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“What’s happening now?” I hissed through my teeth to my companion standing erect next to me.

“Have you ever paid any attention?” he snidely retorted back.

Of course, the answer was “No.”  I hated being a common soldier and somehow found more excitement in the trodden grass beneath my boots than the incessant horn signals.  We began marching, slowly at first, but the speed gradually increased until I found myself, as I so often did, slightly lagging and disrupting the flow of my eighteenth legion.  The mass of soldiers around me and the knowledge of two other legions acting exactly as mine gave me a feeling of severe insignificance.  We were stationed in a group of three legions, XVII, XVIII, and XIX, near the Weser River in the Rhine area.  I was so bored that I wished for some excitement; anything to disrupt the monotony of my day.  A German ambush seemed like quite a treat.  

As we marched the clouds began to billow up and uneasiness crept across my legion.  Although I hadn’t noticed, we had apparently changed our course based on Varus’ orders and were now heading through a thick forest.  I appreciated the shade and wanted to personally thank Varus on his decision.  I had the utmost respect for my leader and trusted his faith in Arminius.  Feeling out of the loop as usual, I nudged the soldier to my left and asked about our present state.

“Arminius has just given Varus advice to quell a rebellion.”

Feeling ever more grateful to and proud of my fearless leaders, I nodded and bent down to pick a small purple berry that had evaded the clomp of many Roman boots.  The man behind me walked into me and it was all I could do to not topple over.  After suffering through countless insults and criticisms, I managed to find my place in line again and continued marching.  Before no time the rain had started and I determined that it was torrential.  The trail was narrow and muddy and I was jostled to the outer, left side of a position that even I recognized as not combat formation.  We continued like this for a while, in one long line of soldiers, and it seemed that everyone could sense something was not right.  I wondered what Varus was up to now, I wished he was marching next to me.

To get my mind off the downpour and the lack of organization, I hummed a tune, Convivium, which I remembered from my early childhood.  But before long the grumbling and overly proper soldier to my right, probably fifteen years my senior, shot me a mean glance and shouted for me to stop.

Our shields were so waterlogged that they seemed to weigh fifty pounds and my boots were halfway filled with water.  As everyone around me trudged onward I decided it was worth the flogging and I tossed my heavy shield into the forest.  I watched the shield land in the brush and heard an angry curse in a dialect that I had never before encountered.  I looked to the man at my side and he seemed not to notice, so I walked forward, relieved of the shield but heavy with fear of that shout from the forest. 

The horns blasted and I heard commotion from the seventeenth legion miles in front of me.  Everyone around me sprung into action and I regretted disposing of my shield and ignoring the messages of the horn signals.  I was standing in the midst of some tremendous tumult with not the slightest idea as to what was happening when German soldiers sprang from the depths of the woods and attacked my legion.  

Men were running hūc illūc with their swords held high and their heavy shields propped strong.  Roman soldiers were falling and dying all around me and I noticed the supreme skill of these foreign ambushers, they had surely been trained against Roman tactics.  I searched desperately for a familiar face or some sort of escape from this sure death and when I saw an opening in the fighting I bolted straight for the forest.  I ran with all my speed down through the woods, parallel to our trail, searching for help.  Finally, I came across a large group of Roman soldiers who were defending a makeshift fortified night camp.  It was here that I met my hero, Publius Quinctilius Varus.

Varus was standing up on a stump, dictating orders to a group of commanders.  He was organizing a mass of soldiers, men from each of the three legions, to break out of the forest and into the open country.  I was thoroughly impressed by his composure and respected his skill to formulate a plan in such chaotic circumstances.  I trusted Varus wholly and knew that, with him leading, there was no need to worry.  I stood with bloody men in the mud and heard tales of their own experiences of the ambush.  

“If I ever see that Arminius, I’ll slit his throat and feed him to bears.”  One of the soldiers was boasting his knowledge of the present situation.

“You have no right to speak of him like that,” I replied.

“Why, he tricked us!  He arranged this ambush to get us all killed and get revenge on Varus.  It’s betrayal...I’ll kill him!” 

I don’t think anyone slept that night, not even Varus.  We were too afraid of the beasts of the forest, including the Germans.  I was thankful that there were so many of us at that camp that night and thought we were sure victors in the battle the next day, especially with Varus leading us.    

Unfortunately, I was horribly mistaken.  Nearly all of my new friends were killed while we tried to leave the forest, and we were forced to try several alternate routes.  It seemed that a German hid behind every tree.  I grabbed a shield from a fallen Roman, but tossed it because it was too heavy for me to carry and I preferred to rely on hiding rather than fighting.  The hills, forests, and swamplands made any escape impossible, especially with the relentless storm.  I tried to stick close to the troops with Varus, but I soon realized that even he was no match for the ambushing Germans.

They were the worst four days of my life.  I tried to flee with Numonious Vala’s calvary, as they almost escaped, but was glad they refused me when the Germanic cavalry slaughtered them, too.  I hid in some bushes as a commander surrendered his entire group of men and several others took their own lives.  From my hiding spot, I watched as my fellow soldiers were captured and burned alive in wicker cages and Roman officers were cooked in giant pots.  I was behind a tree, standing in a deep puddle, when I saw Varus fall on his sword and die with all the honor that he deserved.  It was then that I knew there was truly no hope for the three Roman legions and I decided to completely abandon the battle and escape back through the forest.  I hadn’t gotten far when a club fell over my head and I saw only blackness.  

The life of a servus isn’t all that bad.  I work just as hard as I did in my eighteenth legion, and I receive about the same amount of floggings.  Sure, my life isn’t enviable, but it’s certainly better than being cooked by some German savage.  There’s one thing I regret being unable to do.  As Augustus mourns his losses and bangs his head against the walls of his home while repeating over and over again, “Quintili Vare, legiones redde!” I’d like to remind him of the valiant efforts and pure motives of my fearless leader.  Despite the gruesome mayhem and torturous violence of the Teutoburg Forest on that day, Quinctilius Varus maintained his composure and served as an honorable example to his army; serving his emperor to the very end.  This, Augustus ought to respect.
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