a quick assault. Caesar fortified his camp and began bringing up siege shelters and preparing the equipment for a proper siege. That night, the entire Suessiones nation, still fleeing from the breakup of the confederacy, poured into the town. The Romans worked fast. The siege shelters were pushed up to the walls, a ramp was built, and towers began to rise. The Gauls were stunned﻿—they had never seen or even heard of engineering on this scale, built at this speed. Overwhelmed, the Suessiones sent ambassadors to negotiate a surrender. The Remi interceded on their behalf, and Caesar accepted.

			Caesar took the leading men of the state as hostages, including both sons of King Galba himself, and collected every weapon in the town. With the Suessiones dealt with, he turned his army toward the Bellovaci.

			The Bellovaci had retreated with all their possessions into their town of Bratuspantium. When Caesar’s army was still about five miles out, the old men of the town came out to meet him. They stretched out their hands, calling out that they would submit to Rome’s authority and would not fight. When Caesar reached the walls and pitched camp, the women and children appeared on the battlements, hands outstretched in the traditional gesture, begging for peace.

			Divitiacus spoke on their behalf. He had disbanded his Aeduan forces after the Belgian confederacy collapsed and returned to Caesar’s side. He made his case: “The Bellovaci have always been friends and allies of the Aedui. They only revolted and joined the war against Rome because their nobles pressured them, claiming that the Aedui had become Caesar’s slaves and were suffering every kind of humiliation. The men who led that scheme have already fled to Britain﻿—they know the disaster they’ve brought on their people. The Bellovaci are asking for mercy, and the Aedui are asking too. If you show them your famous clemency, it will strengthen the Aedui’s influence across all of Belgian Gaul. We’ve always depended on their support in times of war.”

			Caesar replied that out of respect for Divitiacus and the Aedui, he would accept the surrender and spare them. But since the Bellovaci were the most powerful and populous tribe among the Belgae, he demanded six hundred hostages. Once these were delivered and every weapon in the town handed over, Caesar moved on.

			Next came the Ambiani, who surrendered themselves and everything they owned without a fight.

			Beyond the Ambiani lay the territory of the Nervii. Caesar asked around about them and got an earful. The Nervii were a different breed entirely. They banned merchants from their territory. They refused to allow wine or any other luxury goods to be imported﻿—they believed such things made men soft and sapped their courage. They were ferocious warriors who openly despised every other Belgian tribe that had surrendered to Rome, calling them cowards who had thrown away their heritage. They had publicly declared that they would never send ambassadors and never accept any terms of peace.

			After three days of marching through Nervii territory, Caesar captured some prisoners who revealed the enemy’s plan. The Sambre River was less than ten miles from Caesar’s camp. The entire Nervii army was waiting on the far bank, along with their allies the Atrebates and the Veromandui. They were expecting the Aduatuci to arrive any day with reinforcements. The Nervii had sent their women, children, and elderly to a marshy refuge that no army could reach.

			Caesar sent scouts and centurions ahead to find a suitable campsite. But among the Belgian and Gallic civilians trailing the Roman column were enemy spies. As prisoners later revealed, these men had carefully studied the Roman order of march over several days and slipped away at night to brief the Nervii. Their report was encouraging: the Roman legions marched with huge gaps between them, separated by long baggage trains. When the first legion arrived at the new campsite and the others were still strung out miles behind, the Nervii could hit that lone legion while it was still burdened with gear. Once it was routed and the baggage seized, the rest wouldn’t dare stand and fight.

			This plan had extra appeal for the Nervii because of their particular military tradition. They had never been strong in cavalry﻿—even now, they didn’t bother much with horsemen, relying entirely on infantry. To counter their neighbors’ cavalry raids, they had developed a landscape weapon: they cut young trees partway through, bent them over, and wove the branches together with brambles and thornbushes until they formed hedgerows as impenetrable as walls. You couldn’t walk through them. You couldn’t even see through them. These hedges would slow down the Roman march, the Nervii reasoned, and make the ambush plan work.

			The terrain at the campsite Caesar’s scouts had chosen looked like this: a hill sloped evenly down from its crest to the Sambre. On the far side of the river, a matching hill rose at the same angle. The lower two hundred paces of this opposite slope were open ground, but above that it was dense forest﻿—thick enough that you couldn’t see into it. The Nervii were hiding in those woods. Only a few cavalry scouts were visible in the open ground along the riverbank. The Sambre itself was about three feet deep.

			Caesar advanced toward this position with his army, but he had changed his march order from what the Nervii’s spies had reported. Since he was approaching the enemy, he led with six legions in fighting trim, unburdened by baggage. Behind them came the baggage trains of the entire army, and then the two newest legions brought up the rear as a baggage guard. The Roman cavalry, along with the slingers and archers, crossed the river first and engaged the enemy horsemen. The Nervii cavalry kept darting back into the woods, then charging out again, and the Romans didn’t dare follow them into the tree line. Meanwhile, the six lead legions arrived at the hilltop and began laying out the camp.

			Then the baggage train came into view.

			That was the signal. The moment the Nervii spotted the baggage﻿—the trigger they had agreed on﻿—they burst out of the woods in full battle formation. They had formed their ranks and given each other one last encouragement, all under cover of the forest. They smashed through the Roman cavalry in seconds, then charged down the hill, across the river, and up the opposite slope with almost unbelievable speed. It seemed as though they were in the woods, in the river, and on top of the Romans all at the same time.

			Caesar had to do everything at once. He needed to raise the battle standard﻿—the signal for troops to arm themselves. He needed the trumpets sounded. He needed soldiers recalled from the fortification work. He needed the men who had gone to gather building materials brought back. He needed to form a battle line, address the troops, and give the watchword. There was no time for any of it. The enemy was already on them.

			Two things saved the Romans in those critical moments. First, the soldiers were veterans. They had been through enough battles to know what needed to be done without waiting to be told. Second, Caesar had standing orders that no lieutenant was to leave his legion or the fortification work until the camp was fully built. So when the Nervii came screaming over the hill, each commander took charge of his own men and did whatever the situation demanded, without waiting for instructions from Caesar.

			Caesar gave what orders he could, then ran to wherever the fighting was hottest. He reached the tenth legion and kept his speech short: “Remember who you are. Keep your heads. Hold the line.” The enemy was already within javelin range. He gave the signal to attack, then sprinted to another part of the field﻿—and found men already locked in combat. There had been so little time that soldiers hadn’t been able to put on their helmets or even strip the leather covers off their shields. Men coming from the construction work grabbed the first standards they could find and fell in wherever they ended up, rather than waste precious seconds searching for their own units.

			The battle line formed itself based on the terrain, the slope, and sheer necessity rather than any tactical plan. The legions were fighting in different places, in different directions, with those impenetrable hedgerows blocking any view between them. Caesar couldn’t post reserves where they were needed. He couldn’t coordinate the action. He couldn’t issue orders to the whole army at once. In a situation this chaotic, fortune would decide many things.

			On the left wing, the ninth and tenth legions faced the Atrebates. They unleashed a volley of javelins, and the Atrebates﻿—already winded from running and weakened by casualties﻿—broke and fled downhill toward the river. The Romans chased them right through the water, cutting them down as they struggled to cross, then pushed across themselves. When the Atrebates rallied on the far bank and tried to make a stand, the ninth and tenth drove them back again. In a similar action nearby, the eleventh and eighth legions routed the Veromandui and fought them all the way down to the riverbank.

			But this success created a disaster. With the Roman left and center surging forward, the camp was left almost completely exposed from the front and the left side. The twelfth legion held the right wing, with the seventh close by. And now every single Nervii warrior came pouring toward them in a tight mass, led by their commander Boduognatus. Part of the Nervii force began flanking the exposed legions on their unprotected side. The rest drove straight for the highest point of the camp.

			At the same time, the Roman cavalry and light infantry﻿—who had been scattered by the Nervii’s initial charge﻿—were trying to get back into camp when they ran straight into the enemy and fled in another direction. The camp followers, who had watched from the rear gate and the hilltop as the Roman left wing victoriously crossed the river, had gone out to loot. Now they looked back and saw the enemy swarming through the Roman camp. They fled in blind panic. The men with the baggage train heard the uproar and scattered in every direction. The Treviri cavalry﻿—elite horsemen sent by their tribe as auxiliaries, with a reputation for bravery that was famous even among the Gauls﻿—took one look at the scene: the camp overrun with enemies, the legions surrounded, the camp followers and cavalry and Numidians and slingers fleeing in all directions. They concluded that Rome was finished. They rode straight home and reported to their people that the Romans had been completely destroyed﻿—the enemy held the camp, the baggage, everything.

			Caesar, after rallying the tenth legion, ran to the right wing. What he found was desperate. The twelfth legion’s standards had been bunched together in one spot, and the men were packed so tightly they were getting in each other’s way. Every centurion in the fourth cohort was dead. The standard bearer was dead and the standard lost. In nearly every other cohort, the centurions were either wounded or killed. Among them was the chief centurion of the legion, Publius Sextius Baculus﻿—an extraordinarily brave man who was now so covered in serious wounds that he could no longer stand. The rest of the soldiers were flagging. Some men in the rear ranks were pulling back from the fighting and trying to get out of missile range. Meanwhile, the Nervii kept coming from the lower ground without slowing down, pressing hard on both the front and both flanks.

			The situation was critical, and there were no reserves left to send.

			Caesar grabbed a shield from a soldier in the rear ranks﻿—he had come without one﻿—and pushed his way to the front line. He called out to the centurions by name. He shouted encouragement to the soldiers. He ordered the standards advanced and the ranks spread out so the men had room to use their swords. His arrival at the front changed everything. Hope surged through the soldiers. Every man wanted to prove himself with the general watching. The Nervii’s momentum slowed.

			Caesar saw that the seventh legion, fighting nearby, was also in serious trouble. He ordered the military tribunes to gradually merge the two legions and wheel them into a double-front formation, back to back, so they could support each other and no one had to worry about being hit from behind. This maneuver steadied the line. The men began to hold their ground with confidence and fight with real aggression.

			Meanwhile, the two reserve legions that had been guarding the baggage train in the rear heard about the battle and double-timed it to the front. They appeared on the hilltop just as the enemy spotted them. And Labienus, who had captured the enemy’s camp on the opposite hill and could see from that vantage point what was happening to Caesar’s forces, sent the tenth legion racing to help. The men of the tenth had already grasped the situation from the fleeing cavalry and camp followers﻿—they knew how badly the camp, the legions, and the commander himself were in danger. They held nothing back.

			Their arrival turned the battle completely. Roman soldiers who had collapsed from their wounds propped themselves up on their shields and started fighting again. The unarmed camp followers, seeing the enemy in disarray, charged armed warriors with their bare hands. Even the cavalry, desperate to erase the shame of their earlier flight, threw themselves into the fighting ahead of the legionary infantry.

			But the Nervii, even now﻿—with no hope of survival left﻿—showed a courage that was staggering. When the men in the front rank fell, the next rank climbed on top of their bodies and fought from there. When they fell too, and the corpses piled up in heaps, the survivors stood on the mound of the dead and hurled weapons down at the Romans, catching Roman javelins mid-air and throwing them back.

			It would be wrong to call these men reckless. They had crossed a wide river, scrambled up steep banks, and charged into a terrible position﻿—and they had nearly won. Their extraordinary spirit had made the nearly impossible seem easy.

			The battle ended with the Nervii nation all but annihilated. When the survivors﻿—the old men, women, and children who had been sent to the marshes for safety﻿—received news of the disaster, they concluded that nothing could stop the victors and nothing could protect the defeated. By unanimous consent of every survivor, they sent ambassadors to Caesar and surrendered. In describing their losses, they said their senate had been reduced from six hundred members to three. Out of sixty thousand men who could bear arms, barely five hundred remained.

			Caesar treated them with conspicuous mercy. He ordered them to keep their territory and their towns, and he commanded their neighbors not to harm or harass them in any way.

			When the Aduatuci﻿—who, as mentioned earlier, had been marching to reinforce the Nervii﻿—received word of the disaster, they turned around and went home. They abandoned every town and fort they had and concentrated all their people and possessions in a single stronghold, a place with superb natural defenses. The town was surrounded on all sides by high cliffs and steep drops. Only one approach existed: a gently rising slope about two hundred feet wide, which they had fortified with a massive double wall. They had also positioned heavy boulders and sharpened stakes along the top.

			The Aduatuci were descendants of the Cimbri and Teutones﻿—those Germanic hordes that had terrorized Italy itself decades earlier. When the Cimbri and Teutones had marched south toward the Roman Province and Italy, they left behind on this side of the Rhine whatever baggage they couldn’t bring along, guarded by six thousand of their men. After the main horde was destroyed, these six thousand survivors endured years of warfare with their neighbors﻿—sometimes raiding, sometimes defending. Eventually they made peace on all sides and settled permanently in this stronghold.

			When Caesar’s army first appeared, the Aduatuci came out for frequent skirmishes and small-scale fights. But once Caesar enclosed the town with a fortified line twelve feet high and fifteen miles around, they stayed behind their walls. When siege shelters were pushed forward and a ramp started rising, and they could see a siege tower under construction in the distance, the Aduatuci jeered from the walls.

			“What’s that enormous contraption being built way over there?” they shouted. “What hands are going to move it? What strength? You Romans are practically dwarves”﻿—the Gauls, being generally taller, loved mocking Roman stature﻿—“and you think you’re going to push that monster up to our walls?”

			But when the tower actually started moving﻿—rolling toward their fortifications﻿—the sight of it terrified them. They had never seen anything like it. They sent ambassadors to Caesar to discuss terms. Their message: “We are now convinced that the Romans wage war with divine help, since they can move machines this enormous at this speed and fight from close range. We surrender ourselves and everything we have to your authority. We beg only one thing: if, in keeping with the mercy and humanity that others have told us about, you decide to spare the Aduatuci, please do not take away our weapons. All our neighbors are our enemies. They envy our courage. Without our arms, we cannot defend ourselves against them. We would rather suffer any fate at the hands of the Roman people than be tortured to death by the tribes we have ruled over.”

			Caesar’s reply was blunt. “I will spare your state﻿—that’s my policy, not something you’ve earned﻿—but only if you surrender before the battering ram touches your wall. And there is no surrender without handing over your weapons. I’ll do for you what I did for the Nervii: I’ll order your neighbors to leave you alone.”

			The ambassadors reported back, and the Aduatuci said they would comply. They hurled a massive quantity of weapons from the walls into the trench below﻿—so many that the piles of arms nearly reached the top of the wall and the ramp. But, as the Romans later discovered, they secretly kept back about a third of their weapons, hidden inside the town. The gates were opened. Peace held for the day.

			Toward evening, Caesar ordered the gates closed and his soldiers out of the town so the inhabitants wouldn’t be harassed during the night. But the Aduatuci had planned this from the beginning, as the Romans later learned. They believed that after the surrender, the Roman guards would either be pulled back or would grow careless on watch. Using the weapons they had hidden, plus makeshift shields hastily cobbled together from bark and woven wicker covered with animal hides, they launched a surprise attack around midnight, surging out of the town with their full remaining force toward the weakest point in the Roman siege lines.

			Caesar had anticipated treachery. He had ordered signal fires prepared in advance, and the alarm blazed instantly. Roman troops from the nearest forts rushed to the point of attack. The Aduatuci fought with the ferocity of men who knew this was their last chance, in terrible ground, against defenders hurling missiles from a rampart and towers above them. Their only hope was raw courage. About four thousand were killed, and the rest were driven back inside.

			The next morning, Caesar broke open the gates﻿—no one was left to defend them﻿—and sent his soldiers in. He sold the entire population into slavery. The buyers reported the total number to him: 53,000 people.

			Around the same time, word arrived from Publius Crassus. Caesar had sent him with a single legion against the maritime tribes of the Atlantic coast﻿—the Veneti, Unelli, Osismii, Curiosolitae, Sesuvii, Aulerci, and Rhedones (peoples of what is now Brittany and the western French seaboard). Crassus reported that all of these nations had submitted to Roman authority.

			With these operations complete, all of Gaul appeared to be pacified. The reputation of this campaign spread so far that even tribes beyond the Rhine sent ambassadors to Caesar, offering hostages and promising to follow his orders. Caesar, in a hurry to get to Italy and Illyricum for the winter, told them to come back at the beginning of the following summer. He settled his legions into winter quarters among the Carnutes, Andes, and Turones﻿—tribes near the regions where he had just been fighting﻿—and departed for Italy.

			When Caesar’s official dispatch reached Rome, the Senate voted a public thanksgiving of fifteen days. No commander in Roman history had ever been granted such an honor.

		
	
		
			
				Book
				3
			

			When Caesar set out for Italy, he sent Servius Galba with the twelfth legion and a cavalry detachment against the Nantuates, the Veragri, and the Seduni﻿—Alpine tribes whose territory stretched from the Allobroges and Lake Geneva along the Rhone all the way to the high passes. Caesar’s goal was simple: open up the Alpine routes, where Roman merchants had been traveling at great risk and paying heavy tolls.

			He gave Galba permission to winter in the region if necessary. Galba fought several successful engagements, stormed a number of hill forts, and after ambassadors arrived from all sides offering hostages and peace terms, he decided to station two cohorts among the Nantuates and winter with the rest of the legion in a Veragri village called Octodurus.

			It was a dangerous place. The village sat in a valley with a small flat area, hemmed in on all sides by towering mountains. A river split the village in two. Galba gave one half to the Gauls and took the other﻿—the part the locals had left empty﻿—for his troops. He fortified his side with a rampart and ditch.

			Several days into winter quarters, with grain still being brought in, Galba’s scouts delivered alarming news: every Gaul had slipped away from their half of the village during the night, and the surrounding mountains were now swarming with a massive force of Seduni and Veragri.

			The Gauls had several reasons for this sudden attack. First, they looked down on a single legion﻿—and one that was not even at full strength, since two cohorts had been detached and a number of soldiers were out on foraging duty. Second, the terrain was overwhelmingly in their favor: they would charge downhill from the mountains into the valley, hurling weapons as they came. They believed the Romans could not survive even the initial assault. On top of all this, they were furious about having to hand over their children as hostages. They were convinced the Romans did not just want to secure the Alpine passes﻿—they wanted to seize the mountain heights permanently and annex the whole region to the neighboring Province.

			When Galba received this intelligence, the winter fortifications were not yet complete and adequate provisions had not been secured. He had let his guard down after the surrender and hostage exchange, not expecting any further trouble. He called an emergency council of war.

			The situation was grim. This sudden crisis had caught everyone off guard. Armed warriors already covered the heights on all sides. No reinforcements could reach them. No supplies could get through﻿—the enemy held every pass. With hope fading fast, some officers proposed abandoning the baggage and fighting their way out along the route they had come.

			The majority, however, decided to hold that option in reserve as a last resort. For now, they would stand their ground and defend the camp.

			They barely had time to organize before the enemy attacked. At a signal, warriors poured down from every direction, showering the rampart with stones and javelins.

			At first, with strength and energy on their side, the Romans fought fiercely. They held the advantage of higher ground and did not waste a single throw. Wherever a section of wall looked like it might be overwhelmed, men rushed over to reinforce it. But the enemy had a critical edge: when their fighters grew tired, fresh warriors rotated in to take their places. The Romans had no such luxury. Their numbers were too small. Exhausted men could not leave the line. Wounded men could not even step back from their posts.

			The fight dragged on for more than six hours without a break. Roman strength was failing. Weapons were running low. The enemy pressed harder, beginning to tear down the rampart and fill in the ditch. Everything was falling apart.

			At that moment, Publius Sextius Baculus﻿—a senior centurion who had been badly wounded in the battle against the Nervii the year before﻿—and Gaius Volusenus, a military tribune known for his courage and tactical skill, ran to Galba. Their message was blunt: the only chance of survival was to sally out and stake everything on one final charge.

			Galba assembled his centurions and passed the word: the soldiers were to stop fighting for a moment, simply deflect whatever was thrown at them, and catch their breath. Then, on the signal, they were to burst out from the camp gates and put all their hope in their own courage.

			They did exactly that. Surging out from every gate at once, they caught the enemy completely off guard. The Gauls had no time to understand what was happening, let alone regroup. Fortune swung the other way. The Romans surrounded the warriors who had expected to overrun the camp and cut them down. Out of a force that was reliably estimated at more than 30,000, they killed over a third. The rest broke and fled in panic, and the Romans did not let them rally even on the high ground. The entire enemy force was routed and stripped of their weapons.

			After the battle, Galba had no desire to push his luck. He remembered that he had come to winter here peacefully and had found something very different. Above all, he was critically short of grain and supplies. The next day, he burned every building in Octodurus and marched back toward the Province. No one tried to stop him. He brought the legion safely through Nantuates territory and into the land of the Allobroges, where he spent the rest of the winter.

			After these events, Caesar had every reason to believe Gaul was at peace. The Belgae had been defeated. The Germans had been driven back across the Rhine. The Alpine tribes had been beaten. With winter coming, Caesar had set out for Illyricum to inspect those regions and get to know the territory. That was when a sudden war broke out in Gaul.

			Here is how it started. Young Publius Crassus had taken the seventh legion into winter quarters among the Andes, a tribe near the Atlantic coast. With grain running short in the area, he sent cavalry officers and military tribunes to neighboring tribes to secure supplies. Titus Terrasidius went to the Esubii. Marcus Trebius Gallus went to the Curiosolitae. Quintus Velanius and Titus Silius went to the Veneti.

			The Veneti were by far the most powerful maritime people on the entire Atlantic seaboard. They had a huge fleet and regularly sailed to Britain, giving them unmatched naval knowledge and experience. They controlled the few harbors scattered along that stormy, exposed coast, and virtually every trader who sailed those waters paid them tribute.

			The Veneti started the revolt by seizing Silius and Velanius. They calculated that holding Roman officers would force Crassus to return their hostages. Their neighbors quickly followed suit﻿—the Gauls are nothing if not impulsive﻿—and detained Trebius and Terrasidius for the same reason. Through their leading men, the tribes rapidly formed a coalition, swearing to act in concert and share the same fate. They urged other coastal states to join them. Their message was straightforward: choose the freedom your ancestors handed down to you over slavery under the Romans.

			They quickly won over the entire coast. Then they sent a joint message to Crassus: “If you want your officers back, return our hostages.”

			When Crassus reported all of this to Caesar, who was far away at the time, Caesar ordered warships to be built on the Loire, which flows into the Atlantic. He directed that rowers be recruited from the Province and sailors and pilots assembled. As soon as the season allowed, he hurried to join the army.

			The Veneti and their allies, hearing of Caesar’s approach, understood the gravity of what they had done. They had imprisoned Roman envoys﻿—figures whose safety was considered sacred and inviolable among all nations. They began preparing for war on a scale that matched their danger, pouring their energy especially into their navy.

			Their confidence rested on strong foundations. They knew the land approaches were cut off by tidal estuaries. They knew the Romans were unfamiliar with the coastline and its few harbors. They expected the Roman army could not stay long in the region due to the grain shortage. And even if all those advantages somehow failed, they still had overwhelming naval superiority. The Romans had no real fleet, did not know the local shallows, harbors, or islands, and had no experience sailing in the open Atlantic﻿—a very different sea from the calm Mediterranean.

			With this in mind, the Veneti fortified their coastal towns, stockpiled grain inside them, and assembled every available ship at their main base, where they expected Caesar to strike first. They formed alliances with the Osismii, the Lexovii, the Nannetes, the Ambiliati, the Morini, the Diablintes, and the Menapii. They even sent for reinforcements from Britain, just across the channel.

			Caesar knew this war would be difficult, but many factors compelled him to fight. Roman officers had been openly insulted and imprisoned. Tribes that had formally surrendered and handed over hostages had revolted. A large coalition was forming. Most importantly, if Caesar let this go unpunished, every other nation in Gaul would think they could do the same.

			Caesar also understood a basic truth about the Gauls: they were quick to revolt and naturally loved freedom and hated subjugation. He needed to act fast and divide his forces before even more tribes joined the rebellion.

			He sent his lieutenant Titus Labienus with the cavalry to the Treviri, near the Rhine, with orders to keep an eye on the Belgae and block any Germanic tribes from crossing the river. He sent Publius Crassus into Aquitania﻿—the vast region south of the Garonne﻿—with twelve cohorts and a strong cavalry force, to prevent southern tribes from sending help to the coastal rebels. He dispatched Quintus Titurius Sabinus with three legions to the territory of the Unelli, the Curiosolitae, and the Lexovii, to keep those forces pinned down and separated from the main enemy.

			He put the young Decimus Brutus in command of the fleet﻿—the warships along with Gallic vessels provided by the Pictones, the Santoni, and other pacified tribes﻿—with orders to sail for the Veneti as soon as possible. Caesar himself marched to the coast with the infantry.

			The Veneti’s towns were masterfully positioned. They sat on headlands and promontories where, at high tide, you could not reach them by land, and at low tide, any ships that approached risked being stranded on the exposed shallows. Either way, a direct assault was nearly impossible.

			Whenever the Romans﻿—through enormous engineering effort﻿—managed to hold back the sea with earthen mounds and dams built almost as high as the town walls, the Veneti simply loaded everything onto their ships and moved to the next fortified headland down the coast, where the same natural advantages protected them all over again. They kept this up for much of the summer. Storms pinned down the Roman fleet, and sailing was treacherous along that open, tide-swept coast with its widely scattered harbors.

			The Veneti’s ships were purpose-built for the Atlantic. Their keels were flatter than Roman vessels, letting them handle shallows and tidal changes. Their bows and sterns rose high, designed to take the pounding of heavy ocean waves and storms. The hulls were solid oak, built to withstand any amount of force. The cross-beams were a foot thick, fastened with iron bolts as wide as a man’s thumb. They used iron chains instead of ropes for their anchors. For sails, they used hides or thin dressed leather instead of canvas﻿—either because they had no canvas and did not know how to use it, or, more likely, because they figured cloth sails simply could not handle Atlantic gales and control ships that heavy.

			When these ships met the Roman fleet, the contest was lopsided in every way except one: speed. Roman galleys, powered by banks of oars, were faster. In everything else, the Veneti had the advantage. Roman rams could not damage those massive oak hulls. The Veneti’s high sides made it nearly impossible to throw weapons up at them﻿—and for the same reason, Roman grappling hooks could barely reach. When storms blew in, the Veneti rode them out comfortably, sat safely in the shallows at low tide, and had nothing to fear from rocks and reefs. Roman ships faced disaster in all those same conditions.

			After taking a number of their towns, Caesar realized he was wasting his time. Every town he captured, the enemy simply sailed away to the next one. He could not hurt them on land. He decided to wait for his fleet.

			When it arrived and the enemy first spotted it, roughly 220 Veneti ships﻿—fully armed and equipped with everything needed for battle﻿—sailed out of harbor and drew up opposite the Roman fleet.

			Brutus, the fleet commander, and his officers faced a genuine puzzle. What were they supposed to do? Their rams could not damage those ships. The Veneti’s towering hulls rose above even the combat towers the Romans had built on their own decks, so Roman weapons thrown upward fell short while Gallic missiles rained down with devastating force from above.

			But the Romans had prepared one innovation that proved decisive: long poles fitted with sharp hooks, shaped something like the hooks used in siege warfare. When these caught the ropes that secured the Veneti’s sail-yards to their masts, the Roman rowers pulled hard and drove their ships forward﻿—and the ropes snapped. The yards came crashing down, and with them went the sails. The Veneti ships were instantly helpless. Everything had depended on their sails and rigging. Without them, they were dead in the water.

			From that point on, it came down to raw courage﻿—and the Romans had the clear edge. Caesar and the entire army watched the battle from the hills and high ground overlooking the sea. Every act of bravery was on full display, and every man in those ships knew it.

			With their sail-yards down, the Veneti’s ships were helpless even when two or three surrounded a single Roman vessel. Roman soldiers threw themselves aboard with ferocious energy. The Veneti watched their ships fall one by one and could find no answer. They turned to run before the wind.

			Then fortune dealt them a final blow: the wind dropped completely. A dead calm fell over the water, and the Veneti could not move. The Roman galleys, still driven by oars, hunted them down one by one. Only a handful of ships, saved by nightfall, made it to shore. The battle had lasted from mid-morning until sunset.

			This single battle ended the war with the Veneti and the entire seacoast. Every man of fighting age and every leader of standing had been there. Every ship they possessed had been gathered in one place. With all of it gone, the survivors had nowhere to retreat to and no way to defend their towns. They surrendered themselves and everything they owned.

			Caesar decided to make a harsh example, so that in the future barbarians would think twice before violating the rights of ambassadors. He executed the entire Veneti senate. The rest of the population he sold into slavery.

			While all this was happening, Quintus Titurius Sabinus arrived in the territory of the Unelli, a coastal tribe in northwestern Gaul, with the forces Caesar had assigned him. The Unelli were led by Viridovix, who also commanded all the other revolted tribes in the area. He had assembled a large and powerful army. In just a few days, the Aulerci and the Sexovii had killed their own councilors for opposing the war, slammed their gates shut against Rome, and joined Viridovix. On top of that, a flood of desperate men and outlaws from all across Gaul had gathered around him, drawn by the promise of plunder and the thrill of a fight, abandoning their farms and daily work.

			Sabinus stayed in his camp, which occupied a strong position. Viridovix camped two miles away and every day brought out his forces, offering battle. Sabinus refused every time. Before long, the enemy held him in open contempt. Even some Roman soldiers started grumbling about their commander’s apparent cowardice. The Gauls grew bold enough to swagger right up to the camp rampart.

			This was exactly what Sabinus wanted. He did not think it was right for a lieutenant, with his commanding general absent, to risk battle against such a large force unless the ground or circumstances gave him a clear advantage.

			Once the enemy was thoroughly convinced he was a coward, Sabinus picked out a clever Gaul from among his own auxiliary troops. Through generous gifts and promises, he persuaded the man to cross over to the enemy as a pretend deserter. The man was told exactly what to say.

			When he reached the Gallic camp, he painted a picture of Roman panic. He told them Caesar himself was in serious trouble. He said that Sabinus was planning to secretly pull his army out of camp the very next night and march to Caesar’s rescue.

			The Gauls leaped at the bait. They shouted that this opportunity could not be wasted﻿—they should attack the Roman camp immediately. Everything pushed them toward this conclusion: Sabinus’s days of timid inaction, the deserter’s confident report, their own shortage of supplies (they had not prepared well), their hopes raised by the Veneti war, and the universal human tendency to believe what you want to believe.

			Excited as if victory were already certain, they convinced Viridovix and the other commanders to let them march on the Roman camp at once. They gathered bundles of sticks and brush to fill in the Roman trenches and rushed forward.

			Sabinus’s camp sat on a gentle rise, with an approach of about a mile gradually sloping upward from the base. The Gauls charged up this slope at full speed, wanting to give the Romans no time to organize. They arrived completely out of breath.

			Sabinus told his men the moment they had been waiting for had come. He gave the signal. While the enemy stumbled uphill, weighed down by the bundles they carried, Sabinus ordered a sudden charge from two gates of the camp simultaneously.

			The combination was devastating: the Romans had the high ground, the enemy was exhausted and encumbered, and Roman soldiers were disciplined, experienced, and eager. The Gauls could not withstand even the first impact. They turned and ran immediately. The Roman infantry cut down huge numbers of fleeing men, and the cavalry ran down most of the rest. Very few escaped.

			Word of the naval victory and Sabinus’s victory arrived at the same time. Every tribe in the region immediately surrendered to Sabinus. As Caesar observed, the Gauls are quick and eager to start wars, but their spirit does not hold up well under disaster.

			Around the same time, Publius Crassus arrived in Aquitania﻿—the vast region that, as noted earlier, makes up a full third of Gaul in both territory and population. He knew he was entering dangerous ground. A few years earlier, the Roman general Lucius Valerius Praeconinus had been killed there and his army destroyed. The proconsul Lucius Manilius had fled the region, losing his entire baggage train. Crassus understood this campaign required his very best effort.

			He secured grain supplies, recruited auxiliary troops and cavalry, and personally summoned experienced soldiers from Tolosa, Carcaso, and Narbo﻿—towns in the Roman Province of Gaul that bordered Aquitania. Then he marched into the territory of the Sotiates.

			The Sotiates, hearing he was coming, assembled a large force with heavy cavalry﻿—their main strength. They hit Crassus’s column on the march, first engaging with their horsemen. When the Roman cavalry drove them off and the Romans pursued, the Sotiates sprung a trap: infantry hidden in a valley burst out and struck the disordered Roman pursuers, reigniting the battle.

			The fighting was long and fierce. The Sotiates fought with the confidence of past victories, believing the fate of all Aquitania rested on their shoulders. The Romans, for their part, wanted to prove what they could accomplish under a young commander, without Caesar and the other legions to lean on. Finally, the Sotiates broke under the weight of casualties and fell back.

			Crassus advanced to besiege their main town. The defenders fought hard﻿—attempting sorties and tunneling under the Roman siege works and covered approaches. The Aquitanians were experts at mining, since their region was full of copper mines. But Roman persistence wore them down, and they sent envoys to negotiate a surrender. Crassus accepted. They began handing over their weapons.

			While the main surrender was underway and Roman attention was focused on collecting weapons, a separate crisis erupted elsewhere. Adcantuannus, the Sotiates’ supreme leader, attempted a breakout with 600 warriors called soldurii.

			The soldurii were a remarkable institution. These men pledged themselves to a chief and shared in all the comforts of his life. If he fell in battle, they were honor-bound to die with him﻿—whether by fighting to the last or by suicide. In living memory, no soldurius had ever refused to die when the man he had sworn himself to was killed.

			Adcantuannus charged out with these 600 fanatics. Shouts went up, and Roman soldiers grabbed their weapons and rushed to that section of the fortifications. A savage fight erupted, but the soldurii were driven back into the town. Even so, Adcantuannus managed to negotiate: Crassus granted him the same terms of surrender as the rest.

			With weapons and hostages secured, Crassus marched into the territory of the Vocates and the Tarusates. But news of the Sotiates’ fall had spread quickly, and it alarmed the other Aquitanian tribes. They sent ambassadors in every direction, formed alliances, exchanged hostages, and raised troops. They even sent across the Pyrenees to the nearest communities in Nearer Spain, requesting auxiliaries and experienced military leaders.

			The men they got from Spain had served under Quintus Sertorius throughout his long guerrilla war against Rome and were considered experts in the art of war. These Spanish-trained leaders did not fight like typical Gauls. They adopted Roman methods: choosing strong defensive positions, fortifying their camp, and working to cut off the Roman supply lines.

			Crassus quickly saw the danger. His force was too small to split up, yet the enemy was raiding and blocking the passes while still keeping their camp well defended. Supplies were barely getting through, and the enemy’s numbers grew daily. He decided he could not afford to wait. He called a council of war. His officers agreed unanimously: they should attack the next day.

			At dawn, Crassus drew up his entire force in double battle line, with the auxiliaries in the center, and waited for the enemy to make a move.

			The Aquitanians had the numbers and the confidence of their military tradition, but they decided the smarter play was to avoid open battle altogether. If they kept blocking Roman supplies, the Romans would eventually have to retreat﻿—and that was when they would strike, catching the enemy tired, demoralized, and weighed down with baggage.

			The Aquitanian leaders approved this plan and stayed in their camp. When Crassus saw that the enemy would not come out, he recognized the danger in delay﻿—his men were fired up, and the enemy’s hesitation only made them more eager. He heard the talk running through the ranks: “Why are we sitting here? Let’s go take their camp!” He gave an encouraging speech and marched straight at the enemy camp.

			Some Romans filled in the ditch. Others drove the defenders back from the wall with volleys of javelins. Even the auxiliaries﻿—troops Crassus did not fully trust in a pitched battle﻿—made themselves useful by carrying stones, weapons, and turf to the front, looking for all the world like they were fighting. The Aquitanians on the rampart fought back fiercely, and their missiles, thrown from the higher position, did real damage.

			Then came the turning point. The cavalry, sent to scout around the enemy camp, reported back to Crassus: the rear gate was poorly fortified and vulnerable.

			Crassus immediately ordered the cavalry commanders into action, promising their men rich rewards. They took the four cohorts that had been left guarding the Roman camp﻿—fresh troops who had not been in the main fight﻿—and led them on a wide loop around the back of the enemy position, out of sight. They smashed through the weak rear defenses and were inside the Aquitanian camp before anyone there even knew what was happening.

			When the Romans at the front heard the shouts from the enemy’s rear, fresh energy surged through them. They attacked with renewed fury. The Aquitanians, surrounded and hopeless, tried desperately to scramble over their own walls and run. The Roman cavalry chased them across the open plains. Out of a force reliably estimated at 50,000 men﻿—drawn from all across Aquitania and from the Cantabri across the Pyrenees﻿—barely a quarter survived. The cavalry rode back to camp late that night.

			When news of this battle spread, the vast majority of Aquitania submitted to Crassus and sent hostages voluntarily. The list included the Tarbelli, the Bigerriones, the Preciani, the Vocasates, the Tarusates, the Elurates, the Garites, the Ausci, the Garumni, the Sibuzates, and the Cocosates. Only a few of the most remote tribes held back, counting on the approaching winter to protect them.

			Around the same time, with summer nearly over and all of Gaul seemingly pacified, two tribes alone remained defiant: the Morini and the Menapii, in the far north. They had never sent ambassadors or made any gesture toward peace. Caesar marched against them quickly, expecting a short campaign.

			These tribes had a very different strategy from the rest of the Gauls. They had watched the most powerful nations in Gaul take on Rome and lose. Rather than make that mistake, they and all their possessions disappeared into the vast, continuous forests and marshes of their territory.

			When Caesar reached the edge of these forests and began fortifying his camp, with no enemy in sight and his soldiers scattered at their various tasks, the Morini burst out of the trees from every direction and attacked. The Romans snatched up their weapons and drove them back into the forest, killing a good number of them, though the Romans lost a few of their own men who chased too far into the tangled undergrowth.

			Over the following days, Caesar began systematically cutting down the forest. To protect his soldiers from flank attacks while they worked unarmed, he stacked all the felled timber along both sides as barriers, facing the enemy. They cleared an astonishing amount of ground at incredible speed. They had already captured the enemy’s cattle and the rear of their baggage train, and the Morini were being pushed deeper into the densest parts of the forest, when the weather turned. Such fierce and continuous storms rolled in that the work had to stop. The rain was so relentless the soldiers could no longer even stay in their tents.

			Caesar ravaged the entire countryside, burned every village and farmstead, and then withdrew his army into winter quarters among the Aulerci, the Lexovii, and the other tribes that had most recently waged war against him.
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			The following winter﻿—in the consulship of Gnaeus Pompey and Marcus Crassus (55 BC)﻿—two Germanic tribes called the Usipetes and the Tenchtheri crossed the Rhine with a massive number of people, near where the river empties into the North Sea. They had been driven to it. For years, the Suebi had been hammering them with raids and constant warfare, making it impossible to farm or live in peace.

			The Suebi are by far the largest and most warlike of all the Germanic peoples. They are said to have a hundred districts, and every year each district sends a thousand armed warriors out on campaign. The rest stay home and farm, feeding both themselves and the army. The next year, they swap: the farmers go to war, the soldiers stay home and plant. This way, neither agriculture nor military skill ever falls behind.

			No one among the Suebi owns private land, and no one is allowed to stay in the same place for more than a year. They don’t eat much grain, living mainly on milk and meat, and they spend a great deal of time hunting. Between their diet, their daily exercise, and their total freedom﻿—they grow up with no discipline or obligations whatsoever, doing only what they please﻿—they develop enormous physical strength and impressive size. They have hardened themselves to the point that even in the coldest weather they wear nothing but animal skins, which are so small that much of their body is left bare. They also bathe in open rivers.

			They allow merchants into their territory, but mainly so they have someone to buy the plunder they take in war﻿—not because they want to import anything. Even when it comes to draft animals, which the Gauls prize highly and pay top prices for, the Germans won’t use imported stock. They stick with their own scrawny, ugly local breeds, but through relentless daily training they make these animals capable of extraordinary work. In cavalry battles, the Germans often jump down from their horses to fight on foot, training their horses to stand perfectly still wherever they are left, so they can leap back on at a moment’s notice. In their culture, nothing is considered more shameful or unmanly than using saddle blankets. As a result, a handful of them will confidently charge any number of cavalry riding with saddle blankets. They absolutely refuse to allow wine to be imported, believing it makes men soft and unable to endure hardship.

			The Suebi consider it their greatest national achievement that the land around their borders lies empty for a vast distance. To their way of thinking, this proves that no other nation can stand against them. On one side of their territory, the land is said to lie deserted for about six hundred miles. On the other side, they border the Ubii, a Germanic tribe whose state was large and prosperous﻿—at least by Germanic standards﻿—and somewhat more civilized than most of their neighbors. This is because the Ubii live near the Rhine, see a steady flow of merchants, and have adopted many Gallic customs through long contact. The Suebi had attacked the Ubii repeatedly over the course of many wars but could never drive them out, given their territory’s size and population. They did, however, reduce them to a tributary state, diminished and far weaker than they once were.

			The Usipetes and Tenchtheri were in the same position. For years they had held off the Suebi, but finally they were driven from their homeland. After wandering through many parts of Germany, they reached the Rhine, arriving in the territory of the Menapii, a Gallic tribe that held lands, farms, and villages on both banks of the river. The Menapii, alarmed by the arrival of such a huge number of people, abandoned their settlements on the far side of the Rhine and posted guards on the near bank to prevent the Germans from crossing.

			The Germans tried everything. They couldn’t force their way across﻿—they didn’t have enough boats﻿—and they couldn’t sneak across because of the Menapii guards. So they pretended to give up. They marched away as if heading back to their own country. After three days on the road, they turned around. Their cavalry covered the entire return distance in a single night and fell on the Menapii, who had let their guard down completely. Their scouts had reported the Germans were leaving, so the Menapii had moved back across the Rhine to their villages without a worry in the world. The Germans killed them, seized their boats, and crossed the river before the Menapii living in peace on the near bank even knew what was happening. They took over all their houses and lived off their provisions for the rest of the winter.

			When Caesar learned all this, he grew worried. He knew the Gauls well enough to fear their impulsive nature and their hunger for change. The Gauls have a habit of stopping travelers on the road﻿—whether the travelers want to stop or not﻿—and grilling them for news. In the towns, crowds surround merchants and demand to know where they have come from and what they have heard. Based on nothing but these rumors and stories, they rush into major decisions﻿—decisions they immediately regret, because they were acting on unverified reports, and because most people just tell them what they want to hear.

			Knowing this tendency well, Caesar set out for the army earlier in the spring than usual to head off a bigger war. When he arrived, he found exactly what he had feared: several Gallic tribes had already sent envoys to the Germans, inviting them to leave the Rhine and advance further into Gaul, promising them everything they wanted. Encouraged by these offers, the Germans had been pushing deeper into Gallic territory and had reached the lands of the Eburones and the Condrusi, two peoples under the protection of the Treviri, a powerful tribe in the northeast.

			Caesar summoned the Gallic chiefs to a meeting but pretended to know nothing about their dealings with the Germans. He soothed their concerns, secured their loyalty, ordered them to raise cavalry for him, and then turned his attention to war against the Germans.

			After gathering grain and assembling his cavalry, Caesar marched toward the German position. When he was only a few days away, ambassadors arrived from the Germans. Their message went like this: “We Germans do not start wars with the Roman people, but we will not back down from a fight if provoked. That is the way we were raised﻿—our ancestors taught us to resist anyone who attacks us, never to beg for mercy. But we will say this: we came here reluctantly. We were driven from our homeland. If Rome wants our friendship, we can be valuable allies. Either give us land, or let us keep what we have won by our own swords. We yield to the Suebi alone﻿—a people the gods themselves could not match. But apart from them, there is no one on earth we cannot defeat.”

			Caesar answered in terms he considered appropriate, but the key point of his response was this: “I cannot make any alliance with you as long as you remain in Gaul. You could not defend your own territory﻿—it makes no sense that you should take someone else’s. And there is no unclaimed land in Gaul to hand out, especially not to such a large population, without wronging the people already living there. But if you want, you can settle in the territory of the Ubii. Their ambassadors are with me right now, complaining about Suebi aggression and asking for my help. I can arrange this with them.”

			The ambassadors said they would report this to their people and come back in three days with an answer. In the meantime, they asked Caesar not to advance his camp any closer to them. Caesar refused. He had learned that a large portion of their cavalry had crossed the Meuse River days earlier, heading into the territory of the Ambivariti to raid and forage. He suspected the Germans were stalling to wait for these horsemen to return.

			A geographic note: the Meuse River rises in the Vosges Mountains, in the territory of the Lingones. After receiving a branch of the Rhine called the Waal, it forms the island of the Batavi, and empties into the sea less than eighty miles downstream. The Rhine itself originates among the Lepontii in the Alps and flows swiftly through the territories of many peoples﻿—the Sarunates, Helvetii, Sequani, Mediomatrici, Tribuci, and Treviri. As it nears the ocean, it splits into many branches, forming numerous large islands inhabited by various peoples, some of them quite isolated﻿—there are some said to live on fish and seabird eggs﻿—before finally reaching the sea through several mouths.

			When Caesar was within twelve miles of the Germans, the ambassadors returned as promised. They met him on the march and begged him not to advance any further. When Caesar refused that, they asked him at least to send orders to the cavalry riding ahead, telling them not to engage, and to allow the Germans time to send ambassadors to the Ubii. If the Ubii’s leaders would guarantee terms with an oath, the Germans said they would accept whatever conditions Caesar proposed. They asked for three days to negotiate.

			Caesar believed this was more stalling﻿—designed to buy time for their absent cavalry to return. Still, he agreed not to advance more than four miles that day, just far enough to reach water. He told them to assemble in force at that spot the next day so he could hear their demands. Meanwhile, he sent orders to the cavalry commanders riding ahead: do not provoke the enemy, and if attacked, hold your position until the main army arrived.

			What happened next was treachery. The Germans, as soon as they spotted Caesar’s cavalry﻿—five thousand horsemen﻿—attacked without warning, even though they had fewer than eight hundred of their own, since the raiders sent across the Meuse had not yet returned. Caesar’s horsemen had no reason to expect an assault: the German ambassadors had just left Caesar, and the Germans themselves had requested a truce for that very day.

			The German cavalry crashed into the Roman horsemen and threw them into confusion almost immediately. When the Romans rallied and fought back, the Germans used their signature tactic: leaping from their horses to fight on foot, stabbing the Roman horses in the belly and toppling their riders. They routed the Roman cavalry completely, driving them in a panic that did not stop until the fleeing horsemen came within sight of the main Roman army. Seventy-four Roman cavalrymen were killed in the engagement.

			Among the dead was Piso, an Aquitanian of distinguished birth﻿—his grandfather had ruled his tribe and been honored with the title “Friend of Rome” by the Senate. When Piso saw his brother surrounded by enemies, he rode in and rescued him, but his own horse was stabbed out from under him. Thrown to the ground, Piso fought on foot with extraordinary courage as long as he could stand, taking wound after wound. When he finally went down, surrounded on all sides, his brother﻿—who had already withdrawn from the fight﻿—saw him fall from a distance. He spurred his horse back into the enemy and was killed.

			After this incident, Caesar decided he was done negotiating. He would not receive any more ambassadors or accept any terms from people who had asked for peace through trickery and then attacked without provocation. To sit around waiting for the enemy’s full cavalry force to return would be insanity. And he knew the Gauls well enough to understand how much prestige the Germans had already gained in their eyes from this single skirmish. He could not afford to give the enemy any more time to build alliances.

			Having made this decision and shared his plans with his senior officers, an extraordinarily convenient thing happened. The very next morning, a large delegation of Germanic leaders and elders came to Caesar’s camp. They claimed they wanted to apologize for the previous day’s attack, insisting it was unauthorized and contrary to what they themselves had agreed to. They also hoped to negotiate a truce﻿—but Caesar was convinced this was just more deception.

			Caesar was delighted. They had walked right into his hands. He ordered them detained.

			Then he marched his entire army out of camp, with the cavalry﻿—still shaken from the previous day’s ambush﻿—placed in the rear. He formed three battle lines and quick-marched eight miles to the German camp, arriving before the Germans even knew he was coming.

			The attack hit them like a thunderbolt. Everything happened at once: the terrifying speed of the Roman advance, the absence of their own leaders (who were in Caesar’s custody), no time to plan, no time to arm. Panic erupted﻿—shouts, chaos, confusion﻿—as they tried to decide whether to fight, defend the camp, or run. The Roman soldiers, burning with anger over the previous day’s treachery, stormed into the camp. Those Germans who managed to grab weapons fought briefly among the wagons and baggage, but the rest﻿—the crowd of women and children, since the entire population had crossed the Rhine together﻿—fled in every direction. Caesar sent his cavalry after them.

			When the Germans heard screaming behind them and looked back to see their families being cut down, they threw away their weapons, abandoned their battle standards, and ran from the camp. Those who reached the confluence of the Meuse and the Rhine﻿—and could flee no further﻿—threw themselves into the river in despair. Fear, exhaustion, and the powerful current killed them. The Roman army returned to camp without a single man lost, with barely a handful wounded.

			The enemy’s numbers, reportedly, had been 430,000.

			Caesar released the Germanic leaders and elders he had been holding. But they begged to stay. They were terrified of what the Gauls would do to them in revenge for all the damage they had caused to Gallic territory. Caesar allowed them to remain.

			With the Germanic threat eliminated, Caesar decided to cross the Rhine. He had several reasons, but the most important was this: since the Germans clearly had no qualms about invading Gaul, he wanted them to feel some fear in return. They needed to see that a Roman army was both willing and able to cross the Rhine. There was also the matter of the Usipetes and Tenchtheri cavalry that had crossed the Meuse to raid before the battle and had missed the engagement entirely. They had retreated across the Rhine and taken refuge with the Sigambri, a Germanic tribe, refusing to hand themselves over. When Caesar sent envoys demanding their surrender, the Sigambri sent back a pointed reply: “The Rhine is the boundary of Roman power. If you don’t think it’s right for Germans to cross into Gaul without your permission, why do you claim any authority over what happens on our side of the river?”

			Meanwhile, the Ubii﻿—the only Germanic tribe across the Rhine that had sent ambassadors to Caesar and formed an alliance﻿—were pleading urgently for help. “We are being crushed by the Suebi,” they said. “If your responsibilities prevent you from bringing your army across, at least ferry your troops over the Rhine. Just the sight of them will be enough﻿—your reputation, after defeating Ariovistus and winning this latest battle, will protect us now and for years to come.” They offered a large number of boats to transport the army.

			Caesar had already made up his mind to cross, but he rejected the boats. Crossing by ship struck him as neither safe enough nor worthy of his own dignity or that of Rome. Instead, despite the enormous difficulty﻿—the Rhine was wide, deep, and fast-flowing﻿—he decided to build a bridge.

			Here is how he did it.

			He took pairs of timber pilings, each a foot and a half thick, sharpened at the bottom, and cut to a length matching the river’s depth. He placed each pair two feet apart. Using pile-driving engines, he sank these into the riverbed and hammered them down﻿—not straight up and down, but angled forward, leaning with the current, like braces. Forty feet downstream, he drove in a second pair of pilings, angled the opposite way﻿—leaning upstream, against the current.

			Between each upstream and downstream pair, he laid two-foot-thick crossbeams, secured at each end by a brace on either side. This design was the key to the bridge’s genius: because the upper and lower pilings leaned in opposite directions, every pair locked against each other under pressure. The harder the river pushed, the tighter the structure held.

			These crossbeams were connected by timbers running lengthwise along the bridge and then covered with planking and bundles of sticks to create the road surface. For extra stability, he drove additional pilings at an angle on the downstream side, bracing them against the whole structure to absorb the river’s force. Finally, he placed a line of pilings upstream at a short distance, forming a barrier to catch any tree trunks or boats that the enemy might float downstream to wreck the bridge.

			Ten days after timber collection began, the entire bridge was finished and the army marched across.

			Caesar left a strong guard at both ends of the bridge and advanced into the territory of the Sigambri. Ambassadors from several other tribes arrived to sue for peace, and Caesar received them courteously, demanding hostages. But the Sigambri themselves﻿—on the advice of the Usipetes and Tenchtheri refugees sheltering among them﻿—had already fled. The moment construction on the bridge began, they had packed up everything they owned and vanished into the deep forests.

			Caesar spent several days in their territory, burning every village and farmstead and destroying their crops. Then he moved into the territory of the Ubii, promising them his continued protection against the Suebi. The Ubii gave him intelligence: the Suebi, once their scouts confirmed the bridge was being built, had called a general assembly in accordance with their customs and sent word throughout their territory for everyone to abandon the towns. Women, children, and all possessions were to be taken deep into the forests. Every man capable of fighting was to assemble at one central location﻿—roughly the middle of Suebi territory﻿—where they would wait for the Romans and fight a decisive battle.

			When Caesar learned this, he decided he had accomplished everything he had set out to do. He had put the fear of Rome into the Germans. He had punished the Sigambri. He had freed the Ubii from Suebi pressure. After eighteen days across the Rhine﻿—enough to satisfy both honor and strategic goals﻿—he marched his army back into Gaul and dismantled the bridge behind him.

			Although summer was running short, and winters come early in northern Gaul, Caesar decided to push ahead with an expedition to Britain. He had learned that in nearly every war against the Gauls, reinforcements had come from that island. Even if the season was too late for a full campaign, he judged it would be enormously valuable just to set foot on the island, observe the inhabitants, and gather intelligence about the terrain, harbors, and landing places﻿—all of which were almost completely unknown to the Gauls. Aside from merchants, virtually no one from the continent traveled to Britain, and even the merchants knew only the coast facing Gaul. Caesar summoned traders from all over, but could not learn the size of the island, how many tribes lived there, what kind of warfare they practiced, what their customs were, or which harbors could accommodate a large fleet.

			To gather this intelligence, he sent Gaius Volusenus ahead with a warship to scout the coast and report back as quickly as possible. Meanwhile, Caesar marched the army to the territory of the Morini, the coastal tribe nearest to Britain, and ordered every available ship from the surrounding regions to assemble there, along with the fleet he had built the previous summer for the war against the Veneti.

			Word of his plans reached Britain through the merchants. Ambassadors arrived from several British tribes, offering hostages and submission to Rome. Caesar received them warmly, encouraged them to hold to these promises, and sent them home. With them he sent Commius, a man he had appointed king of the Atrebates after conquering that tribe﻿—someone Caesar trusted for his courage, judgment, and influence in Britain. Caesar ordered Commius to visit as many tribes as possible, urge them to accept Roman protection, and announce that Caesar himself would be arriving shortly.

			Volusenus surveyed the coast as thoroughly as he could without actually leaving his ship﻿—he did not dare go ashore among the hostile inhabitants﻿—and returned on the fifth day with his report.

			While Caesar was still at the coast assembling his fleet, ambassadors arrived from a large number of the Morini, apologizing for their earlier hostility. They claimed they had been uncivilized and ignorant of Roman customs when they had fought against Rome, and they promised to obey whatever Caesar commanded. Caesar considered this a stroke of luck. He did not want to leave an enemy at his back, but the season was too late for a proper campaign against the Morini, and he did not want to waste time on such a minor matter when Britain was the priority. He demanded a large number of hostages, and when they delivered them, he accepted the Morini under his protection.

			Caesar assembled about eighty transport ships﻿—enough to carry two legions﻿—and assigned his available warships to his quaestor, senior officers, and cavalry commanders. In addition, there were eighteen transports, held up by contrary winds eight miles down the coast, that he assigned to carry the cavalry. The rest of the army he placed under his lieutenants Quintus Titurius Sabinus and Lucius Aurunculeius Cotta, with orders to campaign against the Menapii and the Morini cantons that had not sent envoys. He left his lieutenant Publius Sulpicius Rufus to hold the harbor with a garrison he judged sufficient.

			With everything arranged and the weather favorable, Caesar set sail around midnight. He ordered the cavalry to proceed to the farther port, board their ships, and follow. The cavalry moved too slowly﻿—a problem that would have consequences﻿—but Caesar and the first wave of ships reached Britain around ten in the morning. There, on every hillside, they could see British warriors drawn up in full battle array.

			The coastline was daunting. Cliffs pressed so close to the water that a javelin could be hurled from the hilltops onto the beach. Caesar immediately recognized this was no place to land. He waited at anchor until mid-afternoon for the rest of the fleet to catch up. While waiting, he assembled his senior officers and briefed them on Volusenus’s report and his orders for the landing. He stressed that in naval operations﻿—where conditions change fast and without warning﻿—every command had to be obeyed instantly and without hesitation.

			When the wind and tide both turned in his favor, he gave the signal to weigh anchor. The fleet moved about seven miles along the coast and grounded opposite an open, level beach.

			The Britons were not fooled. Seeing the Romans repositioning, they sent their cavalry and war chariots racing along the shore to intercept. The rest of their forces followed close behind.

			Landing was a nightmare. The Roman transports drew too much water to beach close to shore. The soldiers had to jump from the ships into the surf﻿—weighed down by heavy armor, struggling in chest-deep waves, on unfamiliar footing﻿—and fight their way onto the beach. The Britons, meanwhile, stood on dry ground or waded into the shallows unburdened, in terrain they knew by heart, hurling javelins and spurring their horses straight at the Romans. The Romans hesitated. This was nothing like the pitched battles they had trained for on solid ground.

			Caesar saw his men faltering and acted quickly. He ordered the warships﻿—which were lighter, faster, and unfamiliar to the Britons﻿—to pull up on the enemy’s exposed flank. From these ships, slingers, archers, and artillery crews opened fire. The tactic worked. The Britons, startled by the strange ships, the sweeping oars, and the war engines they had never seen before, stopped advancing and even pulled back a little.

			But still the Roman soldiers hesitated, daunted by the depth of the water. Then the eagle-bearer of the tenth legion made his move.

			After a prayer to the gods for the legion’s success, he shouted: “Jump, soldiers﻿—unless you want to hand your eagle over to the enemy! I am going to do my duty to Rome and to my general!”

			He leaped from the ship into the surf and charged toward the British line, the eagle held high.

			That broke the spell. The soldiers, shaming each other with cries that they could not allow such a disgrace, jumped from the ships after him. When the men in the nearest vessels saw them go, they followed. The whole army surged toward the shore.

			The fighting was brutal and chaotic. The Romans could not keep formation. They could not find solid footing. They could not rally around their own standards. Men from different ships clustered around whatever eagle or standard they stumbled upon. The Britons, who knew every sandbar and shallow, saw Romans struggling ashore in small groups and rode them down﻿—cavalry surrounding a few isolated soldiers, others hurling javelins at the flanks of men bunched together for protection.

			Caesar responded by filling the ships’ boats and scouting vessels with soldiers and sending them wherever he saw his men in trouble. As soon as the Romans got their feet on dry land and their comrades caught up, they charged and routed the Britons. But they could not pursue far. The cavalry transports had failed to make the crossing and never reached the island.

			That was the one thing missing from another classic Caesar victory.

			The Britons, once they recovered from their defeat, immediately sent ambassadors to sue for peace. They offered hostages and pledged to do whatever Caesar commanded. With these ambassadors came Commius the Atrebatian﻿—the man Caesar had sent ahead to Britain. The Britons had seized Commius the moment he stepped off his ship, despite the fact that he was an ambassador carrying Caesar’s official commission. They had thrown him in chains. Now, after the battle, they sent him back and begged forgiveness, blaming the incident on the ignorant common people and asking Caesar to overlook it.

			Caesar scolded them. They had sent ambassadors to the continent to seek peace of their own accord, and then had attacked him without reason. Still, he said he would forgive their foolishness. He demanded hostages. Some they handed over immediately. The rest, they said, would come from more distant places in a few days. Meanwhile, they ordered their people back to the farms, and chiefs began arriving from all over to surrender themselves and their tribes to Caesar.

			Four days after the landing, the peace seemed to be holding. Then the eighteen cavalry transports﻿—held up so long at the other port﻿—finally set sail from Gaul with a gentle wind. They were within sight of the British camp when a sudden, violent storm struck. Not a single ship could hold its course. Some were blown all the way back to their starting port in Gaul. Others were driven dangerously toward the western end of the island, where they dropped anchor but started taking on water. They were forced to put back out to sea in the storm and make for the continent in the middle of the night.

			And the bad luck was not over. That same night happened to be a full moon, which brings the highest tides in the ocean﻿—a fact the Romans did not know. The warships Caesar had beached were swamped by the incoming tide. The transports riding at anchor were battered against each other by the storm. There was nothing anyone could do. A large number of ships were wrecked. The rest lost their cables, anchors, and rigging, and were unfit to sail. Panic swept the army. There were no other ships to carry them home. They had no materials to make repairs. And since everyone had assumed the army would winter back in Gaul, no grain had been stockpiled in Britain.

			The British chiefs, who had been coming to Caesar’s camp to submit, quickly sized up the situation. The Romans had no cavalry, no ships, and no food. The small size of the camp﻿—Caesar had brought only two legions, without their baggage﻿—told them just how few soldiers they were dealing with. They quietly conferred and saw their opportunity: renew the war, cut the Romans off from supplies, and drag things out until winter. If they could destroy this force or prevent it from leaving, no Roman army would ever dare cross to Britain again. They sealed their conspiracy, slipped away from the Roman camp, and began secretly calling their warriors back from the countryside.

			Caesar had not yet uncovered the plot, but he smelled trouble. The wrecked ships. The failure to deliver the rest of the promised hostages. He started preparing for the worst. Every day, his foraging parties brought grain in from the surrounding countryside. He stripped the most badly damaged ships for timber and bronze to repair the rest, and ordered additional materials sent from the continent. The soldiers threw themselves into the work. In the end, only twelve ships were a total loss. The rest were patched up well enough to make the voyage home.

			While these repairs were underway, one legion was sent out to forage as usual. There was no sign of trouble yet﻿—some of the Britons were still coming and going from camp, and the sentries had noticed nothing unusual. Then the guards at the camp gates reported to Caesar: an abnormally large dust cloud was rising from the direction the legion had marched.

			Caesar’s instincts were right. He immediately suspected the Britons had sprung a trap. He ordered the two cohorts on guard duty to march out with him, two fresh cohorts to replace them on watch, and every other available soldier to arm up and follow.

			After a short march, he found his legion in serious trouble. The Britons had worked out that the Romans would head for the one remaining unharvested grain field. They had hidden in the woods overnight, waited until the legionaries had set down their weapons and spread out to reap, and then attacked. They killed a few Romans outright, threw the rest into confusion, and surrounded them with cavalry and chariots.

			Here is how the British fight from chariots. First, they drive wildly in all directions through the battlefield, hurling javelins. The thundering horses and the grinding, crashing wheels are enough to break most formations through sheer terror. Once they have driven in among the enemy cavalry, the warriors leap down from the chariots and fight on foot. Meanwhile, the drivers pull back a short distance and position the chariots for a quick getaway﻿—so if the warriors are overwhelmed by numbers, they can sprint back and escape. This gives them the speed of cavalry combined with the staying power of infantry. Through constant daily practice, they have become so skilled that they can control their horses at full gallop on steep slopes, turn them on a dime, run out along the chariot pole, stand on the yoke, and spring back into the chariot in an instant.

			Caesar’s arrival stopped the enemy’s momentum. His men, shaken by this unfamiliar style of fighting, recovered their nerve when they saw the reinforcements. But Caesar judged the moment wrong for a full counterattack. He held his position, and after a brief standoff, pulled the legions back to camp. For days afterward, continuous storms kept both sides pinned down﻿—the Romans in their camp, the Britons out of striking range.

			But the Britons used the time well. They sent messengers in every direction, spreading the word: the Romans were few, their camp was small, and this was the perfect chance to seize plunder and free themselves forever. A large force of infantry and cavalry quickly assembled and advanced on the Roman camp.

			Caesar expected the same result as before﻿—that the Britons would break and escape using their superior speed. Still, he had about thirty horsemen that Commius the Atrebatian had brought over from Gaul. He drew up the legions in battle formation in front of the camp.

			When the fight started, the Britons could not withstand the Roman assault for long. They broke and ran. The Romans pursued as far as their strength and speed allowed, cutting down large numbers, then burned and destroyed everything within reach before falling back to camp.

			That same day, British ambassadors came to Caesar seeking peace. Caesar doubled his demand for hostages and ordered them delivered to the continent, since the autumn equinox was approaching and he did not think it wise to risk a winter crossing with damaged ships. The weather turned favorable shortly after midnight, and he set sail. The entire fleet reached Gaul safely, except for two transports that were carried slightly south and could not make the same harbor as the rest.

			When the roughly three hundred soldiers from those two ships disembarked and began marching to the main camp, the Morini saw their chance. Despite having submitted to Caesar before his departure for Britain, the lure of plunder proved too strong. A small band of Morini surrounded the soldiers and ordered them to lay down their arms or be killed. The Romans formed a defensive circle and fought back. The noise drew more Morini until about six thousand had gathered around them. Word reached Caesar, who sent out the entire cavalry force from camp as a relief column.

			The Roman soldiers held out for more than four hours, fighting with exceptional courage, taking few casualties while killing many of the attackers. The moment the Roman cavalry appeared on the horizon, the Morini threw down their weapons and fled. The cavalry cut down a large number of them.

			The next day, Caesar sent Labienus with the legions brought back from Britain to punish the Morini for their treachery. The Morini’s marshes﻿—which had sheltered them the previous year﻿—had dried up over the summer, leaving them nowhere to hide. Nearly all of them fell into Labienus’s hands.

			Meanwhile, Caesar’s other lieutenants, Quintus Titurius Sabinus and Lucius Aurunculeius Cotta, who had been campaigning against the Menapii, returned after devastating their territory﻿—burning farmsteads, cutting down crops, and destroying homes. The Menapii had retreated deep into their thickest forests and could not be brought to battle.

			Caesar established winter quarters for all the legions in the territory of the Belgae. Only two British tribes sent the hostages they had promised. The rest ignored the demand entirely.

			When Caesar’s dispatches reached Rome reporting these events, the Senate voted a public thanksgiving of twenty days.
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			It was the year of the consulship of Lucius Domitius and Appius Claudius (54 BC), and as usual, Caesar headed to Italy for the winter to handle political business. But before he left, he gave his officers clear orders: build as many ships as possible over the winter and repair the old ones.

			He’d learned from his first crossing to Britain and designed the new fleet with specific improvements. The ships would sit lower in the water﻿—since tides in the Channel didn’t produce the heavy swells of the Mediterranean, they could afford to sacrifice freeboard for easier loading and beaching. He also made them wider than standard warships, to carry more horses and cargo. Everything was optimized for speed: light construction, shallow draft. He ordered shipbuilding materials brought from Spain, then wrapped up the court sessions in Nearer Gaul and crossed into Illyricum, where he’d heard that the Pirustae, a tribe on the Adriatic frontier, were raiding Roman territory.

			When he arrived, he drafted troops from the local communities and ordered them to assemble at a designated point. Word of this mobilization alone was enough. The Pirustae sent ambassadors insisting the raids hadn’t been official policy﻿—just rogue actors﻿—and that they were ready to make things right. Caesar accepted their explanation but demanded hostages by a specific date, warning them that failure meant war. The hostages arrived on schedule. He appointed arbitrators to assess the damages and set the terms of compensation.

			With that settled, Caesar finished up in Nearer Gaul and headed back to the army. What he found at the shipyards was remarkable. Despite a severe shortage of materials, his soldiers’ extraordinary energy had produced roughly six hundred of the new transport ships, plus twenty-eight warships. They were nearly ready to launch. Caesar praised the men and the officers who’d supervised the work, gave final instructions, and ordered the entire fleet to assemble at Portus Itius, the port on the Channel coast from which the crossing to Britain was shortest﻿—about thirty miles.

			He left enough troops to handle the fleet preparations. Then, with four legions traveling light and eight hundred cavalry, he marched into the territory of the Treviri, a powerful tribe near the Rhine in what is now the Moselle valley region. They’d been skipping the annual Gallic assemblies, ignoring Caesar’s orders, and﻿—most troubling﻿—were reportedly in contact with German tribes across the Rhine.

			The Treviri were the strongest cavalry power in all of Gaul, with substantial infantry as well. Their territory stretched all the way to the Rhine. At this point, two men were locked in a power struggle for control of the tribe: Indutiomarus and Cingetorix.

			Cingetorix moved first. The moment he heard Caesar was coming with legions, he went to meet him, pledged his loyalty and that of his supporters, and briefed Caesar on the situation among the Treviri. Indutiomarus, meanwhile, was doing the opposite﻿—assembling cavalry and infantry, preparing for war. He’d hidden those too old or young to fight in the vast Ardennes forest, which stretched from the Rhine across Treviran territory all the way to the borders of the Remi.

			But as Caesar’s legions drew closer, some of the Treviran chiefs﻿—men who were friends of Cingetorix and alarmed by the approaching army﻿—slipped away to meet Caesar privately, begging him to look after their personal interests since they couldn’t protect their own tribe. Indutiomarus, realizing he was losing support, changed tactics. He sent ambassadors to Caesar with a creative excuse: he’d stayed away, he claimed, not out of disloyalty but to keep the common people in line. If all the nobles left to visit Caesar, the leaderless masses might do something rash. The whole tribe was under his control, he said, and if Caesar would permit it, he’d come to the camp himself and place his fate and his people’s fate in Caesar’s hands.

			Caesar saw right through this. He knew exactly why Indutiomarus was suddenly eager to talk﻿—his support was crumbling. But Caesar didn’t want to waste the entire summer dealing with the Treviri when Britain was waiting. So he simply ordered Indutiomarus to come to him with two hundred hostages. Indutiomarus complied. Among the hostages were his own son and close relatives, whom Caesar had demanded by name.

			Caesar spoke reassuringly to Indutiomarus and urged him to stay loyal. But behind the scenes, he summoned the Treviran chiefs one by one and reconciled them to Cingetorix. This served two purposes: it was the right thing to do, given Cingetorix’s genuine loyalty, and it strengthened the hand of Caesar’s most reliable ally in the tribe.

			Indutiomarus was furious. His influence among his own people was visibly shrinking. He’d already resented the Romans. Now that resentment hardened into something far more dangerous.

			With the Treviri situation managed for the moment, Caesar marched to Portus Itius. There he learned that forty ships built in the territory of the Meldi had been driven back by a storm and forced to return to their home port. The rest of the fleet was ready﻿—rigged, supplied, and waiting. Four thousand cavalry from across Gaul gathered at the port, along with the leading men of every tribe. Caesar had decided to bring most of these chiefs with him as hostages. He knew Gaul too well to leave all its most powerful men unsupervised while he was across the Channel.

			One man in particular Caesar was determined to bring along: Dumnorix the Aeduan.

			Caesar had been watching Dumnorix for years. The man was ambitious, restless, charismatic, and dangerously influential. He’d been telling anyone who’d listen that Caesar had promised him the kingship of the Aedui﻿—a claim the Aedui resented but were afraid to challenge openly. Caesar had heard all about it from his own contacts among the Aedui. There was no way he was leaving Dumnorix behind in Gaul.

			Dumnorix tried everything to stay. First he begged, using every excuse he could think of﻿—he was afraid of the sea, he said. He wasn’t used to sailing. The gods had sent him omens warning him not to go. When none of that worked and it became clear Caesar wasn’t budging, Dumnorix shifted to something far more dangerous. He started pulling Gallic chiefs aside, one by one, working them in private. He told them it was no accident that Caesar was stripping Gaul of its nobility﻿—the real plan was to take them all to Britain and kill them there, where no Gaul could witness it. He made them swear oaths. He asked them to agree on a common plan of action.

			Multiple sources reported all of this to Caesar.

			Caesar had given the Aedui enormous favors and honors. But he decided that Dumnorix had to be stopped﻿—by persuasion if possible, by force if necessary. The man’s reckless scheming was escalating, and it couldn’t be allowed to threaten the campaign or the state. For about twenty-five days, Caesar was stuck at Portus Itius waiting for the north wind to shift﻿—it blew against them for most of the season. He used the time to keep Dumnorix under watch and gather intelligence on his activities.

			Finally, favorable weather arrived. Caesar ordered the infantry and cavalry to embark.

			But while everyone’s attention was on the loading of the ships, Dumnorix quietly slipped out of camp with the Aeduan cavalry, heading for home. No one had authorized this. The moment Caesar learned of it, he halted everything﻿—delayed the entire expedition﻿—and sent a large cavalry force after him. The orders were explicit: bring him back. If he resists, kill him. Caesar had no illusions about what Dumnorix would do once he was out of reach and Caesar was in Britain.

			The cavalry caught up with him. Dumnorix refused to come back. He fought them off with his own hands, shouting to his men for help, crying out again and again: “I am a free man! I am the citizen of a free state!”

			They surrounded him and killed him, as ordered. The Aeduan cavalrymen who’d ridden with him all returned to Caesar’s camp.

			With that crisis resolved, Caesar left Labienus on the continent with three legions and two thousand cavalry to guard the ports, manage the grain supply, and keep watch on Gaul. He himself, with five legions and an equal force of cavalry, set sail at sunset.

			A light southwest breeze carried them forward at first. But around midnight the wind died, and the tide pushed them off course. At dawn, Caesar could see Britain﻿—off to his left. He’d drifted past his target. When the tide turned, he ordered the oars out and drove for the landing spot he’d scouted the previous year. The soldiers were magnificent. Even the heavy transports, with their crews rowing without a moment’s rest, matched the speed of the warships. The entire fleet reached Britain around midday.

			Not a single enemy was in sight. Caesar later learned from prisoners that the Britons had been there in force﻿—but when they saw over eight hundred ships appearing on the horizon at once (counting the previous year’s vessels and private ships various officers had built for themselves), they’d panicked and retreated to the hills.

			Caesar landed the army and chose a campsite. From prisoners, he learned where the enemy had taken position. He left ten cohorts and three hundred cavalry on the beach to guard the ships, under the command of Quintus Atrius, then moved out against the enemy around midnight. He wasn’t worried about leaving the ships﻿—the beach was flat and open, perfect for anchoring.

			After a night march of about twelve miles, he spotted the British forces. They advanced to a river with cavalry and chariots, attacking from the high ground. Caesar’s cavalry drove them back, and they retreated into a fortified position in the woods﻿—a stronghold with felled trees blocking every approach, clearly prepared in advance for some local war. The soldiers of the seventh legion formed a tortoise formation﻿—locking their shields overhead and in front to create a mobile roof against missiles﻿—threw up a ramp against the fortification, and stormed the position, driving the Britons out of the woods with minimal casualties. Caesar ordered his men not to pursue too far. The terrain was unfamiliar, and much of the day was already gone. He needed time to fortify the camp.

			Early the next morning, he sent out infantry and cavalry in three columns to pursue the retreating Britons. They’d barely gotten the enemy’s rear guard in sight when riders came galloping in from Quintus Atrius with urgent news: a massive storm had struck during the night. Nearly every ship had been smashed or damaged. Anchors had dragged, cables had snapped, and the sailors couldn’t fight the violence of the gale. The ships had been dashed against each other, causing catastrophic damage.

			When Caesar heard this, he immediately recalled the legions and cavalry, breaking off the pursuit. He went to see the damage himself. It was exactly as bad as reported. About forty ships were total losses. The rest could be repaired, but it would take serious work.

			He pulled skilled craftsmen from the legions and sent word to Labienus on the continent to build replacement ships with the troops he had. Then Caesar made a decision that was difficult but essential: every single ship would be hauled up onto the beach and enclosed within the camp’s fortifications. It took about ten days of nonstop labor﻿—the soldiers worked through the nights﻿—but when it was done, the fleet was secure.

			Leaving the same guard force behind, Caesar headed back inland to find the enemy. The situation had changed. In his absence, the Britons had gathered a much larger army and entrusted overall command to Cassivellaunus. His territory lay north of the Thames, about eighty miles from the coast, separated from the coastal tribes by the river. Cassivellaunus had been at war with his neighbors for years. But the Roman invasion had scared the British tribes enough to set aside their feuds and unite under his leadership.

			Here Caesar pauses to describe what he’d learned about the island.

			The inland Britons claimed to be the original inhabitants of the island. The coastal peoples were descendants of Belgic raiders who’d crossed from Gaul to plunder and fight, then stayed and settled. Many of the coastal tribes still bore the names of the Belgic communities they’d originally come from.

			The population was enormous, and settlements were densely packed﻿—very similar to Gallic villages. They had vast herds of cattle. For money they used bronze or iron rings of a fixed weight. The interior regions produced tin. The coast had a little iron. Bronze was imported. They had every kind of timber except beech and fir. They considered it forbidden to eat hare, chicken, or goose, though they kept these animals as pets and curiosities. The climate was milder than Gaul, with less severe winters.

			The island is roughly triangular. One side faces Gaul: its eastern angle is in Kent﻿—where most ships from the continent land﻿—and its western angle points south. This side runs about five hundred miles. A second side faces west toward Spain and Ireland. Ireland, the Britons said, was about half the size of Britain, and roughly as far from Britain as Britain was from Gaul. Midway between them lay the Isle of Mona. The Britons claimed there were other islands in those waters where the sun didn’t rise for thirty consecutive days around the winter solstice. Caesar investigated this and couldn’t confirm it, though careful water-clock measurements showed the nights there were indeed shorter than on the continent. This western side, the Britons reported, ran about seven hundred miles. The third side faced north, toward Germany. It was estimated at eight hundred miles. The whole island’s coastline came to roughly two thousand miles.

			The most civilized Britons lived in Kent﻿—entirely a coastal region﻿—and their customs were much like the Gauls’. Most of the inland people didn’t grow grain. They lived on meat and milk and wore animal skins. All the Britons dyed their bodies with woad, which turned them a bluish color and made them terrifying in battle. They wore their hair long and shaved every part of their body except the head and upper lip. Groups of ten or twelve men shared wives in common﻿—especially brothers with brothers, and fathers with sons﻿—though any children were considered to belong to the man who had first married the woman.

			Back to the fighting. The British cavalry and charioteers attacked Caesar’s men on the march. A sharp skirmish followed. Caesar’s cavalry won every engagement and drove the Britons back into the woods and hills, though they lost some men by pursuing too eagerly. After a pause, while the Romans were busy fortifying their camp and off their guard, the Britons burst from the woods and attacked the outposts. Caesar sent two cohorts﻿—the lead cohorts of two legions﻿—to reinforce the line. But the two cohorts took position too close together, and the unfamiliar style of fighting threw the Romans off. The Britons charged straight through the gap between them and escaped. That day, Quintus Laberius Durus, a military tribune, was killed. More cohorts were sent forward and the enemy was driven back.

			But the whole engagement was fought in full view of the camp, and it revealed a serious problem. Roman heavy infantry, weighed down by their equipment, couldn’t chase retreating enemies or leave their formations to pursue. The cavalry faced its own dangers: the Britons would deliberately fall back to draw the Roman horsemen away from the infantry, then leap from their chariots and fight on foot﻿—where the dismounted Britons had every advantage. Whether the Roman cavalry advanced or retreated, they were in danger.

			The British tactics were completely different from anything on the continent. They never formed up in tight ranks. Instead, they fought in small, scattered groups spread across a wide area, with reserves rotated in so fresh fighters constantly replaced tired ones.

			The next day, the enemy pulled back to the hills and made only halfhearted attacks on the Roman cavalry﻿—fighting with less energy than before. But at midday, when Caesar sent three legions and all the cavalry out foraging under his officer Gaius Trebonius, the Britons launched a sudden attack from every direction. They were so aggressive they charged right up to the standards and the formed legions. The Romans counterattacked hard. This time the cavalry didn’t let up. With the legions visible behind them as backup, they drove the Britons headlong, cutting down large numbers and giving them no chance to regroup, dismount, or fight from their chariots. After this rout, the allied tribes that had gathered from all over Britain melted away. The enemy never again engaged the Romans in force.

			Caesar read the situation and marched straight for Cassivellaunus’s territory, heading for the Thames. The river could be forded in only one place, and even there it was difficult. When he arrived, he saw a large enemy force drawn up on the far bank. The bank itself was lined with sharpened stakes driven into the ground, and more stakes were hidden underwater beneath the surface.

			Learning this from prisoners and deserters, Caesar sent the cavalry forward and ordered the legions to follow immediately. The soldiers waded in with such speed and determination﻿—even though the water was up to their necks﻿—that the Britons couldn’t hold. They abandoned the bank and fled.

			Cassivellaunus had given up on pitched battle. He dismissed most of his army, keeping only about four thousand charioteers. His new strategy was guerrilla warfare. He shadowed Caesar’s march, staying just off the road, concealed in the dense woods he knew so well. Wherever the Romans were headed, he drove the cattle and people off the fields and into the forest. When Roman cavalry spread out to forage, he sent his charioteers bursting out of the woods along every hidden path and track, hitting them hard and keeping them in constant fear. The result was that Caesar had to keep his cavalry close to the legions and limit the damage to whatever the infantry could accomplish on its own﻿—burning fields and farmsteads within marching distance.

			Then came a break. The Trinobantes, one of the most powerful tribes in southeastern Britain, sent ambassadors to Caesar and offered to surrender. A young prince named Mandubratius had already fled to Caesar on the continent﻿—his father, Imanuentius, had been king of the Trinobantes until Cassivellaunus killed him. The Trinobantes asked Caesar to protect Mandubratius and send him back as their ruler. Caesar demanded forty hostages and grain for the army, then sent Mandubratius home. The Trinobantes delivered everything promptly.

			Once the other tribes saw that the Trinobantes were protected and that Roman soldiers weren’t harassing them, more surrenders followed. The Cenimagni, Segontiaci, Ancalites, Bibroci, and Cassi all sent envoys and submitted. From them, Caesar learned that Cassivellaunus’s stronghold was nearby﻿—a position defended by woods and marshes, packed with people and livestock. The Britons called any fortified woodland enclosure a “town”﻿—basically a forest stronghold ringed with earthworks and felled trees, used as a refuge in wartime.

			Caesar marched on it with his legions. The position was strong, both naturally and by design. He attacked from two directions at once. The Britons held briefly, then broke and fled out the far side. Large numbers of cattle were captured, and many of the enemy were killed or taken in the rout.

			While Caesar was pressing inland, Cassivellaunus played his last card. He sent orders to the four kings who ruled Kent﻿—Cingetorix, Carvilius, Taximagulus, and Segonax﻿—commanding them to gather their forces and launch a surprise attack on the Roman naval camp. They did. But the garrison sallied out, killed many of the attackers, captured a prominent leader named Lugotorix, and brought everyone back safely.

			When Cassivellaunus got the news﻿—his stronghold lost, his territory ravaged, his allies defecting, his attack on the naval camp beaten off﻿—he’d had enough. He sent ambassadors to Caesar to negotiate surrender, using Commius the Atrebatian as intermediary. Caesar was ready to deal. He’d already decided to winter on the continent because of the volatile situation in Gaul, and summer was running short. He demanded hostages, set an annual tribute that Britain would pay to Rome, and explicitly ordered Cassivellaunus to leave Mandubratius and the Trinobantes alone.

			Once the hostages were delivered, Caesar marched back to the coast and found the ships repaired. Because he had a large number of prisoners and had lost some ships in the storm, he decided to make the crossing in two trips. And here’s a remarkable fact: across two years of cross-Channel operations, with all those hundreds of ships and multiple voyages, not a single transport carrying soldiers was lost. The empty ships returning to pick up the second load were less fortunate﻿—very few of those made it back, and almost none of the sixty new ships Labienus had built reached their destination. Caesar waited as long as he could, but with the autumn equinox approaching, he packed his soldiers in tighter, set sail at the start of the first watch on a dead-calm night, and reached the continent at dawn with every ship safely in port.

			After beaching the fleet, Caesar held a general assembly of the Gallic chiefs at Samarobriva. The grain harvest had been poor that year due to drought, and he was forced to spread his legions across a wider area than usual for winter quarters. He sent one legion under Gaius Fabius to the Morini. A second went to the Nervii under Quintus Cicero. A third, under Lucius Roscius, to the Essui. A fourth wintered with Titus Labienus among the Remi, near the Treviran border. Three more were stationed in Belgic territory under Marcus Crassus (his quaestor), Lucius Munatius Plancus, and Gaius Trebonius. Finally, one legion﻿—newly raised in northern Italy﻿—plus five cohorts went to the Eburones, a tribe whose territory lay mostly between the Meuse and the Rhine. This force was commanded by two of Caesar’s officers: Quintus Titurius Sabinus and Lucius Aurunculeius Cotta.

			By distributing the legions this way, Caesar thought he could manage the grain shortage. All the winter camps except Roscius’s (which was in the most peaceful area) were within about a hundred miles of each other. Caesar planned to stay in Gaul himself until he was sure every camp was properly fortified and secure.

			Among the Carnutes, a tribe in central Gaul, there was a king named Tasgetius﻿—a man of ancient royal lineage whose family had held power for generations. Caesar had restored him to the throne as a reward for his loyalty and valuable service in the wars. Now, in his third year as king, his personal enemies had assassinated him, with many prominent Carnutes openly backing the plot. Caesar, alarmed that the tribe might be heading toward open revolt, ordered Lucius Plancus to march a legion quickly from Belgic territory to the Carnutes, winter there, and arrest everyone involved in the killing. Meanwhile, all his officers reported in: the legions had reached their winter quarters and the camps were fortified.

			About two weeks after the legions had settled in, everything exploded.

			Ambiorix and Cativolcus were the two chiefs of the Eburones. They’d come to the border to meet Sabinus and Cotta when the Romans first arrived, and they’d even delivered grain to the camp. But messengers from Indutiomarus of the Treviri had been working on them. Ambiorix roused his people, and after catching a party of Roman soldiers off guard while they were out collecting firewood, he attacked the camp with a large force.

			The Romans reacted fast. They grabbed their weapons, manned the rampart, and sent Spanish cavalry out on a sortie that won a sharp engagement. The Eburones, seeing they couldn’t take the camp by assault, pulled back and tried a different approach. They shouted﻿—following Gallic custom﻿—for a parley, claiming they had important information that concerned both sides and could resolve the conflict.

			Gaius Arpineius, a Roman knight and close friend of Sabinus, was sent out as envoy, along with Quintus Junius, a Spaniard who’d served as a go-between with Ambiorix before. Ambiorix addressed them with a carefully prepared speech:

			“I owe Caesar a great deal. It was thanks to him that I was freed from the tribute I used to pay to the Aduatuci, my neighbors. He even sent back my son and my nephew, whom the Aduatuci had been holding in chains as hostages. And the attack on your camp﻿—that wasn’t my idea. My people forced my hand. My authority is limited: the tribe has as much power over me as I have over it.

			“The reason the tribe went to war is this: they couldn’t resist the pressure from a coordinated Gallic uprising. My own weakness should prove that﻿—does anyone really think I’d be foolish enough to believe I could defeat the Roman army with my forces alone? But here’s the truth: today was the day appointed for a simultaneous assault on every Roman winter camp in Gaul. No legion was supposed to be able to reinforce another. Gauls can’t easily refuse other Gauls, especially when the cause is their common freedom.

			“I’ve done my duty to my people. Now let me do my duty to Caesar, out of gratitude. I’m warning you﻿—I’m begging you, Titurius, as your host and friend﻿—think of your soldiers’ safety. A massive force of hired German mercenaries has crossed the Rhine. They’ll be here in two days. You need to decide right now: march your troops to Cicero’s camp or to Labienus’s﻿—one is about fifty miles away, the other a bit more. I swear on my life, I’ll give you safe passage through my territory. And by doing this, I’m helping my own people too﻿—we’ll be free of a winter camp﻿—while repaying my debt to Caesar.”

			Having said this, Ambiorix withdrew.

			Arpineius and Junius brought the message back to camp. Sabinus and Cotta were shaken. The source was an enemy, yes﻿—but could they afford to ignore it? What made it hard to dismiss was the sheer implausibility of the Eburones, a small and insignificant tribe, launching an attack on Rome on their own initiative. Something bigger had to be behind it.

			They called a war council. It became one of the most consequential﻿—and tragic﻿—debates in Roman military history.

			Cotta spoke first, backed by several military tribunes and the senior centurions. His position was clear and firm: “We do not leave this camp without orders from Caesar. We can hold off any number of Germans from behind fortified walls. We’ve already proven that﻿—we beat back their first assault and inflicted heavy casualties. We’re not short on grain. Reinforcements will come, both from the nearest winter camps and from Caesar himself.” He paused, then drove his point home: “What could be more reckless, more undignified, than making a life-or-death decision based on the word of an enemy?”

			Sabinus fired back, his voice rising: “You’ll wish you’d listened when the Germans arrive and the situation is ten times worse! When disaster strikes the neighboring camps and it’s too late to act! The time for debate is now﻿—and it’s running out. Caesar must have left for Italy﻿—otherwise, the Carnutes would never have dared assassinate Tasgetius, and the Eburones would never have attacked us with such contempt. I’m not taking my orders from the enemy﻿—I’m reading the facts. The Rhine is right there. The Germans are still furious about Ariovistus’s defeat and our earlier victories. All of Gaul is burning with resentment, humiliated at being forced under Roman rule.” He leveled his gaze at the council. “Who actually believes Ambiorix would risk this without rock-solid intelligence? My plan is safe either way. If it’s nothing, we march to the nearest legion with no danger. If all of Gaul has joined the Germans, our only hope is speed. And what does Cotta’s plan give us? Maybe no immediate danger from an attack﻿—but certain starvation in a long siege.”

			The debate raged. Arguments flew back and forth. Finally, Cotta and the senior officers had heard enough.

			“Fine,” Sabinus said, and he said it loudly﻿—loud enough for the common soldiers outside to hear. “Have it your way. But I’m not the one here who’s most afraid of dying. These men”﻿—he gestured toward the soldiers﻿—“they’ll know what happened. And if disaster comes, they’ll hold you accountable. If you’d let them, they could be with the nearest legion in three days and face whatever comes alongside their comrades﻿—instead of dying alone, cut off from everyone, by the sword or by starvation.”

			The council erupted. Officers surrounded both commanders, begging them: “Stop fighting each other! This isn’t hard if we’re united﻿—staying or marching, either one works if we all commit. But if we’re divided, we’re dead no matter what.”

			The argument dragged on past midnight. Finally, Cotta gave in. Sabinus’s plan won.

			The announcement went out: they would march at dawn. No one slept. Every soldier spent the rest of the night going through his belongings, deciding what to carry and what to abandon. Every argument for why staying was too dangerous was rehearsed and amplified. Exhaustion and sleeplessness weakened them further. At first light, they marched out﻿—strung out in a long column with a massive baggage train, looking exactly like men who believed Ambiorix was their friend and protector.

			But the enemy had heard the commotion during the night. They knew the Romans weren’t sleeping. They’d split their force into two groups and set an ambush in the woods, in a hidden, well-chosen position about two miles from camp. They waited.

			When the bulk of the Roman column had descended into a deep valley, the Eburones struck from both sides at once﻿—hitting the rear guard, blocking the vanguard from climbing out, and pinning the entire force in the worst possible terrain.

			Now Sabinus fell apart. He’d prepared nothing. He ran back and forth, trying to arrange units, issuing orders﻿—but hesitantly, fearfully, the way men do when they’re forced to improvise in the middle of a crisis. Everything seemed to fail him at once.

			Cotta was different. He’d seen this coming. He’d argued against the march for exactly this reason. Now he did everything a commander should do. He moved among the cohorts and companies, steadying the men, giving orders, shouting encouragement. When the formations needed a leader, he led. When they needed a fighter, he fought.

			But the column was too spread out for the two commanders to manage everything, and they couldn’t see every part of the line. They passed the order to abandon the baggage and form into an orbis﻿—a tight defensive circle. It wasn’t a bad call under the circumstances, but it backfired badly. The soldiers saw it as a sign of desperation, and it fired up the enemy, who read it the same way. Worse, the order to drop the baggage sent men scrambling to find their most valuable possessions, and the formation dissolved into shouting and chaos.

			The Eburones, to their credit, kept their discipline. Their commanders ordered a proclamation through the ranks: “No one leaves formation. Everything the Romans abandon is ours. It will all be there after we win. Focus on victory.” The fighting was brutal and even. Roman courage and numbers matched the enemy’s. Whenever a cohort charged out from the circle, they cut down large numbers. But Ambiorix, watching the pattern, adjusted his tactics. He ordered his men to throw their javelins from a distance and never close in. Wherever the Romans charged, the Eburones﻿—lightly equipped and trained for exactly this kind of mobile fighting﻿—simply melted away. Then, when the cohort turned back to rejoin the circle, the Eburones swarmed the exposed flank.

			It was a death trap. Every time a cohort charged out, it opened a gap in the circle. Every time it came back, it was hit from the sides. And if the men stayed in the circle, they were packed so tightly they couldn’t dodge the endless hail of javelins. Yet even battered by every disadvantage, bleeding from countless wounds, they held. They fought from dawn through mid-afternoon and never disgraced themselves.

			The casualties among the leaders were devastating. Titus Balventius, who’d been chief centurion the year before﻿—a decorated, battle-hardened veteran﻿—took a javelin through both thighs. Quintus Lucanius, a centurion of equal rank, was killed fighting to rescue his own son from the enemy. Lucius Cotta himself, moving among the cohorts encouraging every unit, took a sling bullet full in the face.

			Sabinus, panicking and bleeding, spotted Ambiorix in the distance rallying his troops. He sent his interpreter, Gnaeus Pompeius, to beg for mercy﻿—for himself and his soldiers.

			Ambiorix’s reply was smooth: “If Sabinus wants to negotiate, he may come. I believe I can persuade my people to guarantee the soldiers’ safety. And I give you my personal word: no harm will come to Sabinus himself.”

			Sabinus went to Cotta, who was bleeding badly from his wounds. “Come with me,” he urged. “Let’s talk to Ambiorix. I think I can get us terms﻿—save the men.”

			Cotta’s answer was absolute. “I will not go to an armed enemy.” He would not change his mind.

			Sabinus ordered the tribunes and senior centurions near him to follow. He approached Ambiorix. He was told to lay down his weapons. He obeyed and ordered his men to do the same.

			While Ambiorix deliberately dragged out the discussion﻿—spinning words, buying time﻿—the Eburones slowly closed in around the Roman officers. Then they struck. Sabinus was cut down.

			A roar went up: “Victory!” The Eburones’ war cry split the air. They charged the Roman line and smashed through it. Cotta fell fighting, along with most of the soldiers around him. The survivors staggered back to the camp they’d left that morning. Lucius Petrosidius, the eagle-bearer, overwhelmed by the swarm of enemies, hurled the legion’s eagle over the rampart to save it from capture, then died fighting with extraordinary courage in front of the gates. The men inside held the walls until nightfall. That night, seeing no hope of rescue, every last one of them took his own life.

			A few soldiers who’d escaped the ambush through the woods managed, after wandering for days, to reach Labienus at his winter camp. They told him everything.

			Ambiorix was elated. He rode out immediately with his cavalry to the Aduatuci, a neighboring tribe, riding day and night with his infantry following behind. He told them what had happened and roused them to action. Then he pushed on to the Nervii, the powerful Belgian tribe that had nearly destroyed Caesar’s army two years earlier.

			His pitch was simple and devastating: “Two Roman commanders are dead. A huge part of the army is destroyed. It would be easy to overwhelm the legion wintering with Cicero if we hit them by surprise. I’ll help you do it.”

			The Nervii needed no convincing.

			Messengers flew out to the Centrones, Grudii, Levaci, Pleumoxii, and Geiduni﻿—all tribes under Nervian authority﻿—and they mustered every man they could. Then they descended on Cicero’s winter camp without warning. Word of Sabinus’s disaster hadn’t reached Cicero yet.

			The same bad luck struck here too: soldiers who’d gone into the woods to cut timber for fortifications were caught by the sudden arrival of enemy cavalry and couldn’t get back. Then the full combined force﻿—Eburones, Nervii, Aduatuci, and all their allies and dependents﻿—hit the legion. The Romans raced to arms and manned the rampart. They held that first day, but just barely. The enemy threw everything they had at the walls, betting that if they could win quickly, they’d never have to fear Rome again.

			Cicero immediately sent messengers to Caesar. He offered huge rewards to anyone who could get through. But every road was blocked. Every messenger was caught.

			That night, working with incredible speed, the soldiers built a hundred and twenty wooden towers from the timber they’d stockpiled for fortifications. They completed every unfinished defensive work. The next day the enemy came back with even more men and started filling in the ditch. The Romans held them off the same way as before. And so it went, day after day. There was no rest, even at night. The sick and wounded weren’t allowed to stop. Everything needed for the next day’s defense was built in the dark: fire-hardened stakes, heavy throwing spears, new towers, wicker battlements and breastworks. Cicero himself, though seriously ill, refused to rest until his soldiers physically intervened and forced him to stop.

			At this point, the Nervian chiefs who had some personal connection with Cicero requested a meeting. When he agreed, they delivered the same pitch Ambiorix had used on Sabinus: all of Gaul was in arms, the Germans had crossed the Rhine, Caesar’s camps were under attack everywhere. They reported﻿—truthfully﻿—that Sabinus was dead. They pointed to Ambiorix as proof. “You’re fooling yourselves if you expect help from people who can’t even save themselves,” they said. “We have nothing against you personally or the Roman people﻿—we just don’t want a permanent military camp on our land. If you leave now, we’ll give you safe passage anywhere you want to go.”

			Cicero gave them a single answer: “It is not the custom of the Roman people to accept terms from an armed enemy. If you want to negotiate, put down your weapons first. Then I’ll act as your advocate with Caesar, and given his sense of justice, I believe you’ll get fair treatment.”

			Shut down, the Nervii went back to siege warfare. They surrounded the winter camp with a rampart eleven feet high and a trench thirteen feet deep. They’d learned these techniques from watching Roman engineers in previous campaigns, and Roman prisoners gave them detailed instruction. The only problem was they had no iron tools. They cut turf with their swords and scooped out dirt with their bare hands and cloaks. The sheer number of workers was staggering: they completed a fortified perimeter of ten miles in less than three hours. Over the following days, they started building siege towers as tall as the Roman rampart, along with grappling hooks and covered assault shelters﻿—all taught to them by captured legionaries.

			On the seventh day of the siege, a powerful wind kicked up. The Nervii launched incendiary missiles﻿—clay balls heated in fires and burning javelins﻿—at the camp’s buildings, which were roofed with thatch in the Gallic style. The straw caught immediately, and the wind whipped the flames across the entire camp. The Nervii let out a tremendous victory shout, as if the battle were already won, and surged forward with towers, ladders, and shelters, swarming the rampart.

			But the courage of the Roman soldiers was extraordinary. Scorched by flames on all sides, buried under a storm of missiles, watching their baggage and possessions burn behind them﻿—not a single man left the rampart. Hardly anyone even looked back. Every one of them fought with everything he had. This was the worst day of the siege for the Romans, but it was also the bloodiest for the enemy: they’d packed in so tightly beneath the walls that the men in back couldn’t retreat, and the Romans cut them down in heaps. When the fire died down and the Nervii managed to push a siege tower right up against the rampart at one point, the centurions of the third cohort deliberately pulled back from that section, calling their men away. Then they taunted the enemy, waving and shouting: “Come on in﻿—if you dare!” Not one of them stepped forward. The Romans pelted them with stones from every angle, drove them back, and set the tower on fire.

			In that legion there were two centurions, both on the verge of promotion to the highest rank: Titus Pulfio and Lucius Varenus. These two had carried on a fierce, ongoing rivalry for years﻿—constantly competing for advancement, each convinced he deserved the top spot over the other.

			During one of the fiercest attacks on the fortifications, Pulfio turned to Varenus and shouted: “What are you waiting for, Varenus? What better chance to prove yourself do you want? Today settles this﻿—once and for all!”

			Without another word, Pulfio charged out beyond the fortifications and hurled himself at the thickest mass of the enemy. Varenus wasn’t about to be left behind. Conscious of what everyone would think if he stayed on the rampart while Pulfio fought alone, he followed right after.

			Pulfio closed the distance and hurled his javelin. It punched through one of the charging enemy and dropped him. The enemy closed ranks, covering the fallen man with their shields, and turned every weapon they had on Pulfio. A javelin pierced his shield and lodged in his sword belt, jamming his scabbard sideways. He reached for his sword and couldn’t draw it. The enemy swarmed him.

			Varenus sprinted to his side. The entire enemy force immediately turned from Pulfio﻿—assuming he was finished with the javelin stuck in him﻿—and went after Varenus. He laid into them with his sword, fighting hand-to-hand, killing one and driving the rest back. But he pressed too far and stumbled into a dip in the ground, going down hard.

			Now Pulfio returned the favor. He fought his way to Varenus and pulled him out. Together, the two of them﻿—rivals turned saviors﻿—cut down a host of enemies and fought their way back inside the fortifications to thunderous cheers from their comrades.

			Fortune had staged a perfect drama. Each man had rescued the other. Each had proven his courage beyond question. And no one could say which of the two deserved the higher honor.

			As the siege ground on, the situation grew more desperate by the day. The garrison was shrinking﻿—more and more soldiers were too wounded to fight. Cicero kept sending messengers to Caesar, offering enormous rewards. Most were intercepted. Those who were caught were tortured to death in full view of the Roman soldiers.

			Inside the camp was a Nervian named Vertico, a nobleman who’d defected to Cicero at the start of the siege and had proven his loyalty. He persuaded his personal slave﻿—with promises of freedom and generous rewards﻿—to carry a letter to Caesar. The slave, being a Gaul himself, walked right through the enemy lines without arousing suspicion, the letter wound around his javelin shaft. He reached Caesar. Now Caesar knew the full extent of the danger facing Cicero and the legion.

			The letter arrived around five in the afternoon. Caesar moved immediately. He sent a messenger to Marcus Crassus, whose winter camp was twenty-five miles away among the Bellovaci, ordering his legion to march through the night and join him at top speed. Crassus left with the messenger. Caesar sent another dispatch to Gaius Fabius, ordering him to bring his legion into Atrebatian territory along Caesar’s planned route. He wrote to Labienus, telling him to bring his legion to the edge of Nervian territory﻿—if he could do it without putting his own position at risk. He didn’t wait for the more distant forces. He assembled about four hundred cavalry from the nearest garrisons.

			Crassus arrived around mid-morning the next day, as scouts reported. Caesar marched twenty miles that day. He put Crassus in charge of Samarobriva, assigning him a legion to guard the army’s baggage, the hostages, the official records, and the grain reserves. Fabius met him on the road with his legion, exactly as ordered.

			Labienus was a different story. He’d learned about the destruction of Sabinus’s force, and the entire Treviran army was camped just three miles from his position. He feared that any movement from his winter camp would look like a retreat, inviting an attack from an enemy riding high on their recent victory. He sent Caesar a letter explaining the risk and detailing everything that had happened with the Eburones and the Treviri.

			Caesar understood. He’d hoped for three legions and now had two. But he put all his faith in speed. He pushed into Nervian territory by forced marches. There, from captured scouts, he learned the state of Cicero’s camp and how critical the situation was. He found a Gallic cavalryman willing to carry a letter to Cicero in exchange for a large reward. He wrote the letter in Greek characters, so that if it was intercepted, the enemy couldn’t read it. His instructions: if the man couldn’t get inside the camp, he should tie the letter to his javelin and throw it over the walls.

			The message was simple: I’m coming with legions. Hold on. Fight like you always have.

			The Gaul made the throw. The javelin stuck in a siege tower and went unnoticed for two days. On the third day, a soldier spotted it, pulled it down, and brought it to Cicero. He read it aloud to the assembled legion. Joy swept through the camp. And then, in the distance, they could see smoke rising from burning farmsteads﻿—the unmistakable sign of legions on the march.

			The Gauls spotted it too. Their scouts confirmed Caesar was coming. They abandoned the siege and turned their entire force﻿—some sixty thousand armed men﻿—to face him. Cicero, seizing the moment, sent Vertico’s slave back to Caesar with an update: the enemy had left and was marching straight for him.

			The message reached Caesar around midnight. He told his soldiers and rallied them for battle. At dawn, he broke camp and advanced about four miles before spotting the Gallic army on the far side of a substantial valley with a stream running through it. Fighting across that valley against such overwhelming numbers would be extremely dangerous. Since Cicero was now free of the siege, Caesar decided he could afford caution. He halted and fortified a camp, choosing the best ground he could find. The camp was small to begin with﻿—barely seven thousand men, and those without baggage﻿—but he deliberately made it even smaller, narrowing the passages and gates to look cramped and panicked. He wanted the enemy to think he was afraid.

			Meanwhile, he sent scouts to find the best route across the valley.

			That day, there were some cavalry skirmishes near the stream, but both armies held their positions. The Gauls were waiting for reinforcements that hadn’t yet arrived. Caesar was waiting for them to grow overconfident and come to him. If he could get them to cross the valley and attack uphill, he’d have them.

			At dawn the next day, the enemy cavalry advanced and engaged the Roman horsemen. Caesar had given orders: fall back. Look beaten. Retreat to the camp. At the same time, he had the rampart built higher on all sides, the gates barricaded﻿—and told his men to make a show of doing it all in a panic, running back and forth as if terrified.

			It worked. The Gauls took the bait completely. They brought their whole army across the valley and formed up in a bad position on Roman-chosen ground. When they moved even closer, hurling missiles over the walls, they sent heralds around their lines to announce: “Any Gaul or Roman who wants to switch sides has until mid-morning. After that, no mercy.” They were so contemptuous that some started pulling down the rampart with their hands, others filling in the trenches﻿—the gates had been blocked with what looked like a single flimsy row of turf.

			Then Caesar let them have it. Every gate burst open at once. The cavalry charged out. The Gauls broke instantly. Not a single man stood to fight. The Romans ran them down, killing huge numbers and stripping the survivors of their weapons.

			Caesar didn’t pursue far﻿—the woods and marshes made it risky, and the enemy had already paid heavily for their mistake. He reached Cicero’s camp that same day with his entire force intact. What he saw stunned him. The siege towers, the covered shelters, the massive fortification ring the Nervii had built﻿—and when the legion was drawn up for inspection, he found that fewer than one man in ten had escaped without a wound.

			From all of this﻿—the evidence of the fortifications, the state of the men﻿—Caesar could measure both the danger they’d faced and the extraordinary courage they’d shown. He praised Cicero with the honors he deserved. He praised the legion. He singled out by name every centurion and tribune whose valor had been particularly outstanding. From prisoners, he got the full account of Sabinus and Cotta’s destruction.

			The next day, Caesar assembled the troops and laid out everything that had happened. He consoled them. He steadied them. And he told them plainly: the disaster was caused by the poor judgment and recklessness of a single officer. The men should bear it with patience. The gods and their own courage had made sure the enemy’s joy was short-lived﻿—and the soldiers’ grief would be too.

			Word of Caesar’s victory raced through the country of the Remi with astonishing speed. Labienus was sixty miles from Cicero’s camp, and Caesar had arrived there after mid-afternoon. Yet before midnight that same night, a shout went up at the gates of Labienus’s camp: Remi messengers, carrying the news and cheering the victory. When the report reached the Treviri, Indutiomarus﻿—who’d been planning to attack Labienus’s camp the very next day﻿—quietly broke camp in the darkness and led his entire force back into Treviran territory.

			Caesar sent Fabius back to his winter quarters with his legion. He himself decided to winter near Samarobriva with three legions in three separate camps, keeping personal command. The scale of the unrest in Gaul demanded it. News of Sabinus’s disaster had spread everywhere, and virtually every tribe was now discussing war, sending out messengers and embassies, holding secret councils in remote places, and probing for the next opportunity. Not a single day passed without Caesar receiving fresh intelligence about meetings, conspiracies, and military preparations.

			Lucius Roscius, commanding the thirteenth legion, reported that a large combined force from the Armorican tribes of the Atlantic coast had assembled within eight miles of his position and were preparing to attack. But when they heard about Caesar’s victory, they dispersed so fast it looked like a rout.

			Caesar summoned the leading men of every tribe. Some he intimidated﻿—making it clear he knew exactly what they were up to. Others he encouraged. Through a combination of pressure and persuasion, he kept most of Gaul under control. But not all of it.

			The Senones, a powerful and influential tribe, tried to assassinate Cavarinus, the king Caesar had appointed﻿—whose brother Moritasgus had held the throne before him and whose family had ruled for generations. Cavarinus got wind of the plot and fled. The Senones chased him to the border, drove him from his kingdom, and then had the audacity to send ambassadors to Caesar asking for peace. When Caesar ordered their entire senate to report to him, they refused.

			This was the mood across Gaul. For these fierce, warlike peoples, the deepest wound was to their pride. They’d once been the most feared warriors in the known world. Now they took orders from Rome. It was almost more than they could bear. Except for the Aedui and the Remi﻿—the Aedui, honored by Rome for their long and steady loyalty, and the Remi, rewarded for their recent service in the Gallic wars﻿—there was hardly a tribe Caesar didn’t suspect.

			And frankly, who could blame them? Beyond all the other reasons for resentment, for a people who had once stood above all others in military glory, the loss of that reputation stung worst of all.

			Meanwhile, Indutiomarus and the Treviri spent the entire winter sending ambassadors across the Rhine, courting the German tribes, offering money, and pointing out that a huge portion of the Roman army had been wiped out. The Germans weren’t buying it. “We tried crossing the Rhine twice,” they said﻿—“once against Ariovistus, and once with the Tenchtheri. We’re not pushing our luck a third time.”

			Frustrated but not discouraged, Indutiomarus began building his own power base. He raised troops, trained them, bought horses from neighboring peoples, and attracted outlaws and exiles from across Gaul with generous rewards. His reputation grew so large that delegations were streaming in from every direction, seeking his favor and alliance.

			When he saw the momentum building﻿—the Senones and Carnutes driven by guilt over their recent provocations, the Nervii and Aduatuci preparing for open war﻿—he knew the time was near. He proclaimed an armed assembly, which under Gallic custom was the formal declaration of war. Every man of fighting age was required to attend under arms. The last to arrive was tortured and killed before the whole assembly.

			At the assembly, Indutiomarus declared his own son-in-law Cingetorix﻿—the same man who’d put himself under Caesar’s protection and never wavered in his loyalty﻿—a public enemy and confiscated all his property. Then he announced his plan: he would march through Remi territory, devastating the land, and attack Labienus’s camp. But first, he told the assembly what he needed from them.

			Labienus, safe behind his strong fortifications, wasn’t worried about his own camp or his legion. He was focused on finding the right moment to strike. When Cingetorix’s allies reported Indutiomarus’s speech from the assembly, Labienus quietly sent messages to the neighboring tribes and summoned cavalry from all quarters, setting a specific date for them to arrive.

			Meanwhile, Indutiomarus made it a daily habit to parade his cavalry right up to Labienus’s camp﻿—sometimes to scout the layout, sometimes to intimidate, sometimes to hurl insults. His horsemen threw javelins and screamed taunts, trying to provoke a fight. Labienus gave no response. He kept his men inside the walls and did everything he could to reinforce the impression that he was afraid.

			Then, one night, Labienus’s cavalry reinforcements arrived﻿—every rider he’d summoned from the neighboring tribes. He smuggled them into camp under such tight security that not a whisper of it leaked to the Treviri.

			The next day, Indutiomarus rode up as usual. He spent most of the day there, his men hurling weapons and shouting insults. No response from the Romans. Eventually, toward evening, the Treviran cavalry drifted away in their usual disorganized fashion, riders scattering in every direction.

			Labienus struck.

			He threw open two gates at once and sent out every cavalryman he had. His orders were precise: find Indutiomarus. Kill him. No one else matters until he’s dead. He’d seen this moment coming﻿—the scattered, careless withdrawal﻿—and he knew exactly what would happen. He offered enormous bounties to anyone who brought him Indutiomarus’s body. He sent the infantry cohorts out as backup for the cavalry.

			Fortune favored the plan. The entire cavalry force had one target, and every rider knew it. Indutiomarus was caught at the ford of a river, trying to cross. He was killed. His head was carried back to camp. On their way home, the cavalry ran down and killed as many Treviri as they could catch.

			When the news spread, every Eburone and Nervian force that had assembled melted away into the countryside. For a brief time after this, Caesar found Gaul a little easier to manage.
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			Caesar, expecting serious trouble brewing across Gaul, decided to raise new troops. He assigned the task to three of his officers﻿—Marcus Silanus, Gaius Antistius Reginus, and Titus Sextius. At the same time, he sent a request to Pompey, the proconsul. Pompey was stationed near Rome with military authority, technically for the good of the state. Caesar asked him to order the men he had enlisted during his consulship in Cisalpine Gaul﻿—northern Italy﻿—to report to their units and march north to join Caesar’s army.

			Caesar had a strategic reason beyond just needing soldiers. He wanted the Gauls to see that Rome’s resources were essentially bottomless﻿—that any losses suffered in war could be replaced quickly and then some. The message was clear: don’t even think about it.

			Pompey agreed, out of both duty and friendship. Caesar’s officers moved fast. Before winter was even over, three new legions had been formed and delivered. He had doubled the number of cohorts lost in the disaster under Quintus Titurius. The speed of the mobilization, and the sheer size of the force, sent an unmistakable signal to every tribe in Gaul about what Roman discipline and Roman power could accomplish.

			After the killing of Indutiomarus﻿—described in the previous book﻿—the Treviri, a powerful tribe near the Rhine in what is now Luxembourg, handed power to his relatives. These men immediately began stirring up trouble. They pressured the neighboring Germanic tribes, offering money in exchange for military support. When the nearest Germans turned them down, they reached out to tribes farther away. Eventually they found willing partners, sealed the deal with mutual oaths and hostages to guarantee the cash, and brought Ambiorix into their alliance.

			Caesar was watching all of this unfold. War was forming on multiple fronts. The Nervii, the Aduatuci, and the Menapii were arming. Every Germanic tribe west of the Rhine was mobilizing. The Senones had ignored Caesar’s order to attend his assembly and were secretly coordinating with the Carnutes and other neighboring states. The Treviri kept sending delegations to the Germans, begging for help.

			Caesar decided he needed to move earlier than usual.

			While it was still winter, he concentrated four legions and struck into Nervii territory without warning. Before the Nervii could muster their forces or even flee, Caesar’s troops captured huge numbers of cattle and people, torched the countryside, and handed the plunder over to the soldiers. The Nervii had no choice. They surrendered and gave hostages.

			With that settled quickly, Caesar pulled his legions back to winter quarters.

			He then called for the spring assembly of Gallic leaders, as he did every year. Delegates arrived from every state﻿—except the Senones, the Carnutes, and the Treviri. Caesar took their absence as a declaration of war. To show that dealing with this revolt was his top priority, he moved the assembly from its usual location to Lutetia, the town of the Parisii﻿—modern-day Paris. The Parisii bordered the Senones and had been allied with them in the past, but they seemed uninvolved in the current conspiracy.

			Caesar announced the change from his tribunal, then marched toward the Senones that same day. His legions covered the distance at a punishing pace.

			Acco, the ringleader of the Senones’ rebellion, heard Caesar was coming and ordered his people to gather in their fortified towns. But before they could organize, word came that the Romans were already at their doorstep. They abandoned their plans and sent ambassadors to beg for mercy, using the Aedui as intermediaries. The Aedui had been patrons of the Senones since ancient times.

			Caesar accepted their apology. The Aedui vouched for them, and Caesar was willing to move on﻿—summer was for fighting wars, not conducting investigations. But he took one hundred hostages and left them in Aedui custody.

			The Carnutes did the same thing, sending ambassadors and hostages through the Remi, their own traditional patrons. Caesar gave them identical terms.

			With the council concluded, Caesar imposed a cavalry levy on the states and turned his full attention to the real fight.

			This part of Gaul pacified, Caesar threw himself body and soul into the war against the Treviri and Ambiorix. He ordered Cavarinus to march with him, bringing along the Senones’ cavalry﻿—partly to keep an eye on him, since Cavarinus had a hot temper and had made plenty of enemies among his own people.

			Caesar had already concluded that Ambiorix would never risk a pitched battle. So he studied Ambiorix’s other options carefully. The Menapii were key. Their territory﻿—a vast stretch of marshes and dense forests in what is now the Low Countries﻿—bordered the Eburones, and the Menapii were the only tribe in all of Gaul that had never sent ambassadors to Caesar or discussed peace terms. Caesar knew they had ties of hospitality with Ambiorix, and he had discovered that Ambiorix had been building an alliance with the Germans through the Treviri.

			The strategy was clear: strip away Ambiorix’s allies before forcing a confrontation. If Ambiorix lost his safe havens, he would have nowhere to hide﻿—not among the Menapii and not across the Rhine.

			Caesar sent the army’s baggage train to Labienus in Treviri territory, along with two legions. He himself took five legions, traveling light, and marched against the Menapii.

			The Menapii had raised no army. They relied entirely on geography. When Caesar appeared, they retreated into their woods and swamps, dragging all their possessions with them.

			Caesar split his force into three columns under himself, his officer Gaius Fabius, and his quartermaster Marcus Crassus. They threw together rough bridges, pushed into Menapii territory from three directions at once, burned their homes and villages, and seized large numbers of cattle and captives.

			The Menapii had no choice. They sent ambassadors and sued for peace.

			Caesar took their hostages and made his terms crystal clear: “If you allow Ambiorix or any of his agents into your territory, I will treat you as enemies.”

			He left Commius the Atrebatian behind with a cavalry detachment to keep the Menapii honest, then marched for the Treviri.

			While Caesar had been dealing with the Menapii, the Treviri had been massing a huge army of infantry and cavalry, preparing to attack Labienus and the legion wintering in their territory. They were within two days’ march of his camp when they learned that Caesar’s two additional legions had arrived.

			They stopped. Fifteen miles from Labienus, they pitched camp and decided to wait for Germanic reinforcements.

			Labienus knew exactly what they were planning. He also saw an opportunity in their overconfidence. Leaving five cohorts to guard the baggage, he advanced with twenty-five cohorts and a large cavalry force to within a mile of the enemy and fortified a camp.

			Between the two camps ran a river﻿—deep, with steep banks. Labienus had no intention of crossing it. He didn’t think the enemy would cross it either.

			Then Labienus set his trap. He knew the enemy expected Germanic help any day. So at a council of war, he announced loudly enough for everyone to hear: “Since the Germans are reportedly on their way, I will not gamble the safety of this army. We break camp at dawn tomorrow.”

			He knew this would leak. In a cavalry force full of Gallic auxiliaries, some were bound to sympathize with the other side. It was human nature. The words reached the Treviri within hours.

			That night, Labienus secretly briefed his tribunes and senior centurions on his real plan. To sell the deception, he ordered the camp to be struck with maximum noise and disorder﻿—far more commotion than Roman troops would normally make. He wanted the departure to look like a panicked retreat.

			The camps were close enough that enemy scouts confirmed everything before dawn.

			The Gauls took the bait completely. They barely waited for the Roman rear guard to clear the fortifications before they started egging each other on:

			“Are we going to let this prize slip through our fingers? The Romans are terrified! It would be pathetic to sit here waiting for the Germans when we have enough men to crush this tiny force﻿—especially one that’s running away loaded down with baggage!”

			They crossed the river and charged after what they thought was a fleeing army.

			Labienus had expected exactly this. He continued his quiet, deliberate march, maintaining the pretense, drawing them farther from the river and onto ground of his choosing. Once the baggage train was safely positioned on a rise ahead, he turned to his men.

			“Soldiers﻿—you have the opportunity you’ve been waiting for. The enemy is right where we want them, on bad ground and off balance. Show me the same courage you’ve shown Caesar himself. Imagine he’s standing right here, watching you fight.”

			He ordered the troops to face about, form battle lines, and charge. A few cavalry squads covered the baggage; the rest took the wings.

			The Romans raised a battle cry and hurled their javelins. The Treviri were stunned. The army they thought was running in terror was suddenly charging straight at them with standards leveled. They couldn’t even withstand the first shock. They broke and ran for the nearest woods. Labienus sent his cavalry after them, killing many and taking prisoners.

			Within days, the Treviri state was in his hands. The Germanic reinforcements, hearing of the rout, turned around and went home. The relatives of Indutiomarus﻿—the ones who had started this whole revolt﻿—fled with them, abandoning their country. Power was given to Cingetorix, who had remained loyal to Rome from the beginning.

			Caesar, arriving from Menapii territory, decided to cross the Rhine a second time. He had two reasons. First, the Germans had sent troops to support the Treviri against him. Second, he wanted to make sure Ambiorix had no safe haven across the river.

			He began building a bridge slightly upstream from the spot where he had crossed before. The design was already established, and his soldiers, now experienced at this kind of engineering, finished the work in a matter of days.

			Caesar left a strong garrison on the Treviri side of the bridge﻿—he wasn’t taking chances with that tribe﻿—and led the rest of his army across.

			The Ubii, a Germanic tribe that had previously submitted to Caesar and given hostages, immediately sent ambassadors. Their message was defensive: “We did not send help to the Treviri. We have not broken faith. Please don’t punish all Germans for the actions of some. If you want more hostages, we’ll provide them.”

			Caesar investigated. It turned out the reinforcements had come from the Suebi, not the Ubii. He accepted the Ubii’s explanation and began gathering detailed intelligence about routes into Suebi territory.

			A few days later, the Ubii reported that the Suebi were concentrating their entire fighting force in one place and calling up infantry and cavalry from all their subject tribes.

			Caesar moved to a supply depot, chose a strong campsite, and ordered the Ubii to drive their cattle from the countryside into their towns. His plan was to starve the Suebi into fighting on unfavorable terms﻿—they were, after all, a people who barely practiced agriculture and would struggle with supply shortages.

			He sent Ubian scouts deep into Suebi territory. After a few days, they came back with a report: the Suebi, once they had confirmed intelligence about the Roman army, had retreated with all their forces﻿—allies included﻿—to the farthest reaches of their territory. There, a vast forest called Bacenis stretched into the interior, forming a natural barrier between the Suebi and the Cherusci to the north, protecting each tribe from the other’s raids. The Suebi had positioned themselves at the edge of this forest and were prepared to wait for the Romans there.

			Since we’ve reached this point in the narrative, it seems worthwhile to describe the customs of Gaul and Germany, and how these two peoples differ from each other.

			In Gaul, there are political factions everywhere﻿—not just in every state and every district, but practically in every household. The faction leaders are men judged to have the most influence, and all major decisions ultimately flow through them. This system apparently goes back to ancient times. The idea was that no ordinary person should ever be left without a powerful protector against someone stronger. A faction leader who fails to defend his people loses his following. This same dynamic plays out across the whole of Gaul: every state is divided into two rival factions.

			When Caesar first arrived in Gaul, the Aedui led one faction and the Sequani led the other. The Sequani, being weaker on their own, had recruited the Germanic king Ariovistus and his warriors, luring them across the Rhine with lavish payments and promises. After several victories, the Sequani had crushed the Aedui’s nobility, seized their dependents, taken their leaders’ sons as hostages, forced them into humiliating oaths, grabbed their territory, and claimed dominance over all of Gaul.

			In desperation, Divitiacus the Aeduan had traveled to Rome to beg the Senate for help. He came back empty-handed.

			Everything changed when Caesar arrived. He returned the hostages to the Aedui, restored their old alliances, and helped them build new ones﻿—because other tribes could see that being aligned with the Aedui now meant better conditions and more reasonable governance. The Aedui regained their prestige and influence. The Sequani lost theirs.

			The Remi took the Sequani’s old place as second in rank. Because they were known to enjoy Caesar’s favor equally with the Aedui, tribes that couldn’t stomach the Aedui﻿—due to old grudges﻿—attached themselves to the Remi instead. The Remi looked after them well, maintaining a power base that was new but growing fast.

			So the situation stood like this: the Aedui were recognized as the leading state by a wide margin, and the Remi held second place.

			Across all of Gaul, there are two classes of men who matter. The common people are treated almost like slaves﻿—they have no voice in public affairs, no say in any decisions. Most of them are crushed by debt, or by heavy taxes, or by the bullying of the powerful. When they can’t take it anymore, they sign themselves over as servants to the nobles, who then hold the same absolute authority over them that masters hold over slaves.

			Of the two classes that do matter, one is the Druids and the other is the knights.

			The Druids handle everything sacred. They conduct all public and private religious ceremonies. They interpret religious law. And they are the educators﻿—young men flock to them in huge numbers, and Druids hold enormous prestige in society.

			The Druids serve as judges in virtually every dispute, public or private. Murder, inheritance, boundary disagreements﻿—the Druids decide them all. They set the rewards and the punishments. And if anyone﻿—individual or state﻿—refuses to accept their ruling, the Druids impose the most devastating penalty available: they ban the offender from religious ceremonies.

			This might not sound like much, but in Gallic society, it is effectively a death sentence. Anyone banned from the sacrifices is treated as impious and criminal. Everyone avoids them. No one will speak to them or even stand near them, afraid of being contaminated. They can’t bring lawsuits. They can’t hold office. They are, for all practical purposes, dead to society.

			One chief Druid presides over the entire order. When he dies, the most distinguished candidate succeeds him. If several contenders are equally qualified, the Druids vote. Sometimes they even fight for the position.

			Every year, at a set time, the Druids gather at a sacred site in the territory of the Carnutes, which is considered the geographic center of Gaul. People with disputes come from every direction to submit their cases, and they accept whatever the Druids decide.

			The institution is believed to have originated in Britain. Even now, students who want to study the system in depth travel to Britain for their education.

			The Druids enjoy extraordinary privileges. They don’t serve in the military. They don’t pay taxes. They’re exempt from every civic obligation.

			With benefits like these, it’s no surprise that many join voluntarily, and many more are sent by their parents. Students are said to memorize enormous quantities of verse. Some remain in training for twenty years.

			The Druids refuse to write any of this down, though they use Greek letters for nearly everything else﻿—business transactions, public records, personal correspondence. Caesar believed they had two reasons for this policy. First, they didn’t want their teachings to spread to the general public. Second, they didn’t want their students to get lazy about memorization. It’s human nature: once you can look something up, you stop bothering to learn it by heart.

			The central doctrine the Druids teach is the transmigration of souls﻿—that the soul does not die but passes from one body to another after death. They believe this is the ultimate motivator for courage in battle: if you’re not afraid of death, you’ll fight like you have nothing to lose.

			They also teach astronomy, natural philosophy, and theology﻿—the movements of the stars, the size of the universe and the earth, the nature of the physical world, and the power of the gods.

			The second class is the knights. These are Gaul’s warriors, and before Caesar’s arrival, there was a war almost every year﻿—either attacking someone or defending against attack. Every knight fights. The more distinguished a knight’s birth and the greater his wealth, the larger his retinue of servants and dependents. This is the only measure of influence and power they recognize.

			The Gauls as a people are deeply religious﻿—almost to the point of obsession. Those suffering from serious illness and those going into battle either sacrifice human beings to the gods or vow to do so, using the Druids to perform the rites. Their logic is straightforward: the gods demand a life for a life. Unless a human life is offered, the immortal gods will not be appeased. They have established regular state-sponsored sacrifices of this kind.

			Some tribes build enormous figures out of woven branches, fill them with living people, and set them on fire. The victims burn to death inside.

			They prefer to sacrifice criminals﻿—thieves, robbers, and other offenders﻿—believing the gods find these more acceptable. But when the supply of criminals runs short, they turn to the innocent.

			The god the Gauls worship above all others corresponds to the Roman Mercury. His images are everywhere. They credit him with inventing all the arts, consider him the patron of travelers and merchants, and believe he has the greatest power over commerce and profit.

			After Mercury, they honor gods corresponding to Apollo, Mars, Jupiter, and Minerva. Their beliefs about these gods are broadly similar to those of other peoples: Apollo wards off disease; Minerva teaches craftsmanship; Jupiter rules the sky; Mars governs war.

			When they decide to go into battle, they commonly vow to Mars whatever they capture. After a victory, they sacrifice the captured animals that survived the fighting and pile everything else﻿—weapons, armor, plunder﻿—in consecrated places. In many Gallic states you can see these heaps of war trophies sitting in sacred spots. It is extremely rare for anyone to dare hide plunder at home or steal from these piles. The punishment for such sacrilege is death by torture.

			The Gauls claim they are all descended from Dis, the god of the underworld, and say this tradition comes from the Druids. This is why they measure time by nights rather than days. Birthdays, the first of the month, the start of the year﻿—the night always comes before the day.

			Among their other customs, one stands out: they don’t allow their sons to approach them in public until the boys are old enough for military service. A father considers it disgraceful for his underage son to stand beside him where others can see.

			Here is how Gallic marriage works. Whatever dowry a wife brings to the marriage, the husband matches it from his own estate, pound for pound. The combined fund is managed jointly, and all the profits are saved. When one spouse dies, the survivor inherits everything﻿—the original contributions from both sides plus all accumulated gains.

			Husbands hold the power of life and death over their wives and children. When a prominent man dies under suspicious circumstances, his relatives convene an investigation. The wives are interrogated under the same procedures used for slaves. If evidence of foul play is found, the wives are tortured and killed.

			Gallic funerals are lavish and expensive by the standards of their civilization. Everything the deceased was believed to have loved in life﻿—including animals﻿—is thrown on the pyre. Until quite recently, slaves and dependents known to have been favorites of the dead were burned alive alongside them after the funeral rites were completed.

			The more politically advanced Gallic states have an interesting law: if anyone picks up a rumor about public affairs from travelers or neighbors, he must report it to a magistrate and tell no one else. Experience had taught them that uninformed, excitable people could be panicked by false reports into doing something rash or making terrible decisions about important matters. The magistrates decide what the public needs to know and what should stay secret. Speaking publicly about state affairs outside of an official council is illegal.

			The Germans are very different.

			They have no Druids to oversee religion and care little for sacrifices. The only gods they recognize are those they can see and whose benefits they experience directly﻿—the sun, fire, and the moon. They haven’t even heard of the others.

			Their entire lives revolve around hunting and warfare. From childhood, they embrace hardship and physical endurance. Among them, the young men who remain celibate the longest earn the highest praise. They believe that sexual restraint promotes growth, builds physical strength, and develops muscle. To have sex before the age of twenty is considered deeply shameful. There’s no secrecy about this, either﻿—they bathe together in rivers, men and women alike, wearing nothing but small animal skins that leave most of the body bare.

			The Germans pay little attention to farming. Most of their diet consists of milk, cheese, and meat. No one owns a fixed plot of land. Instead, the magistrates and chiefs assign each tribe and clan a parcel of land each year, choosing the location and size as they see fit. The next year, everyone moves to a different plot.

			They give many reasons for this system. They don’t want people to get comfortable and trade the warrior’s life for farming. They don’t want the powerful to accumulate large estates and push out the weak. They don’t want people building fancy houses to stay warm and cozy. They don’t want the desire for wealth to breed the kind of divisions and rivalries that tear communities apart. And they want the common people to stay content, seeing that they live on the same terms as the most powerful among them.

			Each Germanic state considers it the highest glory to have the widest possible belt of depopulated wasteland around its borders. This is the real proof of military strength﻿—that your neighbors have been driven off their land and no one dares settle nearby. They also believe it makes them more secure, since it removes the threat of a surprise attack.

			When a state goes to war, whether offensive or defensive, they elect war leaders with absolute authority, including power of life and death. In peacetime, there is no central government at all. The chiefs of each region and district settle disputes and administer justice among their own people.

			Raiding beyond their own borders carries no stigma. They openly declare that it builds character in young men and prevents laziness. When a chief announces at an assembly that he’s planning a raid and asks for volunteers, those who step forward are applauded by the whole community. Anyone who volunteers and then backs out is branded a deserter and a traitor, and no one trusts them about anything ever again.

			Guests, on the other hand, are sacred. Harming a guest is considered an abomination. Anyone who comes to them for any reason is protected and treated as inviolable. Every home is open to them, and food is freely shared.

			There was a time when the Gauls were actually the superior warriors, launching offensive campaigns against the Germans. Overpopulation and lack of farmland had driven Gallic colonies across the Rhine. The Volcae Tectosages, for instance, seized some of the most fertile land in Germany, around the Hercynian forest﻿—a forest that the Greek geographer Eratosthenes and other Greek writers had heard of, though they called it “Orcynia.” The Volcae Tectosages settled there and remain to this day, with an excellent reputation for both justice and military skill. They still live with the same scarcity, toughness, and simplicity as the Germans, eating the same food and wearing the same clothes.

			The Gauls back home, meanwhile, went the other direction. Proximity to the Roman Province and access to overseas trade goods introduced them to luxury and a more refined way of life. Gradually outmatched by the Germans in engagement after engagement, they no longer even compare themselves to their neighbors in fighting ability.

			The Hercynian forest deserves special mention. A fast traveler needs nine days just to cross its width. The Germans don’t measure distances in miles, so that’s the only way to describe it. It begins at the borders of the Helvetii, the Nemetes, and the Rauraci in the west, and stretches along the Danube all the way east to the territory of the Daci and the Anartes. Then it curves northward away from the river, and because of its sheer size, it touches the borders of countless tribes. No one in this part of Germany claims to have reached the far end, even after sixty days of travel, or even to know where it begins.

			The forest is home to many species of animals found nowhere else. Three are especially noteworthy.

			First, there is an animal shaped like a deer, but with a single horn rising straight up from the middle of its forehead, between the ears. The horn is taller and straighter than any antlers we know. At the top, it spreads out into broad, palm-shaped branches. Males and females look identical, with the same body shape and the same horns.

			Then there are the animals they call elk. They look something like roe deer in shape and the mottled pattern of their hides, but they’re somewhat larger﻿—and according to the locals, they have no joints in their legs.

			Because of this, the elk supposedly cannot lie down. If one falls over, it can’t get back up. So instead of sleeping on the ground, elk lean against trees to rest, tilting just enough to take the weight off their legs.

			Hunters who track elk footprints to their favorite resting spots have figured out how to exploit this. They either dig out the roots of the trees or saw through the trunks just enough that the trees still appear to be standing. When the elk lean against them as usual, their weight topples the weakened trees, and the elk come crashing down with them, helpless on the ground.

			The third remarkable animal is the aurochs. These are nearly the size of elephants, with the appearance, color, and build of a bull. Their strength and speed are extraordinary. They will attack any human or animal they spot. The Germans go to great lengths to trap them in pits and kill them. Young men use aurochs hunting as a rite of passage, a way to toughen themselves up, and those who kill the most﻿—producing the horns as proof﻿—earn enormous prestige.

			But even calves captured very young can never be tamed or domesticated. The size, shape, and spread of their horns are quite different from those of ordinary cattle. The Germans prize the horns highly, rimming them with silver and using them as drinking cups at their finest feasts.

			Once Caesar’s Ubian scouts confirmed that the Suebi had withdrawn deep into their forests, he decided not to pursue them any farther. The Germans, as noted, barely practiced agriculture, and Caesar was worried about running out of grain in hostile territory with no supply lines.

			But he didn’t want the Germans to feel completely safe, either. He wanted them wondering whether he might come back, and he wanted to slow down any reinforcements they might send to the Gauls. So when he pulled his army back across the Rhine, he demolished the last two hundred feet of the bridge on the far side and built a four-story tower at the broken end, stationing a garrison of twelve cohorts with heavy fortifications to hold the position. He put a young officer named Gaius Volcatius Tullus in command.

			Then, as the grain was ripening, Caesar set out after Ambiorix. His route took him through the Ardennes forest﻿—the largest in all of Gaul, stretching from the Rhine and the Treviri frontier all the way to the Nervii, more than five hundred miles across. He sent Lucius Minucius Basilus ahead with the entire cavalry, hoping that speed and surprise might catch Ambiorix off guard. Caesar told Basilus to ban campfires so no smoke would betray his approach from a distance, and promised to follow close behind.

			Basilus moved fast﻿—faster than anyone expected. He caught groups of Eburones out in the open, completely unsuspecting. Based on their information, he pressed on toward Ambiorix’s location.

			What happened next was a remarkable demonstration of how much warfare depends on luck.

			Basilus achieved total surprise. He caught Ambiorix completely unguarded and unprepared﻿—his arrival was visible to people before any messenger or rumor had preceded him. But then luck swung the other way. Even though every piece of military equipment Ambiorix owned was captured, along with his chariots and horses, Ambiorix himself escaped death.

			Here’s how it happened. His house was surrounded by forest, as most Gallic dwellings are﻿—they build near woods and rivers to avoid the heat. In that cramped, wooded space, Ambiorix’s bodyguards and companions held off the Roman cavalry just long enough. While they fought, one of his men got him onto a horse. The forest covered his escape.

			So fortune played both sides: it nearly delivered Ambiorix into Roman hands, and then snatched him away at the last moment.

			Whether Ambiorix deliberately chose not to gather his forces﻿—because he calculated he shouldn’t risk a battle﻿—or whether he simply ran out of time, caught off guard by the sudden arrival of the cavalry while he assumed the main army was right behind them, is unclear. Either way, he sent messengers racing across the countryside with one order: every man for himself.

			Some fled into the Ardennes forest. Some disappeared into the vast marshes. Those nearest the ocean hid on the tidal islands along the coast. Many abandoned their homeland entirely, entrusting themselves and everything they owned to complete strangers.

			Cativolcus, the king of half the Eburones﻿—the man who had joined Ambiorix’s conspiracy﻿—was too old and broken to endure either war or flight. He cursed Ambiorix with every oath he could think of for dragging him into this disaster. Then he drank the juice of the yew tree, which grows in abundance throughout Gaul and Germany, and killed himself.

			The Segni and Condrusi, Germanic peoples living between the Eburones and the Treviri, sent ambassadors to Caesar. Their message: don’t treat all the Germans west of the Rhine as one group. They had made no plans for war. They had sent no help to Ambiorix.

			Caesar questioned his prisoners and confirmed their story. He told the Segni and Condrusi that if any Eburones had fled into their territory, they must be handed over. Do that, he said, and your lands will not be touched.

			Then he divided his army into three columns and sent the baggage of all the legions to Aduatuca. This was a fortified camp almost exactly in the center of Eburones territory﻿—the same place where Titurius and Aurunculeius had been stationed for the winter before the catastrophe. Caesar chose it partly because the previous year’s fortifications were still standing, which would save his soldiers considerable labor.

			He left the fourteenth legion to guard the baggage﻿—one of the three new legions recently raised in Italy. Quintus Tullius Cicero was put in command, along with two hundred cavalry.

			Caesar split his three columns. He ordered Labienus to take three legions toward the coast and the Menapii border. He sent Gaius Trebonius with another three legions to ravage the territory near the Aduatuci. He himself would take the remaining three legions to the Sambre River﻿—which flows into the Meuse﻿—and into the most remote parts of the Ardennes, where Ambiorix was rumored to have fled with a small mounted escort.

			Before departing, he promised to return within seven days﻿—the date when the fourteenth legion’s grain ration was due. He told Labienus and Trebonius to return by the same day if possible, so they could compare intelligence, assess the enemy’s plans, and decide on their next move.

			There was, as mentioned, no organized enemy army left. No town that could mount a defense. The people were scattered in every direction﻿—hiding in remote valleys, dense forests, and trackless marshes, wherever the terrain offered any hope of safety. The locals knew every hiding spot, and the situation demanded careful handling.

			The danger wasn’t to the army as a whole. No group of frightened, scattered fugitives could threaten the main force. The danger was to individual soldiers. The lure of plunder was pulling men too far from their units, and the unfamiliar forests, with their hidden paths, made it impossible to move in large groups.

			Caesar faced a dilemma. If he wanted to finish the job and wipe out this treacherous people, he needed to send small detachments in every direction, spreading his men thin. But if he kept his troops concentrated at their standards, as standard Roman military doctrine demanded, the terrain itself would protect the enemy﻿—and individual Eburones would have the courage to set ambushes and pick off isolated soldiers.

			Caesar did his best. He took every precaution, accepting that some opportunities to kill the enemy would have to be sacrificed rather than risk losing his own men in the process. He also sent messengers to the neighboring tribes with an invitation: come plunder the Eburones. Better that Gallic lives be risked hunting through these forests than Roman legionaries. And at the same time, surrounding the Eburones with enemies from every direction would help annihilate their entire nation as punishment for what they had done.

			The response was massive. Volunteers poured in from every quarter.

			While all this was happening across Eburones territory, the seventh day was approaching﻿—the day Caesar had promised to return to the baggage train and the fourteenth legion at Aduatuca.

			Here is a perfect illustration of how much fortune controls the outcome of war, and how enormous the consequences can be.

			The enemy, as described, had been scattered and broken. There was no force anywhere that could pose even a minor threat. But across the Rhine, word reached the Germanic Sigambri that the Eburones were being plundered and that everyone was invited to help themselves. The Sigambri﻿—the same tribe that had sheltered the Tenchtheri and Usipetes after their earlier defeat﻿—assembled two thousand cavalry. They crossed the Rhine in boats and rafts about thirty miles downstream from where Caesar’s bridge and garrison still stood.

			They entered Eburones territory, scooped up scattered refugees and seized large quantities of cattle﻿—barbarians can never resist livestock. Drawn deeper by the prospect of more plunder, these men born to war and raiding pushed on, untroubled by swamp or forest. They interrogated their prisoners: “Where is Caesar?” They learned he had moved far away and that the entire army was gone.

			Then one of the prisoners spoke up: “Why are you chasing this pathetic, worthless plunder when you could be the richest men alive? In three hours you can reach Aduatuca. The Roman army has left all its baggage there﻿—everything it owns. The garrison is so small they can’t even man the walls. No one dares step outside the fortifications.”

			The Sigambri didn’t need to hear more. They hid the plunder they had already taken in the woods and headed straight for Aduatuca, using the same prisoner as their guide.

			Cicero had followed Caesar’s instructions to the letter. For the entire time, he had kept every soldier inside the camp. He hadn’t even let the camp followers outside the fortifications. But on the seventh day, he began to doubt that Caesar would return on schedule. Reports said Caesar had marched farther than expected, and no word of his return had come. Meanwhile, his soldiers were getting restless, their complaints edging toward mutiny. They called his caution practically a siege﻿—were they really not allowed to set foot outside the camp?

			Cicero weighed the risks. Nine legions and all the cavalry were in the field. The enemy had been shattered and practically destroyed. What could possibly go wrong within three miles of camp?

			He sent five cohorts to forage in the nearby grain fields, separated from the camp by only a single hill. He also released roughly three hundred soldiers who had been recovering from illness in camp, grouping them under a single standard. And a large number of camp servants with pack animals followed along.

			At that very moment﻿—by pure chance﻿—the Sigambri cavalry arrived. They came at full speed, attacking the back gate of the camp. The woods on that side screened their approach so completely that the merchants with their stalls built against the rampart didn’t even have time to get inside.

			The Romans were caught flat-footed. The cohort on guard duty barely held together against the first rush. The Sigambri spread out, probing every side for a way in. The Romans struggled to defend the gates. The terrain and fortifications protected the other approaches﻿—but just barely.

			Panic swept through the entire camp. Men shouted at each other, trying to figure out what was happening. No one knew where to go or where to rally. One man swore the camp was already lost. Another claimed the army and the commander-in-chief had been destroyed and these were the victorious enemy come to finish them off. Most were haunted by the memory of this very place﻿—the same fort where Cotta and Titurius had been killed. That ghost hung over everything, feeding their terror.

			The Sigambri, sensing the chaos and remembering what their prisoner had told them about a tiny garrison, pushed harder. They shouted encouragement to each other: don’t let a prize like this slip away.

			Then Publius Sextius Baculus stepped up.

			Baculus had been a senior centurion under Caesar﻿—we’ve mentioned him before, and his bravery in previous engagements. He had been left behind at Aduatuca because he was sick. He hadn’t eaten in five days.

			But when he saw the enemy at the gates and the whole camp on the verge of collapse, he dragged himself out of his tent unarmed, grabbed weapons from the nearest soldiers, and planted himself at the gate. The centurions from the guard cohort rallied to him. Together they held the line.

			Baculus fought until he collapsed, covered in wounds. The soldiers dragged him to safety, barely alive. But the time he had bought was enough. The rest of the garrison recovered their nerve and took their positions on the fortifications, putting up at least the appearance of a defense.

			Meanwhile, the foraging party heard the distant roar of battle. The cavalry rode ahead to scout and discovered the desperate situation.

			But out here in the open, there were no fortifications to shelter behind. The newest recruits﻿—men with no combat experience﻿—turned to their officers and waited for orders, terrified. Even the bravest were shaken by the suddenness of it all.

			The Sigambri, spotting the Roman standards in the distance, broke off their attack on the camp. At first they assumed the legions they’d been told had marched far away must have returned. Then, realizing how few soldiers were actually approaching, they attacked from all sides, contemptuous of the small numbers.

			The camp servants ran for the nearest high ground. Driven off immediately, they fled back among the soldiers, spreading even more panic through the ranks. Some men proposed forming a wedge and punching through to the camp, which was close by﻿—even if some were surrounded and killed, they figured the rest would make it. Others wanted to hold the high ground and take whatever came together.

			The veteran soldiers﻿—the three hundred who had marched out under a single standard﻿—rejected both plans. Under the command of Gaius Trebonius, a Roman knight assigned to lead them, they formed up, smashed straight through the enemy, and made it to camp without losing a single man. The camp servants and cavalry followed in their wake and were carried to safety by the veterans’ momentum.

			But the men who had chosen to hold the hilltop had learned nothing about warfare. They couldn’t stick to their original plan of defending the high ground, and they couldn’t match the speed and decisiveness they had just seen work for the veterans. Instead, they tried to reach the camp and found themselves caught on low, exposed terrain. The centurions among them﻿—men who had been promoted from lower ranks in other legions to this one specifically for their valor﻿—died fighting to the last, determined not to disgrace the military reputation they had earned. Their courage drove the enemy back far enough that some of the remaining soldiers reached the camp alive, against all odds. The rest were surrounded and killed.

			The Sigambri, giving up on storming the camp now that the Romans were back on the walls, retreated across the Rhine with the plunder they had stashed in the woods.

			The terror didn’t end with their departure. When Gaius Volusenus arrived that night with the cavalry﻿—sent ahead by Caesar﻿—he couldn’t convince anyone that Caesar and the army were right behind him, safe and sound. Fear had so completely taken hold that the garrison had lost the ability to think straight. They insisted that every other Roman force had been destroyed and that the cavalry had escaped alone. If the army were safe, they argued, the Germans would never have attacked the camp.

			Caesar’s arrival the next morning finally put the fear to rest.

			Caesar, fully aware that war produces casualties, had only one complaint: the cohorts should never have been sent away from the camp. There should have been no opening for even the smallest mishap. Fortune had played an enormous role﻿—in the sudden appearance of the enemy, and even more in turning them away from the very rampart and gates of the camp before they could break in.

			The strangest thing about the whole episode was this: the Sigambri had crossed the Rhine to plunder Ambiorix’s territory, but by attacking the Roman camp instead, they had accidentally done Ambiorix the greatest possible favor.

			Caesar marched out again to hunt the enemy. He called up large numbers of auxiliaries from the neighboring states and sent them fanning out in every direction across Eburones territory.

			The devastation was total. Every village and every building was in flames. Plunder was being driven away from all sides. The grain that wasn’t being consumed by the massive numbers of men and animals was beaten flat by autumn storms. It seemed certain that even if some of the Eburones had managed to hide for now, they would starve once the army withdrew﻿—there would be nothing left.

			And repeatedly, with cavalry patrols ranging everywhere, prisoners would swear they had just seen Ambiorix fleeing, that he was barely out of sight. Hope would surge. Men who dreamed of winning Caesar’s supreme favor would push themselves beyond human endurance, practically willing themselves past the limits of nature. But every time, they fell just short. Ambiorix would slip away through some hiding place or forest, vanish under cover of darkness, and surface in a completely different region. His entire bodyguard consisted of just four horsemen﻿—the only people on earth he trusted with his life.

			Having devastated the country as thoroughly as possible, Caesar led his army back﻿—minus two cohorts lost﻿—to Durocortorum, the capital of the Remi (modern-day Reims). There he convened a Gallic assembly and opened an investigation into the conspiracy of the Senones and Carnutes.

			He pronounced an extremely severe sentence on Acco, the man who had organized the plot, and had him executed in the traditional Roman manner﻿—flogged to death while bound to a stake.

			Some of the other conspirators, fearing trial, fled. Caesar declared them outlaws, banning them from fire and water﻿—the Roman formula for exile and civic death.

			With that business concluded, he distributed his legions for the winter: two on the Treviri border, two among the Lingones, and the remaining six at Agendicum in Senones territory. He arranged the army’s grain supply, then departed for Italy to hold the assizes.
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			With Gaul quiet for the moment, Caesar left for Italy to hold the provincial courts, as he had planned. While there, he learned that Publius Clodius had been murdered, and that the Senate had decreed that all military-age men in Italy should take the oath of service. Caesar ordered a general draft throughout his province.

			News of these events raced into Transalpine Gaul﻿—and the Gauls added their own spin, inventing what the situation seemed to call for: that Caesar was pinned down by political chaos in Rome and could not possibly rejoin his army. This was the opening they had been waiting for. Those who already resented living under Roman rule began organizing for war more openly and boldly than ever before.

			The leading men of Gaul held secret councils deep in the woods. They mourned the execution of Acco, the Senonian chieftain whom Caesar had flogged and beheaded the previous year. They warned each other: any one of them could be next. They lamented the miserable state of Gaul, and through every kind of promise and reward, they urged someone to strike first﻿—to reclaim Gallic freedom, even at the risk of their lives.

			Their top priority, they agreed, was to cut Caesar off from his army before their conspiracy could be exposed. This seemed easy enough: the legions would never dare leave their winter quarters without their commander, and the commander could not reach the legions without an escort. In the end, they declared, it was better to die fighting than to fail to recover the ancient glory and freedom their ancestors had won.

			

			In the midst of these discussions, the Carnutes, a tribe whose territory straddled the central Loire valley, stepped forward. They declared they would face any danger for the common cause and volunteered to strike first. Since they could not exchange hostages at that moment﻿—which would risk exposing the plot﻿—they demanded instead that the assembled chiefs swear a solemn oath over their gathered battle standards, the most sacred bond their culture recognized. The oath: that the rest of Gaul would not abandon them once the war began.

			

			When the appointed day arrived, the Carnutes struck. Led by two desperate men, Cotuatus and Conetodunus, they descended on Genabum﻿—modern Orleans﻿—and slaughtered the Roman citizens who had settled there as traders. Among the dead was Gaius Fusius Cita, a distinguished Roman knight whom Caesar had put in charge of the grain supply. They looted everything.

			The news swept across Gaul at astonishing speed. Whenever something major happened, the Gauls transmitted the word through their territories by a relay of shouts﻿—each community taking up the cry and passing it to the next. What happened at Genabum at sunrise was heard in the territory of the Arverni, deep in the mountains of central Gaul, by around nine in the evening﻿—a distance of more than a hundred and sixty miles.

			

			There, Vercingetorix son of Celtillus, a young Arvernian of the highest rank, seized the moment. His father had once held supremacy over all of Gaul, but had been executed by his own people for reaching too openly for kingship. Now the son called together his followers and fired them up without difficulty.

			When word of his plans spread, people rushed to arms. But his uncle Gobanitio and the rest of the Arvernian nobility drove him out of Gergovia, their chief town, insisting that such a gamble was madness. Vercingetorix did not give up. Out in the countryside, he gathered a force of the poor and the desperate. With this ragged army, he won over every fellow citizen he could reach, urging them to take up arms for the freedom of all Gaul.

			Once he had assembled a substantial force, he drove out the very nobles who had expelled him. His followers proclaimed him king. He sent ambassadors in every direction, begging and demanding that the tribes honor their pledged word. He quickly brought into his alliance the Senones, the Parisii, the Pictones, the Cadurci, the Turones, the Aulerci, the Lemovices, and every tribe along the Atlantic coast. By unanimous agreement, they gave him supreme command.

			With this authority in hand, Vercingetorix moved fast. He demanded hostages from every allied state. He ordered each to send a fixed number of soldiers by a specific date. He specified exactly how many weapons each state was to manufacture and by when. He paid special attention to building up the cavalry.

			To his extraordinary energy he added extraordinary severity. For serious crimes, he ordered execution by fire and every kind of torture. For lesser offenses, he sent the offenders home with their ears cut off or an eye gouged out﻿—walking examples meant to terrify others into obedience.

			

			Having whipped his alliance into shape through these punishments, Vercingetorix sent Lucterius, a Cadurcan known for extreme boldness, with part of the army into the territory of the Ruteni in the south. He himself marched against the Bituriges, whose lands centered around the rich city of Avaricum﻿—modern Bourges.

			The Bituriges, who were under the protection of the Aedui, Rome’s most important Gallic allies, immediately appealed to them for help. On the advice of the Roman officers Caesar had left with the army, the Aedui sent cavalry and infantry to aid the Bituriges. But when the relief force reached the Loire, which separated the two territories, they camped for several days, then turned around and went home. They sent word to the Roman officers that they had retreated because they feared Biturigian treachery﻿—that the Bituriges planned to trap them between their own forces and the Arverni.

			Whether they actually had this intelligence or were acting out of their own treachery, we cannot say for certain. There is no proof either way. In any case, the moment the Aedui pulled back, the Bituriges threw in their lot with the Arverni.

			

			When Caesar, still in Italy, learned that Pompey had stabilized the political situation in Rome, he set out for Transalpine Gaul. But once he arrived, he faced a serious problem: how to reach his army.

			If he summoned the legions south to the Province, they would have to march through hostile territory without him﻿—and fight along the way. If he tried to reach them alone, he would be trusting his life to tribes whose loyalty now seemed doubtful at best.

			

			Meanwhile, Lucterius the Cadurcan was making alarming progress in the south. He had won over the Ruteni to the Arvernian cause, then pushed into the territory of the Nitiobriges and the Gabali, taking hostages from both. With a growing force, he was now marching toward the Roman Province itself, heading for Narbo﻿—modern Narbonne.

			When Caesar got this news, he decided Narbo had to come first. He rushed there, steadied the nervous population, posted garrisons among the Ruteni, in the territory of the Volcae Arecomici, and around Narbo itself. He also ordered a portion of the provincial troops and the fresh recruits he had brought from Italy to assemble in the territory of the Helvii, who bordered the Arverni.

			

			These measures checked Lucterius﻿—he thought it too dangerous to push through a line of Roman garrisons and pulled back. Caesar then marched into the territory of the Helvii.

			Mount Cevennes, the mountain range separating the Helvii from the Arverni, was buried under the deepest snow of the year. The passes had never been crossed in winter, not even by individuals on foot. Caesar’s men cleared snow six feet deep and forced their way through with incredible effort.

			The Arverni were stunned. They had considered the Cevennes as impregnable as a fortress wall at that time of year. Caesar ordered his cavalry to range as far and wide as possible, spreading maximum terror. Messengers and rumors quickly carried the news to Vercingetorix. The Arverni crowded around him in panic, begging him to protect their property﻿—the whole war had been dumped on their doorstep. Swayed by their pleas, Vercingetorix turned his army away from the Bituriges and marched toward Arvernian territory.

			

			This was exactly what Caesar had been counting on. After two days, he left the army under Brutus, a talented young officer, with orders to keep the cavalry ranging as widely as possible. Caesar told him he would try not to be away more than three days.

			Then Caesar did something his own soldiers did not expect. He rode hard for Vienne, in the Rhone valley, where he had sent a fresh cavalry force some days earlier. Picking them up without stopping, he rode day and night through the territory of the Aedui into the country of the Lingones, where two legions were wintering. He wanted to get there before any Aeduan plot against him could take shape. Once he arrived, he sent word to all the other legions and concentrated his entire army in one place﻿—before the Arverni even knew he had left the Cevennes.

			

			When Vercingetorix learned that Caesar had rejoined his army, he reversed course and marched back into Biturigian territory. From there, he moved to attack the town of Gergovia of the Boii﻿—a settlement Caesar had established after the Helvetian campaign years earlier, placing the Boii under Aeduan authority.

			This put Caesar in a bind. If he kept his legions in one place for the rest of the winter, and the Boii﻿—tributaries of the Aedui﻿—were conquered, it would look like Caesar could not protect his allies. Every state in Gaul might defect. But if he moved the legions out of winter quarters too early, he risked running out of food﻿—supply transport was still extremely difficult this early in the year.

			He decided it was better to endure any hardship than to lose the loyalty of his allies. He pressed the Aedui to send grain, sent messengers ahead to the Boii to encourage them and announce his approach, left two legions and the baggage of the entire army at Agendicum﻿—modern Sens﻿—and marched.

			

			On the second day, he reached Vellaunodunum, a town of the Senones. To avoid leaving an enemy in his rear and to secure his food supply, he surrounded the town with siege lines. In two days the circumvallation was complete. On the third day, the town sent envoys to negotiate a surrender. Caesar ordered them to hand over their weapons, bring out their livestock, and produce six hundred hostages. He left his officer Gaius Trebonius to finish the arrangements and pressed on.

			He reached Genabum﻿—the town of the Carnutes where the massacre had sparked the revolt﻿—in two more days. The Carnutes had just received word that Vellaunodunum was under siege; expecting a long operation, they were only now preparing to send a garrison. Caesar arrived before they were ready.

			He pitched camp near the town, but since it was late in the day, he postponed the assault until the next morning. Because a bridge over the Loire connected the town to the far bank, he was worried the inhabitants might escape during the night, so he ordered two legions to stand guard under arms.

			Just before midnight, the people of Genabum began slipping silently out of the city and heading for the bridge. When scouts reported this, Caesar set fire to the gates and sent in his legions. Virtually the entire population was captured﻿—the narrow bridge and crowded roads made escape impossible. Caesar plundered and burned the town, distributed the spoils to his soldiers, crossed the Loire, and marched into Biturigian territory.

			

			When Vercingetorix learned that Caesar was coming, he broke off the siege of the Boian town and moved to intercept him. Caesar had begun besieging Noviodunum, and when envoys came out to beg for mercy, he agreed to accept their surrender﻿—arms, horses, and hostages, as usual. This was the speed that had carried most of his campaign: strike fast, accept surrenders, and keep moving.

			Part of the hostages had already been delivered and centurions had entered the town to collect the weapons and horses when, suddenly, Vercingetorix’s advance cavalry appeared on the horizon. The moment the townspeople spotted them, hope surged through the streets. They raised a war cry, grabbed their weapons, slammed the gates shut, and manned the walls.

			The centurions inside, reading the signals instantly, drew their swords, seized the gates, and got all their men out safely.

			Caesar ordered his cavalry out of camp to engage. When they began to struggle, he sent in his reserve﻿—about four hundred Germanic horsemen he had been keeping with him from the start. The Gauls could not withstand their charge. They broke and fled back to their main army with heavy losses.

			With that, the townspeople’s courage collapsed. They arrested the men who had stirred up the resistance, handed them over to Caesar, and surrendered.

			With that settled, Caesar marched for Avaricum, the largest and most strongly fortified city of the Bituriges, set in the richest agricultural land in the region. He was confident that taking Avaricum would bring the entire Biturigian state to heel.

			

			After losing at Vellaunodunum, Genabum, and Noviodunum in quick succession, Vercingetorix called a war council. He told his commanders that the entire strategy had to change. They should focus on one objective above all else: cutting the Romans off from food and forage.

			This was feasible, he argued. They had superior cavalry. The season was on their side﻿—there was no standing grain to harvest, and the Romans would have to fan out in small parties to search barns and farmsteads. The cavalry could pick these foraging groups off day after day.

			“Private property must be sacrificed for the common good,” he declared. “Burn the villages and farmhouses in every direction the Romans might forage. We have the resources of the entire region to draw on. The Romans will either starve or scatter so far from their camp that we can destroy them in detail. And burn any town that is not absolutely impregnable. We cannot let them become supply depots for the enemy﻿—or refuges for our own people who want to avoid fighting.”

			“If these sacrifices seem too heavy,” he concluded, “consider how much worse it will be to have your wives and children dragged into slavery and to be killed yourselves. That is what awaits the conquered.”

			

			The council approved unanimously. In a single day, more than twenty towns of the Bituriges went up in flames. The same was done across the other tribal territories. Fires could be seen in every direction. The people bore it with anguish but consoled themselves with the thought that victory was certain, and they could quickly recover their losses.

			Then came the debate over Avaricum.

			The Bituriges threw themselves at the feet of the assembled Gauls. They begged not to be forced to burn with their own hands the most beautiful city in nearly all of Gaul﻿—their pride, their stronghold, the ornament of their whole nation. They argued that Avaricum could easily be defended: it was surrounded on nearly every side by a river and a marsh, with only one narrow approach.

			The council relented. Vercingetorix opposed the decision at first but eventually gave in to their pleas and the sympathy of his soldiers. A strong garrison was placed in the town.

			

			Vercingetorix shadowed Caesar by shorter routes and made camp in a position sheltered by woods and marshes, about fifteen miles from Avaricum. From there, he received intelligence by trusted scouts every hour of the day, monitoring everything the Romans did. Whenever they went out to forage, he pounced on the scattered parties and inflicted serious losses. The Romans adapted as best they could﻿—heading out at irregular times, taking different routes﻿—but the situation was grim.

			

			Caesar pitched camp on the side of the town not defended by the river and marsh, where the approach was dangerously narrow. He began constructing siege shelters and raising two towers. A full circumvallation was impossible given the terrain.

			He kept demanding grain from the Boii and the Aedui. The Aedui, acting without any real enthusiasm, provided little help. The Boii, a small people with few resources, quickly burned through what they had. The army was driven to desperate straits﻿—for several days the soldiers had no grain at all, subsisting on cattle driven in from distant villages. Yet not a single word was heard from them that was unworthy of the Roman people and their past victories.

			In fact, when Caesar went among the legions during their work shifts and offered to raise the siege if the hunger was too much to bear, they begged him not to.

			“We have served under your command for years,” they told him. “We have never accepted a disgrace and never abandoned an enterprise without finishing it. We would consider it a dishonor to quit now. Better to endure anything than to leave unavenged the Roman citizens massacred at Genabum by Gallic treachery.”

			They sent the same message through their centurions and tribunes, making sure Caesar heard it clearly.

			

			As the Roman siege towers neared the walls, Caesar learned from captured prisoners that Vercingetorix had moved his camp closer to Avaricum after exhausting the nearby forage. Vercingetorix himself had ridden out with the cavalry and light infantry to set an ambush in the area where he expected the Roman foraging parties the next day.

			When Caesar learned this, he broke camp secretly at midnight and reached the Gallic position at dawn. The enemy, warned by scouts, hid their wagons and baggage in the densest part of the woods and drew up their forces on a high, open hill. Caesar ordered the baggage piled and the troops armed for battle.

			

			The position was formidable. The hill rose in a gentle slope from the bottom, but it was ringed on almost every side by a dangerous, impassable marsh barely fifty feet wide. The Gauls had broken down all the causeways and posted themselves on the hill in tribal formation, guarding every ford and crossing. Their plan was simple: if the Romans tried to force the marsh, they would be slaughtered from the high ground while stuck in the muck.

			From a distance, the two armies looked evenly matched. But anyone who studied the terrain could see that the Gauls’ show of confidence was hollow﻿—they had simply chosen ground where the Romans could not reach them.

			Caesar could see his soldiers were furious, straining for the order to attack. He addressed them directly:

			“I can see how badly you want this fight, and the enemy is right there. But think about what victory would cost. How many good men would we lose crossing that marsh? When I see soldiers this eager to fight for my honor, I would be guilty of the worst kind of selfishness if I valued my own glory above their lives.”

			He consoled them and led them back to camp that same day. He turned his attention back to finishing the siege works.

			

			When Vercingetorix returned to his army, he was accused of treason. His own men charged that he had moved camp closer to the Romans deliberately, that he had ridden off with all the cavalry leaving the main force leaderless, that the Romans had attacked at the perfect moment as soon as he left. None of this, they insisted, could be coincidence. He was trying to become king of Gaul﻿—as a gift from Caesar, not by their consent.

			Vercingetorix answered every charge:

			“I moved camp because of the lack of forage﻿—on your own advice. I moved closer to the Romans because the ground here defends itself. The cavalry would have been useless in marshland; they were useful where I sent them. I deliberately left no one in overall command because I knew that if I did, the mob’s eagerness would pressure him into a pitched battle﻿—which is exactly what all of you want because you cannot endure hardship any longer.

			“If the Romans showed up by chance, thank your luck. If someone tipped them off, thank the informant﻿—from the high ground you could see for yourselves how few they were, and you could despise the courage of men who ran back to camp without daring to fight.

			“I do not need power from Caesar’s hand. I can take it through victory﻿—and victory is now certain for all of Gaul. In fact, I will give the command back to you right now, if you think you are doing me a favor rather than me saving your lives.

			“But so you know I am telling the truth﻿—listen to these Roman soldiers.”

			He brought forward some Roman camp followers his men had captured on a foraging expedition days earlier. They had been starved and confined. Coached in advance, they now told the assembly exactly what they had been instructed to say:

			“We are legionary soldiers. We went out because of the famine﻿—hoping to find any grain or cattle in the fields. The whole army is starving. No one has the strength to keep working. The general has decided that if the siege makes no progress in three days, he will withdraw.”

			“These are the gifts you have received from the man you accuse of treason,” Vercingetorix said. “Thanks to my strategy, you can watch this powerful, victorious army being destroyed by hunger﻿—without shedding a drop of your blood. And I have already made sure that no state will offer them shelter when they flee from here in disgrace.”

			

			The whole assembly erupted. They raised a shout and clashed their weapons﻿—the Gallic custom for approving a speaker. They declared Vercingetorix a supreme general and beyond all suspicion. The war could not be managed with greater skill.

			They voted to send ten thousand picked men into Avaricum as reinforcements. The defense of the town, they decided, was too important to entrust to the Bituriges alone. The glory of holding it﻿—or the blame of losing it﻿—should be shared.

			

			Against the extraordinary valor of Caesar’s soldiers, the Gauls deployed every ingenious trick they could devise. They were, as a people, remarkably inventive and skilled at copying and improving on anything they encountered.

			They used lassos to snag the Roman grappling hooks, then hauled them away with winches. They undermined the Roman siege mound with tunnels﻿—their territory had extensive iron mines, so they knew every technique of underground work. They lined the entire wall with turrets covered in hides. By day and night they sallied out, trying to set fire to the mound or attack the work parties. As the Roman siege towers rose higher, they spliced together the uprights of their own towers to match the height. They countermined the Roman tunnels and blocked them with sharpened stakes, boiling pitch, and massive stones.

			

			A brief word on Gallic wall construction, since it was central to the defense. The walls of Gallic towns were built with a distinctive technique. Horizontal beams were laid on the ground in parallel rows, spaced two feet apart at regular intervals. These were pegged together on the inside and packed with earth. The gaps between the beams on the outer face were filled with large stones.

			Another layer of beams was placed on top, maintaining the same spacing, so no beam touched the one below it﻿—each row of wood was separated by a row of stone. The entire wall was built up this way to the required height. The result was surprisingly attractive, with the alternating rows of beams and stone creating a neat geometric pattern. More importantly, it was almost indestructible: the stone resisted fire, and the wood﻿—with beams typically forty feet long and mortised together deep inside the wall﻿—resisted the battering ram. You could not burn it and you could not break it apart.

			

			Despite every obstacle, the Roman soldiers persevered. The mud, the cold, the constant rain﻿—none of it stopped them. In twenty-five days, they raised a siege mound three hundred and thirty feet wide and eighty feet high. It was nearly touching the enemy’s walls.

			Caesar, following his usual practice, was keeping watch over the work when, just before midnight, the soldiers noticed the mound was settling. The Gauls had tunneled under it and set it on fire from below. At the same moment, a war cry erupted along the entire wall, and the defenders burst out of two gates on either side of the Roman towers. Some threw torches and dry wood onto the mound from the wall. Others poured pitch and anything else that would feed the flames. The fire spread so fast it was almost impossible to decide where to respond first.

			But Caesar always kept two legions on guard duty in front of the camp, with additional soldiers rotating through the work. Countermeasures came quickly: some troops engaged the sally party, others pulled the siege towers back and cut a gap in the mound, while the rest of the army rushed from camp to fight the fire.

			

			The fighting went on through the rest of the night, with fresh hope constantly reviving the defenders. They could see that the coverings on the Roman towers had burned away, exposing the soldiers inside. They kept rotating fresh men into the fight while the weary pulled back. They believed the entire fate of Gaul rested on this moment.

			Then something happened before Caesar’s own eyes﻿—something he felt was too remarkable to leave unrecorded.

			A Gaul stood in front of one of the town gates, directly opposite a Roman tower, passing balls of tallow and fire hand-to-hand down a line to be hurled at the mound. A bolt from a Roman crossbow struck him in the right side, and he dropped dead. The man standing next to him stepped over his body and took up the same task. When that man was killed the same way, a third replaced him. Then a fourth replaced the third.

			The position was never abandoned. Man after man stepped forward to die at the same spot until the fire on the mound was finally extinguished, the sallying troops were beaten back on every side, and the fighting ended.

			

			Having tried everything and failed, the Gauls inside Avaricum decided to abandon the town the next night, on Vercingetorix’s orders. They thought they could slip away in the darkness without catastrophic losses﻿—Vercingetorix’s camp was not far off, and the wide marsh between the town and the Roman lines would slow any pursuit.

			They were already preparing to go when the women of the town rushed out into the streets. Weeping, they threw themselves at their husbands’ feet. They begged them not to abandon the women and children to Roman vengeance, since they were too weak to flee. When the women saw that the men were set on leaving﻿—in moments of extreme danger, fear leaves no room for mercy﻿—they began to scream, alerting the Romans to the escape attempt.

			Terrified that the Roman cavalry would now seize the escape routes, the Gauls abandoned their plan.

			

			The next day, Caesar advanced one of his siege towers and arranged the assault preparations. A violent storm blew in. Caesar saw it not as a setback but as an opportunity: the guards on the walls had grown careless in the rain. He told his own men to go about their work as if nothing special were happening, keeping a deliberately casual pace.

			Behind the cover of the siege shelters, hidden from view, he formed up his assault troops and spoke to them directly:

			“The time has come to reap the reward for all your suffering. Show me what you can do.”

			He announced prizes for the first men to scale the walls. Then he gave the signal.

			The soldiers burst out from every direction and swarmed the wall before the defenders could react.

			

			Stunned by the sudden onslaught, the Gauls were driven from the walls and towers. They formed a dense wedge formation in the marketplace and the open streets, preparing to fight from whatever direction the Romans came. But when they saw the Romans were not descending into the streets﻿—instead spreading along the top of the wall in every direction﻿—they panicked. Fearing they would be completely trapped, they threw down their weapons and stampeded toward the far side of town.

			Some were crushed to death by the mob jamming the narrow gates. Others who made it outside were cut down by the Roman cavalry. Not a single soldier stopped to gather plunder.

			Driven by rage over the massacre at Genabum and the grinding misery of the siege, the Romans spared no one﻿—not the elderly, not the women, not the children. Of the entire population of roughly forty thousand, barely eight hundred escaped. Those survivors had fled at the very first alarm and managed to reach Vercingetorix’s camp.

			Vercingetorix received them late at night, in silence. He was terrified that their arrival en masse would trigger a mutiny born of pity. He stationed his personal friends and the tribal chiefs at intervals along the road, with orders to separate the refugees and guide them quietly to whichever part of the camp their own people occupied.

			

			The next day, Vercingetorix assembled his army and spoke to them:

			“Do not let this break your spirit. Do not let it fill you with despair. The Romans did not win through courage or in open battle. They won through a kind of technical skill in siege warfare﻿—a technique we had never encountered before.

			“Anyone who expects nothing but success in war is a fool. I never wanted to defend Avaricum﻿—you yourselves are my witnesses. This disaster is the fault of the Bituriges’ recklessness and the rest of you for caving to their demands.

			“But I will make up for it. I will bring the states that have not yet joined us into our alliance through my own efforts. I will create a union of all Gaul﻿—something not even the whole world could resist. And I have nearly done it already.

			“In the meantime, it is only reasonable that you do something for the common good: start fortifying your camp. We need to be ready for surprise attacks.”

			

			The speech went over well. What impressed the Gauls most was that Vercingetorix himself was not shaken. He had not hidden from them or avoided their eyes after such a devastating loss. His judgment seemed sharper than ever, since he had opposed defending Avaricum from the beginning and had argued for burning it.

			Paradoxically, the catastrophe increased his authority. Where defeat usually destroys a commander’s standing, Vercingetorix’s reputation only grew. The Gauls began to believe his promise of a united Gaul, and for the first time, they started fortifying their camps﻿—something this warrior people, unaccustomed to manual labor, had never bothered to do. They had finally accepted that they must endure whatever was demanded of them.

			

			Vercingetorix worked just as hard behind the scenes as he had promised. To win over the uncommitted states, he handpicked his most persuasive agents and sent them out, each matched to the tribal leader he was most likely to influence﻿—by eloquence, by personal connection, or by bribes.

			He made sure the survivors of Avaricum were re-equipped with arms and clothing. He levied a fixed quota of replacement soldiers from each state, specifying exact numbers and deadlines. He ordered every archer in Gaul﻿—and there were many﻿—to be collected and sent to him.

			The losses at Avaricum were quickly replaced. And Teutomarus, son of King Ollovicon of the Nitiobriges﻿—whose father had been honored by the Roman Senate as a “friend of Rome”﻿—arrived with a large force of his own cavalry plus mercenaries hired from Aquitania.

			

			Caesar rested his army at Avaricum for several days, taking advantage of the enormous stores of grain and supplies found there. Winter was nearly over. As the weather turned, he prepared to resume the campaign﻿—either to draw Vercingetorix out of his woods and marshes, or to pin him down with a blockade.

			But first, a political crisis demanded his attention. Aeduan ambassadors came to him with an urgent appeal. Their state, they said, was on the verge of civil war.

			The problem: two men were claiming the supreme magistracy simultaneously. Convictolitanis, a powerful and well-connected young nobleman, and Cotus, who came from one of the oldest families in the state and whose brother Valetiacus had held the office the previous year. The senate was split. The people were split. Each faction had its own armed supporters. If it was not resolved soon, the whole state would tear itself apart.

			Caesar knew it was dangerous to step away from the war, but he also knew that a destabilized Aedui could hand Gaul to Vercingetorix. Since Aeduan law forbade the supreme magistrate from leaving the country, Caesar went to them instead﻿—to Decetia, where he summoned the entire senate and both claimants.

			After investigating, he found that Cotus had been elected improperly﻿—by his own brother, in a private meeting with only a handful of people present, at the wrong time and place. Aeduan law did not even allow two members of the same family to hold office or sit in the senate at the same time. Caesar ordered Cotus to step down and confirmed Convictolitanis, who had been elected by the priests in proper form, with the magistrates present.

			He urged the Aedui to put their quarrels behind them and focus on the war. There would be rewards when Gaul was conquered, he promised. He asked them to send all their cavalry and ten thousand infantry to help protect his supply lines.

			

			Caesar then split his army. He gave Labienus four legions and sent him north against the Senones and Parisii. Caesar himself took six legions south toward the Arvernian stronghold of Gergovia, marching along the banks of the river Allier. He gave some of the cavalry to Labienus and kept the rest.

			When Vercingetorix learned of the split, he broke down every bridge over the Allier and marched along the opposite bank, shadowing Caesar.

			The two armies moved in plain sight of each other, camping nearly face to face each night. Vercingetorix posted scouts at every possible crossing point to prevent the Romans from building a bridge. Caesar seemed trapped﻿—at this rate, the Allier would remain impassable until autumn.

			But Caesar had a plan. He pitched camp in a wooded area opposite one of the broken bridges. The next day, he concealed two legions in the woods while sending the rest of the army forward as usual, breaking up some cohorts to make it look like all the legions were present. Once he judged they had marched far enough, he went to work on the bridge. The original pilings were still intact at the base. His men quickly rebuilt the span, brought the two legions across, and selected a strong position for a camp. Then he recalled the rest of the army.

			When Vercingetorix realized what had happened, he force-marched ahead to avoid being drawn into a battle on Caesar’s terms.

			

			Five days later, Caesar reached Gergovia. After a brief cavalry skirmish on the first day, he surveyed the city’s position and saw immediately that a direct assault was hopeless. The city sat on a towering mountain. Every approach was steep and difficult. A siege would take time.

			Vercingetorix made camp on the mountain near the town and spread his allied forces around himself, each tribal contingent in its own position. They occupied every hilltop in the range that commanded a view of the Roman camp. The sight was intimidating. Vercingetorix summoned his war council to meet him daily at dawn, and hardly a day passed without a cavalry skirmish to probe and test the Romans.

			Caesar identified a key weakness: a hill at the foot of the mountain, opposite the town, that was steep and strongly defensible on all sides. If the Romans held it, they could cut the enemy off from much of their water supply and restrict their foraging. It was held only by a weak garrison.

			Caesar moved at night, dislodged the garrison before reinforcements could arrive, and posted two legions on the hill. He connected this smaller camp to his main camp with a double trench twelve feet wide, allowing soldiers to move between the two positions safely even against sudden attack.

			

			While these operations were underway at Gergovia, Caesar’s careful settlement of the Aeduan power struggle was already unraveling.

			Convictolitanis﻿—the very man Caesar had installed as supreme magistrate﻿—had been bribed by the Arverni. He called together a group of ambitious young nobles, chief among them Litavicus and his brothers, who came from one of the most powerful Aeduan families. Sharing the bribe money, he told them:

			“Remember that you are free men, born to rule. The Aedui are the only state keeping the Gauls from certain victory. Our authority is holding the others in check. If we switch sides, the Romans will not have a foothold left in Gaul.

			“Yes, Caesar did me a favor once﻿—though he merely decided a case where the justice was obvious. But the freedom of all Gaul outweighs any personal debt. Why should the Aedui go running to Caesar to settle our affairs? Why should Caesar not come to us?”

			The young men needed little convincing. The problem was that the broader Aeduan public would not support open revolt on flimsy pretexts. So they devised a plan: Litavicus would take command of the ten thousand infantry being sent to Caesar and would act during the march. His brothers would ride ahead to Caesar’s camp to provide cover. They worked out the details and the timing.

			

			When Litavicus was about thirty miles from Gergovia, he suddenly assembled the soldiers. Tears streaming down his face, he addressed them:

			“Soldiers, where are we going? All our cavalry and all our nobles have been destroyed! Eporedorix and Viridomarus, the two greatest men in our state, have been accused of treason and executed by the Romans﻿—without even a hearing. Hear it from the men who escaped the slaughter. I cannot bring myself to describe it﻿—my own brothers and all my kinsmen have been killed.”

			He produced men he had coached beforehand. They told the troops the same story: the Aeduan cavalry had been massacred because they were suspected of negotiating with the Arverni. They had hidden among the common soldiers and barely escaped with their lives.

			The Aeduan soldiers erupted in fury. They begged Litavicus to save them.

			“As if this were a matter of debate!” Litavicus shouted. “As if we have any choice but to march to Gergovia and join the Arverni! Or do you doubt that after committing this crime, the Romans are already on their way to slaughter us too? If there is any courage in you, avenge those who died so shamefully! Kill these Romans right here!”

			He pointed to the Roman citizens traveling with the column under his supposed protection. His men immediately seized them, tortured them brutally, and killed them. He confiscated all their grain and goods. Then he sent messengers racing across the Aeduan territory, spreading the same lie about the massacre and calling on every Aeduan to rise up and take the same revenge.

			

			Eporedorix and Viridomarus﻿—the very men Litavicus claimed were dead﻿—were, in fact, alive and with Caesar’s army. They were young nobles of the highest standing. Caesar had summoned them by name to serve in his cavalry. The two men were rivals: during the magistracy dispute, Eporedorix had backed Convictolitanis while Viridomarus had supported Cotus.

			It was Eporedorix who uncovered the plot. He went to Caesar just before midnight and laid everything out. He begged Caesar not to let their state be dragged into rebellion by a handful of reckless young men. If ten thousand armed Aeduans joined Vercingetorix, he warned, the whole nation would follow﻿—their families would make sure of it.

			

			Caesar was deeply alarmed. He had always given the Aedui special treatment, and this was a devastating betrayal. Without a moment’s hesitation, he pulled four legions and all his cavalry out of camp. There was no time to even contract the camp﻿—everything depended on speed. He left Gaius Fabius with two legions to hold Gergovia.

			He ordered the arrest of Litavicus’s brothers, but they had already fled to the enemy. Caesar urged his soldiers to endure the forced march﻿—the situation demanded it. After covering twenty-five miles at top speed, he came within sight of Litavicus’s column. He sent his cavalry ahead to slow them down, with strict orders: kill no one.

			He had Eporedorix and Viridomarus, supposedly dead, ride openly among the cavalry where the Aeduan soldiers could see them. The moment they were recognized, the whole lie collapsed. The Aeduan troops threw out their hands in submission, dropped their weapons, and begged for mercy.

			Litavicus, with his personal retainers﻿—who by Gallic custom were bound to follow their patron even to death﻿—escaped and fled to Gergovia.

			

			Caesar sent word to the Aedui that the soldiers he could have legally executed as enemies had been spared through his mercy. He gave the army three hours of rest that night, then turned back toward Gergovia.

			Halfway there, riders from Fabius met him with alarming news. The camp had come under massive assault. Fresh troops kept rotating in against the exhausted Roman defenders, who had to stay on the ramparts continuously because the camp was too large to allow any rotation. Huge numbers of arrows and missiles had wounded many men. The artillery had been critical in holding them off. Fabius was now blocking all but two gates and reinforcing the breastworks, expecting another attack at dawn.

			Caesar pushed the march through the night and reached camp before sunrise.

			

			While all this was happening at Gergovia, the Aedui back home were going berserk. They had swallowed Litavicus’s lies whole and had not bothered to verify anything. Some acted out of greed, others out of a thirst for revenge, and many simply out of the gullibility that was, frankly, a national trait﻿—they treated the flimsiest rumor as established fact.

			They plundered the property of every Roman citizen they could find, dragged them off to slavery, or killed them outright. Convictolitanis fanned the flames, goading the people to acts so extreme they could never go back. They lured Marcus Aristius, a military tribune passing through on his way to his legion, out of the town of Cabillonus with a promise of safe conduct, then forced the Roman traders in town to leave as well. They attacked them on the road, stripped them of everything, and besieged those who fought back. Many were killed on both sides, and the violence drew even more Aeduans to arms.

			Then news arrived that Litavicus’s troops were in Caesar’s hands. Instantly, the Aedui reversed course. They rushed to Aristius, swearing that nothing had been done by official order. They launched an investigation into the stolen property, confiscated the estates of Litavicus and his brothers, and sent ambassadors to Caesar to explain themselves.

			It was all theater. They wanted their soldiers back. But they were now stained with guilt, corrupted by the profits from looting, and terrified of punishment. Behind the scenes, they began planning for war and sending feelers to other states.

			Caesar saw through all of it. But he addressed their ambassadors with as much gentleness as he could: “I do not judge your entire nation by the ignorance and fickleness of a mob. My regard for the Aedui has not changed.”

			Privately, though, he was alarmed. With the Aedui wavering and all of Gaul in upheaval, he began planning how to extricate himself from Gergovia and reunify his army﻿—without making his departure look like a panicked retreat.

			

			While Caesar was weighing his options, an apparent opportunity presented itself. He had gone to the smaller camp to inspect the fortifications when he noticed something odd: the hill that the enemy held﻿—usually swarming with troops﻿—was almost deserted. Puzzled, he questioned deserters, who were coming in daily in large numbers.

			They all confirmed what his scouts had already reported. The crest of that hill was nearly flat on the far side, but narrow and wooded, with a path leading to the opposite side of the town. The Gauls were terrified of losing this position. With the Romans holding one hill, they feared that if they lost the other, they would be virtually surrounded and cut off from all access to forage. Vercingetorix had pulled almost everyone over to fortify it.

			Caesar saw his chance. After midnight, he sent several cavalry squadrons toward the far side with orders to make as much noise as possible. At dawn, he ordered a large quantity of baggage mules out of camp, with their drivers wearing helmets to look like cavalrymen from a distance. He added a small actual cavalry force and told them all to range widely across the hills, making a show. He sent them on a long, circling route designed to be visible from Gergovia.

			From the town, the Gauls could see the camp but could not tell what was really going on at that distance. They assumed a large flanking force was in motion.

			Caesar then sent one legion along the same route, had it march partway up, then halt in low ground and hide in the woods. Gallic suspicion deepened. They shifted all their remaining troops to the threatened side.

			The enemy camp in front of the walls was now virtually empty.

			Caesar moved quickly. He concealed his soldiers’ unit markings, hid the standards to prevent the maneuver from being spotted from the town, and filtered troops in small groups from the larger camp to the smaller one. He briefed his officers individually and gave them one critical instruction: do not let the men advance too far. They would be fighting uphill on terrible ground. Speed and surprise were everything﻿—this was a raid, not a battle.

			Then he gave the signal. The Aedui were simultaneously sent up a separate route on the right, as a diversion.

			

			The town wall was twelve hundred paces from the base of the slope in a straight line﻿—but any route that made the ascent manageable added considerably to the distance. Roughly halfway up, the Gauls had built a six-foot stone wall stretching as far as the terrain allowed, designed to slow an assault. Below this wall, they had left the ground empty. Above it, all the way to the town walls, the hillside was packed with Gallic camps set close together.

			When the signal was given, the Roman soldiers surged forward. They swept over the stone wall and overran the Gallic camps so fast that Teutomarus, king of the Nitiobriges, was caught napping in his tent at midday and barely escaped half-naked on a wounded horse.

			

			Caesar had achieved his objective. He ordered the recall sounded. The tenth legion, which was with him, halted immediately. But the other legions did not hear the trumpet﻿—a deep valley lay between them and Caesar. The tribunes and officers tried to hold them back, as Caesar had ordered, but the soldiers were out of control.

			They could taste victory. The enemy was running. They had won every fight before this. They were convinced nothing was beyond their courage. They kept charging uphill until they reached the very wall of the town and the gates.

			A shout went up from every quarter of the city. The Gauls who had been drawn away to the other side panicked﻿—thinking the Romans were already inside. They stampeded back. Women appeared on the walls, throwing down clothing and silver, leaning over bare-shouldered, stretching out their arms, begging the Romans to spare them as they had not spared the women at Avaricum. Some women lowered themselves from the walls and surrendered directly to the soldiers.

			Lucius Fabius, a centurion of the eighth legion, had boasted to his comrades that morning that the plunder of Avaricum had fired him up and no one would beat him onto the wall. With three men from his company boosting him, he scaled the wall and pulled each of them up after him.

			

			But the tide was turning. The defenders who had been sent to fortify the other side of town heard the commotion and came streaming back. First a trickle, then a flood. Cavalry arrived first, then infantry in growing numbers. Each man who arrived took position under the wall and added to the force.

			When a large mass had gathered, the same women who had just been begging the Romans for mercy now turned to their own countrymen﻿—showing their disheveled hair, holding up their children, imploring them to fight.

			The Romans were exhausted from the long uphill charge and the sustained combat. They were outnumbered and fighting on terrible ground﻿—steep, with the enemy above them. Fresh Gallic troops kept arriving. It was not an equal contest by any measure.

			

			Caesar watched the disaster unfold. He sent orders to Titus Sextius, whom he had left guarding the smaller camp, to bring his cohorts out and post them at the base of the hill on the enemy’s right flank. If the Romans were driven back, Sextius was to discourage the Gauls from pursuing too aggressively. Caesar himself advanced with the tenth legion a short distance from his position and waited.

			

			The fighting was now hand-to-hand and vicious. The enemy had position and numbers; the Romans had courage. And then the Aedui appeared on the exposed Roman right flank.

			Caesar had sent them up a separate route to create a diversion. But the Romans did not know that. From a distance, their equipment looked identical to the enemy’s. Though the Aedui were wearing the traditional sign of submission﻿—their right shoulders bare﻿—the Roman soldiers assumed it was a Gallic trick. Panic rippled through the lines.

			At the same time, Lucius Fabius the centurion and his men, who had scaled the wall, were surrounded, killed, and thrown from the rampart. Marcus Petreius, another centurion of the same legion, had been trying to hack through the gates with his men when he was overwhelmed by sheer numbers. Covered in wounds and knowing he was finished, he turned to the soldiers of his company who had followed him:

			“I cannot save both of us. I led you into this danger out of ambition. At least let me get you out. When I give you an opening﻿—run.”

			He charged alone into the packed enemy ranks, killed two men, and forced the rest back from the gate just far enough.

			His men tried to help him. “No,” he said. “It is too late for me. My blood and my strength are gone. Save yourselves. Get back to the legion.”

			He died fighting moments later, and his men escaped.

			

			The Romans were driven from the wall. The retreat was costly: forty-six centurions were killed that day.

			But the tenth legion, posted in reserve on slightly more level ground, checked the Gallic pursuit. The thirteenth legion’s cohorts, which Titus Sextius had led out of the smaller camp, moved up and seized the higher ground. Once the retreating legions reached the plain, they halted and turned to face the enemy. Vercingetorix pulled his troops back behind his fortifications. He did not press the attack.

			Nearly seven hundred Roman soldiers were dead.

			

			The next day, Caesar assembled the army and spoke bluntly:

			“I blame your recklessness and your greed. You decided for yourselves how far to advance and what to do. You would not listen to your tribunes. You would not listen to your officers. You would not halt when ordered.

			“Let me remind you what happened at Avaricum. I had the enemy without their general, without their cavalry. Victory was guaranteed﻿—and I still called it off, because the ground would have cost good lives unnecessarily. I willingly gave up a sure win to avoid even a small loss.

			“I admire your courage. I do. Neither the walls of the camp nor the height of the mountain nor the walls of the town could stop you. That takes extraordinary spirit. But I condemn your lack of discipline. You thought you knew better than your commander where to fight and when to stop.

			“I need self-control and obedience from my soldiers every bit as much as I need bravery.”

			

			Having delivered this rebuke, he closed by encouraging them not to lose heart. This was not a defeat caused by enemy valor﻿—it was caused by bad ground and bad discipline.

			His strategy unchanged, he led the legions out and formed battle lines in a strong position. Vercingetorix still would not come down and fight on open ground. After a minor cavalry engagement that went Rome’s way, Caesar marched the army off toward the territory of the Aedui. The enemy did not pursue. On the third day out, he repaired the bridge over the Allier and led his army across.

			

			Caesar then met with the Aeduan nobles Viridomarus and Eporedorix, who told him that Litavicus had ridden ahead with all his cavalry to rouse the Aedui to open revolt. They needed to get there first, they said, to hold the state in line.

			Caesar already saw the treachery clearly﻿—in many things the Aedui had already shown their hand. He believed that letting these two go would only accelerate the defection. But detaining them would look like an insult or a sign of fear. So before they left, he laid out everything he had done for the Aedui:

			“Remember the state I found you in. Beaten. Confined to your towns. Stripped of your lands, your army, your pride. A tribute imposed on you. Hostages seized from you in the most humiliating fashion.

			“Remember what I raised you to. I restored not just your former position but elevated you beyond anything your state has ever achieved.”

			Then he let them go.

			

			Noviodunum, a town of the Aedui on the banks of the Loire, was Caesar’s central depot. He had sent there the hostages from all of Gaul, his grain reserves, his war chest, a large portion of his personal and army baggage, and a huge number of horses purchased in Italy and Spain for the campaign.

			When Eporedorix and Viridomarus arrived and learned the situation﻿—that Litavicus had been welcomed at Bibracte, the Aeduan capital, that the chief magistrate Convictolitanis and most of the senate had gone out to greet him, that ambassadors had been officially sent to Vercingetorix to negotiate an alliance﻿—they decided the opportunity was too good to waste.

			They attacked Noviodunum. They killed the Roman garrison and the traders and travelers who had gathered there. They divided the money and horses among themselves. They sent the Gallic hostages to Bibracte. They burned the town to deny it to the Romans. Whatever grain they could load onto boats, they took. The rest they dumped in the river or set on fire.

			Then they began assembling forces from the surrounding countryside, posting guards and garrisons along the banks of the Loire, and sending cavalry ranging in every direction﻿—probing for a chance to cut the Romans off from food entirely. The Loire was running high from spring snowmelt. It looked like it could not be forded at all.

			

			When Caesar got this news, he knew he had to act before even larger forces gathered against him. Some of his advisors argued he should retreat to the Province, but Caesar rejected this outright. The disgrace of it was unthinkable. The Cevennes and the bad roads would make it a nightmare. And above all, he was terrified for Labienus and the four legions operating independently far to the north.

			He made brutal marches, day and night, and reached the Loire faster than anyone expected. His cavalry found a ford﻿—barely passable, with the water up to the men’s armpits, but good enough in an emergency. He strung the cavalry across the river to break the current, and with the enemy paralyzed by the shock of his sudden appearance, he led the entire army safely across. Finding grain and cattle in the fields on the far bank, he resupplied his troops and marched north into the territory of the Senones.

			

			While Caesar was dealing with these crises, Labienus was fighting his own war in the north. Leaving the raw recruits to guard the baggage at Agendicum, he had marched with four legions toward Lutetia﻿—the town of the Parisii, built on an island in the river Seine, at the site of modern Paris.

			Word of his approach spread fast. Reinforcements poured in from the neighboring states. Command was given to Camulogenus, an elder of the Aulerci tribe. Though nearly worn out by age, he was called to lead because of his brilliant tactical mind. When he found a large marsh connecting to the Seine that made the whole area impassable, he encamped there and dared Labienus to try crossing.

			Labienus first tried the direct approach﻿—building causeways with bundles of sticks and clay to bridge the marsh. When that proved impossible, he slipped away from camp at midnight and retraced his march to Melodunum, a town of the Senones built on another island in the Seine. He seized about fifty boats, lashed them together, loaded troops aboard, and took the barely defended town by surprise.

			After repairing a bridge the enemy had destroyed, he led his army across and marched along the riverbank back toward Lutetia. When Camulogenus learned that Labienus had outflanked him, he set fire to Lutetia and destroyed its bridges. He pulled his forces out of the marshes and took up position on the bank of the Seine, directly opposite Labienus’s camp.

			

			Now came troubling news: Caesar had retreated from Gergovia. The Aedui had revolted. All Gaul was rising. Rumor said Caesar had been cut off from the Loire and was fleeing for the Province.

			The Bellovaci, the most warlike tribe in northern Gaul and already hostile to Rome, heard about the Aeduan revolt and began openly mobilizing. Labienus realized his entire strategic situation had changed. He was no longer thinking about conquest. He needed to get his army back to Agendicum alive.

			The Bellovaci were pressing from one direction. Camulogenus held the river on the other. A massive, unfordable river cut him off from his baggage and supplies. Only his own resourcefulness could save him now.

			

			Labienus called a council that evening and told his officers to execute his orders with precision and energy. He assigned each of the boats he had taken from Melodunum to a Roman knight, with orders to drop silently down the river for four miles during the last watch of the night and wait for him.

			He left five of his steadiest cohorts to hold the camp. He sent five more cohorts from the same legion upriver after midnight with all the baggage, making as much noise as possible. He also sent a few small boats in the same direction with loud splashing. Then, with three legions, he marched out in silence toward the spot where the boats waited downstream.

			

			When he arrived, everything came together. The enemy scouts posted along the river﻿—not expecting an attack on a night when a sudden storm had blown in﻿—were caught off guard. The Roman knights ferried the infantry and cavalry across quickly.

			Just before dawn, reports reached Camulogenus from three directions: unusual activity in the Roman camp, a large force marching upriver with boats, and soldiers crossing the Seine downstream. Convinced the Romans were splitting into three groups in a panicked retreat, the Gauls divided their own forces three ways: a guard opposite the camp, a small force sent toward Melodunum to follow the boats, and the main body led against Labienus.

			

			By daybreak, all of Labienus’s men were across. The enemy army was in sight. Labienus addressed his troops:

			“Remember your old courage. Remember every victory you have won. Imagine that Caesar himself is watching﻿—the commander under whom you have routed the enemy so many times.”

			He gave the signal.

			On the right wing, where the seventh legion was positioned, the Gauls broke at first contact and fled. On the left, held by the twelfth legion, the first enemy ranks went down under a volley of javelins, but the rest fought with extraordinary stubbornness. Not a man showed any sign of retreating. Camulogenus himself was in the thick of it, rallying his troops.

			The battle hung in the balance﻿—until the tribunes of the seventh legion, learning how hard the left was pressed, wheeled their legion around and struck the enemy in the rear.

			Even then, not a single Gaul ran. They were surrounded and killed to the last man. Camulogenus died with them.

			The Gallic troops left to watch Labienus’s camp heard the battle and marched to help, seizing a nearby hill. But they could not withstand the charge of Labienus’s victorious soldiers. They were swept away. The Roman cavalry hunted down the fugitives through the woods and hills.

			When it was over, Labienus marched back to Agendicum, collected his baggage, and brought his entire force south to rejoin Caesar.

			

			The Aeduan revolt transformed the war. They sent embassies in every direction, using influence, prestige, and money to bring more states into the rebellion. They wielded the Gallic hostages Caesar had stored with them, executing some to terrorize the wavering.

			The Aedui demanded that Vercingetorix come to them to coordinate strategy. When he arrived, they insisted on being given supreme command. A dispute erupted, and a council of all Gaul was summoned to Bibracte.

			They came from every corner of the country in enormous numbers. The question was put to a vote of the whole assembly. The result was unanimous: Vercingetorix was confirmed as commander-in-chief.

			Only three peoples were absent. The Remi and the Lingones stayed away because they were committed to the Roman alliance. The Treviri were absent because they were far to the northeast and under heavy pressure from the Germans﻿—a distraction that kept them out of the entire war, sending help to neither side.

			The Aedui were furious at losing the supreme command. They mourned their change of fortune and missed Caesar’s indulgence toward them. But they had gone too far to turn back. However reluctantly, Eporedorix and Viridomarus﻿—those young men of such promise﻿—submitted to Vercingetorix’s authority.

			

			Vercingetorix demanded hostages from the remaining states and set a deadline. He ordered all fifteen thousand cavalry to assemble immediately. As for infantry, he said, he had enough. He would not risk a pitched battle. With his superiority in cavalry, it would be easy to cut the Romans off from grain and forage. All the Gauls had to do was keep destroying their own crops and burning their farmsteads. This sacrifice of private property, he argued, would purchase permanent freedom and sovereignty.

			He levied ten thousand infantry from the Aedui and their dependents, the Segusiani, and added eight hundred cavalry. These he placed under the command of Eporedorix’s brother and sent them against the Allobroges, Rome’s allies in the Province. He sent the Gabali and the nearest Arvernian cantons against the Helvii. He dispatched the Ruteni and Cadurci to ravage the territory of the Volcae Arecomici. Through secret messages, he also tried to subvert the Allobroges themselves, offering their nobles money and their state dominion over the entire Province.

			

			The only Roman force defending against all these threats was twenty-two cohorts scraped together from the entire Province by Lucius Caesar, the lieutenant governor, posted wherever the danger was greatest. The Helvii, who rashly engaged their neighbors on their own initiative, were defeated and lost their chief nobleman, Gaius Valerius Donotaurus, along with several other leading men. They were driven back into their towns and fortifications. The Allobroges posted guards along the Rhone and defended their borders with great vigilance.

			Caesar, knowing that the enemy had cavalry superiority and that no reinforcements could reach him from the Province or Italy with every road cut, sent across the Rhine to the Germanic tribes he had conquered in earlier campaigns. He requisitioned their cavalry and the light infantry who fought alongside them. When they arrived mounted on poor-quality horses, Caesar took horses from his own military tribunes, Roman knights, and veteran volunteers, and gave them to the Germans.

			

			While these preparations were underway, the Arvernian forces and all the cavalry demanded from across Gaul converged into a single army. It was enormous. Caesar was now marching through the territory of the Sequani, along the border with the Lingones, heading toward the Province to be in a better position to protect it. Vercingetorix made camp in three positions about ten miles from the Roman column.

			He summoned his cavalry commanders to a council and told them the hour of victory had arrived:

			“The Romans are running for the Province. They are abandoning Gaul. That is enough for our immediate freedom﻿—but it does nothing for lasting peace. They will come back with bigger armies and the war will never end.

			“So attack them on the march, while they are weighed down with baggage. If their infantry has to stop and help the cavalry, they cannot march. If they abandon the baggage to save themselves﻿—which I think is more likely﻿—they lose their supplies and their reputation both.

			“As for the enemy cavalry﻿—none of them will dare advance beyond the main column. But to make sure you have the spirit for this, I will draw up the entire army in front of the camp where you can see it, to intimidate the enemy.”

			The cavalry officers roared their approval. They demanded that every man swear a sacred oath: no one who had not ridden through the Roman army twice would be allowed back under his own roof, or permitted to see his children, his parents, or his wife again.

			

			The oath was taken. The next day, the Gallic cavalry split into three divisions. Two attacked the Roman flanks simultaneously while the third rode out to block the head of the column.

			Caesar likewise divided his cavalry into three and sent them to meet each threat. The entire column halted. The baggage was pulled inside the ring of legions. Wherever the Roman cavalry seemed to be struggling, Caesar wheeled the infantry in that direction﻿—which stopped the enemy pursuit and gave heart to his own men.

			The decisive moment came on the right wing. The German cavalry fought their way to the top of a ridge and drove the Gauls off it, chasing them all the way down to the river where Vercingetorix’s infantry was posted. They cut down large numbers. When the other two Gallic divisions saw this rout, they panicked and broke. The slaughter was general.

			Three of the most distinguished Aeduan nobles were captured and brought to Caesar: Cotus, the cavalry commander who had disputed the magistracy with Convictolitanis; Cavarillus, who had commanded the Aeduan infantry after Litavicus’s treachery; and Eporedorix, who had fought against the Sequani before Caesar ever came to Gaul.

			

			With his cavalry shattered, Vercingetorix immediately withdrew his army in the same formation it had held before the camp and began marching for Alesia, a stronghold of the Mandubii in eastern Gaul. He ordered the baggage brought out at once and told it to follow close behind.

			Caesar sent his own baggage to the nearest hilltop, left two legions to guard it, and pursued the retreating Gauls for as long as daylight allowed, killing about three thousand of the rearguard. The next day he arrived at Alesia.

			After studying the city’s position and seeing the panic among the enemy﻿—their cavalry, the force they had counted on most, had been destroyed﻿—Caesar encouraged his troops to prepare for hard labor and began drawing a line of circumvallation around the entire stronghold.

			

			Alesia sat on the summit of a high hill, in a position so commanding that a siege appeared to be the only option. Two rivers ran along the base of the hill on different sides. In front of the town stretched a plain about three miles long. On every other side, hills of roughly equal height enclosed the town at moderate distance.

			The Gallic army had filled the entire slope below the eastern wall and had dug a trench fronted by a six-foot stone wall. The circumference of the Roman siege works﻿—the line that would eventually encircle the entire position﻿—measured eleven miles. Caesar established his camp in a strong location and built twenty-three redoubts along the line, each manned by sentries during the day to prevent sudden sorties. At night, the same positions were held by strong guard detachments.

			

			While construction was underway, a cavalry battle erupted on the three-mile plain. Both sides fought ferociously. When the Roman cavalry faltered, Caesar sent in the Germans and drew up the legions in front of the camp as insurance against an infantry sortie.

			The appearance of the legions stiffened the Roman cavalry’s resolve. The Gauls broke and fled, but their own numbers worked against them﻿—they jammed into the narrow gates of their fortifications, and the Germans ran them down right to the walls. The killing was savage. Some Gauls abandoned their horses and tried to scramble over the ditch and climb the wall.

			Caesar ordered the legions to advance slightly. This terrified the Gauls inside the fortifications, who thought a full assault was coming. Cries of “To arms!” echoed everywhere. Some panicked and fled into the town. Vercingetorix ordered the gates shut before the camp was emptied. The Germans finally pulled back, having killed many and captured a number of horses.

			

			Vercingetorix knew what the completed Roman siege line would mean. Before it was finished, he sent all his cavalry out under cover of darkness, through a section where the works were not yet closed. His final orders to them were passionate:

			“Each of you﻿—go to your own people. Bring back to the war every man old enough to carry a weapon. Remember what I have done for the freedom of Gaul. Do not hand me over to the enemy for torture. If you fail, eighty thousand chosen warriors will die with me.

			“I have calculated our supplies. We have grain for thirty days﻿—a little longer if we ration strictly.”

			After the cavalry rode out in the silence of the night, Vercingetorix ordered all remaining grain brought to him personally. He decreed the death penalty for anyone who hoarded food. The cattle that the Mandubii had driven into the town he distributed individually, man by man. He began measuring out the grain in tiny daily portions. He pulled all his forward-deployed troops inside the walls.

			And he waited for Gaul to come to his rescue.

			

			When Caesar learned from deserters and prisoners what Vercingetorix was doing inside, he set about building the most elaborate system of fortifications the Roman army had ever constructed.

			First, he dug a trench twenty feet deep with vertical sides, with the base as wide as the top﻿—no sloping walls that an attacker could use as a ramp. All the other works were set back four hundred feet from this ditch, to prevent sudden rushes against the builders.

			Within that buffer zone, he dug two more trenches, each fifteen feet wide and fifteen feet deep. The inner one, where the ground was low enough, he filled with water diverted from the river.

			Behind the trenches, he raised a twelve-foot rampart topped with a wall, adding a parapet with battlements. At the junction of parapet and wall, he mounted sharpened stakes that jutted outward like antlers, to stop anyone from climbing over. He ringed the entire circuit with wooden towers spaced eighty feet apart.

			

			All of this had to be done simultaneously﻿—gathering timber, collecting food, building the fortifications﻿—while the available workforce shrank because men had to range far from camp for materials. The Gauls kept launching sorties from the town, striking at the work parties through multiple gates with large forces.

			Caesar decided the works needed to be even more formidable, so that a smaller garrison could hold them. His engineers went to work on what would become a legendary series of obstacles.

			First: tree trunks and thick branches were stripped of their bark and sharpened to points. They were planted in rows in a continuous trench five feet deep, firmly anchored at the bottom so they could not be pulled out. Only the sharpened tips protruded above ground. There were five interconnecting rows. Anyone who blundered into them would impale themselves on the stakes. The soldiers called these “boundary markers”﻿—cippi.

			In front of the cippi, arranged in staggered diagonal rows like the five-dot pattern on a die, the engineers dug pits three feet deep, tapering toward the bottom. Into each pit they sank a sharpened stake as thick as a man’s thigh, hardened in fire, projecting only four inches above ground level. The rest of the pit was packed with trampled clay for stability, then covered over with woven sticks and brush to conceal the trap. There were eight rows of these, spaced three feet apart. The soldiers called them “lilies,” after the flower the pits resembled.

			Finally, in front of everything else, foot-long wooden stakes fitted with iron barbs were buried completely in the ground, scattered thickly across the entire approach. The soldiers called these “spurs.”

			

			After finishing this entire system of inner fortifications facing Alesia, Caesar built an identical line of works facing outward﻿—against the relief army he knew was coming.

			He selected the most level ground available, enclosed a circuit of fourteen miles, and constructed the same trenches, ramparts, and obstacles in every respect, but oriented in the opposite direction. This way, the defenders of the line could not be overwhelmed even by an immense enemy force. And to prevent his men from having to make dangerous foraging expeditions once the siege was fully underway, he ordered every soldier to stockpile thirty days of food and grain.

			It was an astonishing feat of engineering: a double ring of fortifications, the inner ring trapping Vercingetorix and eighty thousand warriors, the outer ring prepared to hold off the entire military strength of Gaul. The Roman army was sandwiched between the two, besieging and besieged at the same time.

			

			While the Romans built, the Gauls held a council of their leading nobles to decide how the relief effort should work. Vercingetorix had called for a total mobilization﻿—every man who could carry a weapon. The council overruled him. If hundreds of thousands of men showed up, they argued, they would be impossible to command, impossible to tell apart in battle, and impossible to feed. Instead, they set fixed quotas for each tribe.

			The demands: thirty-five thousand from the Aedui and their dependents﻿—the Segusiani, Ambivareti, and Aulerci Brannovices. An equal thirty-five thousand from the Arverni and their associated peoples﻿—the Eleuteti, Cadurci, Gabali, and Velauni. Twelve thousand each from the Senones, Sequani, Bituriges, Santones, Ruteni, and Carnutes. Ten thousand from the Bellovaci. The same from the Lemovices. Eight thousand each from the Pictones, Turones, Parisii, and Helvii. Five thousand each from the Suessiones, Ambiani, Mediomatrici, Petrocorii, Nervii, Morini, and Nitiobriges. The same from the Aulerci Cenomani. Four thousand from the Atrebates. Three thousand each from the Bellocassi, Lexovii, and Aulerci Eburovices. Thirty thousand from the Rauraci and Boii. Six thousand collectively from the coastal tribes of Armorica﻿—which included the Curisolites, Rhedones, Ambibari, Caltes, Osismii, Lemovices, Veneti, and Unelli.

			The Bellovaci refused to meet their full quota, insisting they would fight Rome their own way, on their own terms, and would take orders from no one. But at the personal request of Commius the Atrebatian, they contributed two thousand men, honoring an old bond of hospitality.

			This same Commius had served Caesar faithfully for years, particularly in Britain. Caesar had rewarded him by exempting his people from taxes and giving him authority over the Morini. But such was the unanimous passion of the Gauls for freedom and the recovery of their old military glory that neither favors nor personal friendships could hold them. Every people committed their full energy and resources to the war.

			When the muster was complete, they had assembled eight thousand cavalry and approximately two hundred and forty thousand infantry.

			The army was reviewed in Aeduan territory and its officers appointed. Supreme command was given to four generals: Commius the Atrebatian, Viridomarus and Eporedorix the Aeduans, and Vergasillaunus the Arvernian﻿—a cousin of Vercingetorix. Each was assigned a staff of advisors drawn from every state.

			Every man marched for Alesia, burning with confidence. Not a single one among them doubted the outcome. The sheer sight of such a host would be enough, they believed. The Romans would be attacked from both sides simultaneously﻿—the besieged garrison sallying from inside while this colossal army struck from outside. It would be overwhelming.

			

			But inside Alesia, the situation was desperate. The day when Vercingetorix had expected the relief army to arrive had come and gone. The grain was consumed. No one knew what was happening in the outside world.

			Vercingetorix called an assembly to debate their options. Various opinions were offered. Some argued for surrender. Others urged a breakout while the men still had strength to fight.

			Then Critognatus rose to speak. His words were so extraordinary﻿—and so horrifying﻿—that they deserve to be recorded in full.

			Critognatus was of the noblest Arvernian blood, a man of enormous influence. He began:

			“I will not waste my time on those who call abject surrender by the polite name of ‘capitulation.’ They are not citizens. They should not even be in this council.

			“My business is with those who favor a breakout. Their plan, at least, shows some memory of our ancestors’ courage. But wanting to escape because you cannot endure a little hunger﻿—that is weakness, not valor. Men who volunteer for death are far easier to find than men who can calmly endure suffering.

			“I might support a breakout﻿—honor matters greatly to me﻿—if the only thing at stake were our own lives. But before we decide, let us think about all of Gaul. We have called our kinsmen to arms. What courage do you think they will have if they arrive and find eighty thousand of us butchered on this spot﻿—forced to fight over our corpses? Do not strip them of your support when they have risked everything for your sake. Do not, through your folly and recklessness, crush all of Gaul beneath an eternal slavery.

			“Do you doubt their loyalty because they have not come on the exact day? What do you think the Romans are doing out there, building those outer fortifications day and night? They are frightened. They know the relief army is coming. The very intensity of their labor tells you it is near.

			“So what is my counsel?

			“Do what our ancestors did in the war against the Cimbri and the Teutones﻿—a war that was far less significant than this one. When our forefathers were driven into their towns and ground down by the same kind of starvation, they did not surrender. They survived on the bodies of those who were too old or too weak to fight. And they did not give in.

			“Even if we had no such precedent, I would say: create one. Establish it for all time. Hand it down to those who come after us.

			“That earlier war was nothing like this one. The Cimbri ravaged Gaul and brought great suffering, yes﻿—but they eventually left. They moved on to other lands. They left us our rights, our laws, our territory, our freedom.

			“The Romans want something different. What drives them? Envy. They have heard that we are noble and powerful in war, and they want to plant themselves on our land and chain us forever. That is how they have always waged war. And if you do not know what they do to distant peoples, look at the Gaul nearest to you﻿—the Province. It has been reduced to a province in name and in fact. Its rights and laws have been stripped away. Roman authority rules it with an iron hand. It lives in permanent slavery.”

			

			After the various opinions were debated, the council reached a grim compromise. Those who were too old or too sick to fight would be sent out of the town. Everyone else would try every possible measure before resorting to the plan Critognatus had proposed. But they would resort to it﻿—rather than accept surrender or peace terms﻿—if circumstances forced their hand and the relief army failed to arrive.

			Then came a decision that haunts the story. The Mandubii﻿—the tribe whose town Alesia was, the people who had taken the Gallic army in﻿—were forced to leave. They were expelled with their wives and children.

			When these refugees reached the Roman siege lines, weeping, they begged the soldiers to take them in as slaves, to give them anything to eat.

			Caesar posted guards on the rampart and refused to let them through.

			

			Then, at last, the relief army arrived.

			Commius, Vergasillaunus, Viridomarus, and Eporedorix brought their vast host to the hills outside Alesia and made camp less than a mile from the Roman outer fortifications. The next day, they led out their cavalry and filled the entire three-mile plain. Their infantry was drawn up on the higher ground just behind.

			From the citadel of Alesia, the besieged could see everything. They poured out of the town, wild with joy, congratulating each other, weeping with relief. They drew up their own troops in front of the walls, covered the nearest Roman trench with bundles of sticks and earth, and prepared for a breakout. The moment they had endured everything for had finally come.

			

			Caesar stationed his army on both sides of the double fortification, with every man assigned to a specific post, so that each soldier knew exactly where he would fight. He ordered the cavalry out to engage.

			From the ridge where the Roman camp stood, every soldier in the army could watch the battle unfold below. The stakes could not have been higher, and everyone knew it.

			The Gauls had scattered archers and light-armed skirmishers among their cavalry to support retreating horsemen and blunt Roman charges. Several Roman soldiers were wounded by these unexpected attacks and had to leave the field. Whenever the Gauls seemed to be winning, the defenders in Alesia and the relief army outside both erupted in cheers and war cries, lifting their side’s morale. Because the battle was fought in full view of everyone, on both sides of the Roman works﻿—every act of bravery and every act of cowardice was on display. The desire for glory and the fear of shame drove every man on both sides.

			The fighting raged from midday until near sunset, with neither side able to break through. Then the German cavalry massed on one wing, charged in a tight formation, and smashed the Gallic line. When the cavalry broke, the archers who had been embedded among them were exposed, surrounded, and cut to pieces. On the other wings, the Romans pressed forward and drove the fleeing Gauls back to their camp without giving them a chance to regroup.

			Inside Alesia, the defenders who had come out to fight retreated back into the town, dejected and nearly hopeless.

			

			One day passed. The Gauls spent it manufacturing enormous quantities of bundles, scaling ladders, and iron grappling hooks. Then, silently, they left their camp at midnight and approached the Roman outer fortifications on the plain.

			A sudden roar went up﻿—a signal to the besieged inside that the attack had begun. The Gauls started throwing bundles into the ditches and tried to sweep the defenders from the ramparts with a storm of slings, arrows, and stones. Everything they had.

			At the same moment, Vercingetorix heard the war cry from inside Alesia. He sounded his trumpet and led his forces out against the inner Roman line.

			The Roman soldiers manned their assigned positions. They responded with slings, the heavy stones they had stockpiled along the works, and lead bullets. In the darkness, no one could see clearly. Casualties mounted on both sides from missiles launched blind. The Roman officers Marcus Antonius and Gaius Trebonius, who commanded the sectors under attack, pulled troops from the quieter redoubts and rushed them to wherever the pressure was greatest.

			

			At long range, the Gauls had the advantage﻿—the sheer volume of their missiles was staggering. But as they pushed closer, they stumbled into the defenses Caesar’s engineers had built. Some ran onto the hidden spurs and were crippled. Others fell into the lily pits and were impaled on the sharpened stakes concealed at the bottom. Still others were cut down by heavy darts launched from the rampart and towers.

			Everywhere along the line, the Gauls took terrible casualties but could not breach the works. As dawn approached, they feared the Romans might sally from the upper camp and catch them in the flank. They pulled back.

			The attack from inside suffered the same fate. Vercingetorix’s men had spent too long filling in the nearest trenches and preparing their approach. By the time they were ready to assault the inner wall, they learned that the relief army had already retreated. They withdrew into Alesia, having accomplished nothing.

			

			Twice now, the Gauls had been thrown back with heavy losses. They held a council of war and did something intelligent: they called in men who knew the local terrain intimately. From these guides, they learned the exact position and fortification of every Roman camp along the line.

			On the north side, there was a hill too large for the Roman siege circuit to encompass. Caesar’s engineers had been forced to place the camp there on a slight slope, in a somewhat disadvantageous position. This camp was held by the lieutenants Gaius Antistius Reginus and Gaius Caninius Rebilus with two legions.

			The Gallic commanders reconnoitered the position with scouts. Then they handpicked sixty thousand men from the tribes with the greatest reputation for bravery. They settled the plan in secret: the attack would come at noon. They gave command of this strike force to Vergasillaunus the Arvernian, one of the four supreme commanders and Vercingetorix’s cousin.

			Vergasillaunus marched out of camp during the first watch of the night, completed most of his approach before dawn, and hid his troops behind the northern hill, ordering them to rest after the night march. When noon approached, he advanced against the vulnerable Roman camp.

			Simultaneously, the Gallic cavalry rode out to fill the plain, and the rest of the infantry made a grand display in front of the main Gallic camp.

			

			From the citadel of Alesia, Vercingetorix watched his countrymen emerge. He led his army out of the town, bringing long hooks, portable shelters, grappling poles, and everything else he had stockpiled for a breakout. The assault went in on every side at once, probing for weak points. The Roman line stretched for miles, and it was desperately difficult to be strong everywhere.

			The shouts of battle behind them﻿—from the outer line﻿—were devastating to the Roman defenders’ morale. Each man knew his own fate depended on the courage of soldiers he could not see. It is always the dangers you cannot see that frighten you the most.

			

			Caesar chose an elevated position from which he could observe the entire battlefield and sent reinforcements wherever a sector was buckling. Both sides understood that this was the decisive moment. The Gauls knew that if they could not break through the lines, all was lost. The Romans knew that if they held, every hardship they had endured would be over.

			The worst crisis was at the northern camp, where Vergasillaunus and his sixty thousand had arrived. The slight downward slope worked in their favor. Some Gauls hurled missiles while others locked their shields into a tortoise formation and advanced into the defenses. Fresh troops constantly replaced the exhausted. Earth was heaped against the fortifications, giving the attackers a ramp to climb, and burying the traps the Romans had hidden in the ground.

			The Roman defenders were running out of weapons and energy.

			

			Caesar sent Labienus to the northern camp with six cohorts, with orders to hold if he could﻿—and if he could not, to pull the cohorts out and counterattack. But that was a last resort.

			Caesar then went to the other sectors in person, urging his soldiers to hold on. Everything they had fought for in every campaign, he told them, came down to this day, this hour.

			Inside the lines, Vercingetorix’s men, unable to break through on the flat ground because of the massive fortifications, tried the steep sections instead. They brought up their siege equipment, drove the defenders from the towers with a hail of missiles, filled the ditches with earth and bundles, and tore at the rampart and breastwork with their hooks.

			

			Caesar sent young Brutus with six cohorts to plug the gaps. Then Gaius Fabius with seven more. As the fighting escalated, Caesar himself led fresh troops into the line. After stabilizing that sector, he turned toward the northern camp where Labienus was fighting.

			He pulled four cohorts from the nearest redoubt. He ordered part of the cavalry to follow him, and sent the rest on a wide circuit around the outer fortifications with orders to strike the enemy from behind.

			Labienus, meanwhile, had reached the breaking point. Neither ramparts nor ditches were stopping the Gauls. He sent a messenger to Caesar: the position could not hold. He was preparing to pull his troops out and go on the offensive.

			Caesar drove toward the crisis at full speed.

			

			The Romans recognized him by his distinctive scarlet cloak. The cavalry squadrons and the fresh cohorts following him were visible from the heights, moving down the slopes. The enemy saw them too.

			Both sides let out a roar. The cry was taken up along the rampart and echoed around the entire perimeter of fortifications.

			The Romans dropped their javelins and drew their swords. The fighting was now face to face, blade to blade.

			Then the cavalry appeared behind the Gallic lines.

			Fresh cohorts surged forward from the Roman side. The Gauls broke. They turned and ran﻿—straight into the cavalry, which had completed its circuit and was waiting for them. The slaughter was devastating.

			Sedulius, general and chief of the Lemovices, was cut down. Vergasillaunus the Arvernian was captured alive in the rout. Seventy-four Gallic battle standards were carried to Caesar. Out of the enormous force that had attacked, very few made it back to camp alive.

			From the walls of Alesia, the besieged watched the slaughter and the flight of their countrymen. They gave up hope and pulled their forces back inside.

			The Gallic relief army, on hearing the news, immediately broke camp and fled. If Caesar’s soldiers had not been utterly exhausted from a full day of combat and from rushing reinforcements to every threatened point, the entire enemy army could have been annihilated. As it was, the cavalry rode out after midnight, caught the Gallic rearguard, killed or captured large numbers, and scattered the rest. The survivors fled in every direction, each man trying to reach his own homeland.

			

			The next day, Vercingetorix called a final council.

			“I did not begin this war for my own advantage,” he said. “I did it for the freedom of all. Since fortune has turned against us, I offer myself to you﻿—for whatever purpose you choose. Send me to the Romans as a death offering to appease them, or hand me over alive.”

			Ambassadors were sent to Caesar. He demanded that all weapons be surrendered and all the chiefs brought before him.

			Caesar took his seat on the earthworks at the head of his siege lines, in front of the camp. The Gallic leaders were brought out. Vercingetorix was surrendered. The weapons were laid down.

			Caesar reserved the prisoners from the Aedui and Arverni﻿—he planned to use them as leverage to win back those two powerful states. The rest of the captives he distributed to his soldiers, one prisoner to each man, as the spoils of war.

			

			With these arrangements made, Caesar marched into the territory of the Aedui and accepted their submission. Arvernian ambassadors arrived and promised to obey whatever he commanded. He demanded a large number of hostages.

			Then he distributed his legions for the winter. He returned roughly twenty thousand prisoners to the Aedui and the Arverni. He sent Labienus with two legions and the cavalry to the Sequani, attaching Marcus Sempronius Rutilus to his command. He posted Gaius Fabius and Lucius Minucius Basilus with two legions among the Remi, to protect them from the neighboring Bellovaci. He dispatched Gaius Antistius Reginus to the Ambivareti, Titus Sextius to the Bituriges, and Gaius Caninius Rebilus to the Ruteni, each with one legion. He stationed Quintus Tullius Cicero and Publius Sulpicius among the Aedui at Cabillonus and Matisco on the Saone, to organize the grain supply.

			Caesar himself settled in to winter at Bibracte.

			When the Senate in Rome received Caesar’s dispatches reporting these events, they decreed twenty days of public thanksgiving.
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