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In the first place, it is not possible to argue from the
senate'signoraneeof the barde on Oetober 30 that it eould
not have takenplaeebeforeOetober27/8. The speedat which
the news might be expeeredto reach Vitellius in Rome from
Cremonamay be gauged from the speedshown.a few days
previouslyby the bearerof tidings from Hostilia. As we have
seen,the revulsion of feeling againstCaeeina'streacherytook
plaeeon Oetober18. On hearingthe news at Aricia, southof
Rome, Vitellius displayedunwontedvigour, multa cum exul
tatione in urbemreuectus.After travelling to Rome(oneday's
journey) and addressinga contio (probablyonthe following
day), he held a meetingof the senateto denouneethe traitor
and deprive hirn of his eonsulship,though it was already the
penultimate day of Caecina'snundinum, Oetober 30. It is
diffieult to resist the conclusionthat the news from Hostilia
reachedArieia on or aboutOetober27, and that consequendy
the journey from the north took not two, but something
approachingnine, days7). It would be dangerousto arguethat
the batde fought near Cremona8) which was known to Vi
tellius after, but not long after, Oetober 30, could not have
beenfought as early as Oetober23. It will be neeessary,there
fore, to eonsiderwhich date in the rangeOetober23-30 best
satisfiesour other requirements.

Again, some light is thrown upon the probable date of
the batdeby a eoI1siderationof the movementsof the Hostilia
legions9). After arrestingCaeeinaon the evening of Oetober
18 and eleeting new leaders10), they determinedto join their
fellows at Cremona and marched urgendy westwards,south

7 This is in agreementwith Cic. ad Fam. xi, 6, 1 Lupus noster eum
Romttm sextadie Mutina uenisset'.' . The reasonfor the optimistic estimate
of Nissen was the view of Friedländer10 i, 333 that the eursus pub/ieus
achieved 120 mp or more per day, a fißure reduced to 50 mp by Sir
W. M. Ramsay in Hasting's Dietionary of the Bible, Extra Volume 375
402, esp. 387-8, fol1owed by A. M. Ramsay,TRS 15 (1925), 60-74 and
C. W. J.Eliot, Phoenix 9 (1955), 76-80.

8 Cremonais slightly more distantfrom RomethanHostilia from Aricia.
9 Such a study was made by L. Holzapfel, Klio 15 (1918), 115-18,

who arrived at the same conclusion concerningthe date of the battle as
the presentwriter but by rather different arguments.

10 The words of Tacitus at iii, 13, 2 (especial1yreeurrens in prin
cipia miles, a phrasewhich suggeststhe return to camp of the main body
of troops who had been per mi/itiae munera dispersi during the day), and
of Dio, !XV, 10 IlLIXA1l9EV'tEI; IlE xat EI; 'ta.l; aX'lJva.1; ciVIXXlJlpijoav'tEI; IlE'tEv6r,oav
favour theview that the reaction took pIace on the eveningof October18.
The eclipse of the moon that impressedthe troops entered its maximum
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of the PO, covering 30 mp on the last day. before arrival and
immediately thereafter hurling themselves into the fatal night
batde. In view of the need for speedy and stealthy action (for
the mere fact of this remarkable move shows the Vitellians'
fear of the consequences of Caecina's plotting, and especially
- witness the murder of the unfortunate Ravennate sailors 
their fear of being cut off by the turncoat fleet sailing up the
Po behind them) the obvious policy for Fabius Fabullus and
Cassius Longus to pursue was to abandon the camp north of
Hostilia by night on October 19/20, march the 7 mp to Hostilia
on the Po under cover of darkness, and cross the river at first
light. Such an operation could easily have been planned and
prepared in the twenty-four hours following the arrest of
Caecina 11). The distance from Hostilia to Cremona by a route
south of the Po is approximately 100-110mp, according to
the route taken 12). In how many days. could such a distance
be covered by a legionary army in haste?

Without going outside the pages of Histories iii we can
find sufficient evidence of legionary marching speeds:

1. The fact that Tacitus singles out for comment a day's
march of 30 mp presupposes a normal average of some 20 mp
or perhaps less.

2. Antonius required two days to march his troops, again
under circumstances of some urgency, along the ViaPostumia from
Verona to Bedriacum, a distance of approximately 40 mp 18).

phase (11/12) at 9.50 p. m., and, aecording to Dio, followed the repen
tanee of the troops and the arrest of Caeeina.

11 The feverish and desperate haste of the troops is weU brought
OUt by the string of historie presents in TB üi, 14. Very little relianee
ean be plaeed on Dio, when, after deseribing the eclipse of October 18 at
some length, he eontinues (lxv, 11), omitting all mention of the march to
Cremona, oll I1EV'tot xa.l .Tta.p~ 'toil'to O!hE tVE~OOa.V, ,UAOt 't/jl np(111f1 'tij
lIo'tEpa.lq; IITta."(OI1EVIfI oepa, ~t' ci"("(EAWV 6I1oAO"(1joa.t . . • . . . . • • • . • . . • .
ciV'tETtEI1<j1a.V civ'ttTta.pa.woilv'tE' 'tOt 'toil Ollt'tE~J..lou TtPOEAE09a.t· xa.l t, xsrpa.,
U90V'tE' • " The Vitellians may weil have sent a reply which reached Antonius
'tij 1I0'tEPa.!q. (October 19), but there can have been little excuse for the idle
exchange of invitations to surrender supposed by Holzapfel 117 as a basis
for Dio's remarks.

12 The exaet route taken by the Hostilia troops is not mentioned
by T, but a ealculation of bee-line distances is Hostilia - 60 km - Reg
gio neU' Emilia - 27 km - Parma - 22.5 km - Fidenza - 32 km 
Cremona = 141.5 km = 93 mp. To this figure we must add something
to allaw for deviations. Holzapfel's figure of 112 mp is tao high, especially as he
wrongly eauses the ViteUians to recross the Padus at Brixellum (cf. Mommsen).

13 TB iii, 15,2.
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3. The Flavian army summoned in the middle of the
morning from Bedriacum is described as' having reached a
point ca. 4 mp east of Cremona inumbrante uespera: that is,
it covered 16 or 18 mp in the course of some 6 hours' hard
marching in order to save a critical situation 14).

4. In a similar emergency, an attempt to save the Capitol
from capture, Antonius' army, after two day's rest, covered
the distance between Ocriculum and Saxa Rubra (35 mp) in a
single December day; but circumstances suggest that the troops
started early and Tacitus speaks of their arrival multo iam
noctis 15). Such a performance could not have been repeated
on several consecutive days.

I t will be safe in the light of the above instances to
suppose that the Hostilia legions achieved not much less, nor
much more, than 20 mp on each day of their march before the
last 16). If this is so, they required 5 days to cover the 100
110 mp which separate Hostilia and Cremona. Assuming the
likelihood of the Po crossing at first light on actober 20, we
must place their arrival at Cremona on the evening of acto
ber 24. (The only credible alternative to this is to suppose
that in their haste the troops marched c~. 24 mp on each of 3
days and 30 mp on the fourth, thus arriving on actober 23.
Such a high average speed seems improbable, but it should be
borne in mind as theoretically possible).

While the Vitellians were concentrating on Cremona,
Antonius was moving down from Verona to Bedriacum. Ap
prised of the fact that the Vitellians at Hostilia had rejected
Caecina's plan of capitulation and had stolen away, he realised
that the moment to strike had come: the enemy at Cremona
must be destroyed before they were joined by the larger force
from Hostilia and by Valens from the south. After advancing
in two days from Verona to Bedriacum, he was able on the
third to lure the enemy forth to the first phase of the batde
by plundering the countryside. It should be possible to date
these moves. The departure of the Vitellians from Hostilia
had been executed with some secrecy, but the news cannot
have been long in reaching Verona, whether by the mouth of

14 ibid., 16, 1 and 2; 19, 1. 15 78, 1; 79, 1.
16 Cf. also the conclusion of F. Stolle, Das Lager u. Heer der Rö

mer (Strassburg, 1912) that on good roads within the empire 20 mp daily
was a possible speed for legions (much less in rough country).
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line-erossers, of Caeeina's seeret go-betweens insofar as these
had not been arrested by the troops, or of' Antonius' recon
naissanee parties 17). Information of the enemy's departure du
ring the night of Oetober 19/20 should have reached Antonius
on the evening of Oetober 20; and if we allow - as we must
- for the possibility that one further day was required for a
eouncil-of-war, adecision on the strategieal situation and the
preparations involved by a move of the uniuersus exercitus,
we may reasonably deduee that Antonius reached Bedriaeum
on the evening of Oetober 23. It seems therefore that on
both ealculations the historieal and geographieal data point to
Oetober 24/5 as the most probable date of the batde.

We have now to diseuss Nissen's seeond and third argu
ments for selecting the late date Oetober 27/8. Admittedly, the
course of the batde as deseribed by Taeitus suggests a late
moonrise and therefore a late datewithin the wider range
of possibilities; but it does not impose such a coriclusion. To
be sure, sunrise appears to follow immediately upon the speedl
of Antonius to his troops and the speech in its turn appears to
follow closely upon moonrise, but when we are dealing with
an author so fond of teleseoping the less exeiting stretches of
his narrative as Taeitus (the most egregious example of this
is at A ii, 8- 9), we ean build nothing upon this flimsy foundation.

But Nissen's most telling argument eoneerns the sentenee
neutro inclinauerat fortuna donec adulta nocte luna surgeris
ostenderet acies falleretque. His view that the unusual phrase
adulta nox indieates the period between midnight and 2 a. m.
is slenderly based. The meaning of adulta here ean be gathered
from Servius' eomment 18) anni quattuor sunt tempora, diuisa
in ternos menses. antiqui temporum talem faciunt discretionem,
ut primo mense ueris nouum dicatur uer, secundo adultum,
tertio praeceps, sicut etiam Sallustius dicit ubique ,noua aestas,
adulta, praeceps'. Sallust appears to imitate Thueydides ii, 19
'toG 8epou.; ... (bq.l.iX~ov'to~ and Taeitus in hi~ turn says at A
ii, 23 aestate iam adulta; xi, 31 adulto autumno; H iii, 86
praecipiti in occasum die. Evidendy by adulta nox Taeitus
means the eentral third of the night, and he uses this literary
reminiseenee to replaee anormal time-indication eontained in
his source. This source, probably the campaign memoirs of
Vipstanus Messalla, present at the batde as commander of legio

17 TH ii, 24; iii, 9, 4; 10, 1. 18 On Vir. G. i, 43 uere naua.
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Moon's Meridian Passage
Oet. 27 7 a. m.
Nov.1 11 a. m.
Nov.6 3 p. m.

midnight
5 a.m.

11 a.m.

VII Claudia, may well have recorded with some accuracy the
exact time when the tide of batde turned with the rising of
the moon 19). What hours, then, comprised the eentral third
of the night during the latter part of Oetober? The eareful
and eonvincing arguments and caleulations of Bilfinger 20)
show that from mid-October to mid-November the average
figures (which may be applied with only slight adjustment to
the days between Oetober 23 and 30) are: sunset, 5.13 p. m.;
sunrise 6.46 a. m. The eentral third of the hours of darkness
extended from 9.43 p. m. to 2.13 a. m.

The information we now require is a table showing the
times of moonrise at the relevant dates for the latitude of
Cremona (+ 45°). We shall then be able to see to what extent
an astronomical dating, based upon Tacitus' referenee to the
moon, is eompatible with the dating arrived at from a study
of the movements of the Flavian and Vitellian troops, that
is, with the adoption of October 24/5.

Tiele, as reported by Nissen, supplied the following
figures, which are eorreet to within less than a quarter of an
hour in each ease:

Moonrise
Oct.26/7
Nov.1
Nov.6

eteetera.

The earlier dates now suggested by troop-movements demand
an extension of this table backwards. I. owe the following
data to the kindness and expert knowledge of Mr. H. W.
Richards of H. M. Nautieal Almanae Offiee 21

):

Moonrise Moon's Meridian Passage
Oet.22 7.30 p. m. Oct.23 3.50 a. m.
Oet. 23 8.30 p. m. Oct. 24 4.40 a. m.
Oet.24 9.40 p. m. Oct.25 5.50 a. m.
Oet.25 10.50 p. m. Oct.26 6.40 a. m.

19 Cf. the careful details at 15, 2 secundis . .. castris . .. postero die;
ad octauum a Bedriaco; 16, 1 quinta ferme hora diei erat; 17, 1 plures
quam centum; 18, 1 ad quartum a Cremona; 19, 1 inumbrante uespera;
21, 1 triginta milia passuum. This particularisation is quite striking in Ta
citus, who is normally notoriously uninterested in figures and movemenu.

20 Die antiken Stundenangaben (Stuttgart, 1888).
21 In a letter to the present writer, dated 16 February, 1956.
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Thus the improhahle, hut theoretically possihle, early
date of October 23/4 fails to satisfy the requirement that on
that night the moon rose adulta nocte, for in fact ii appeared
more than an hour before 9.43 p. m. On October 24, however,
our preferred date, the moon rose within 3 minutes of the
beginning of adulta nox, and several minutes must have
elapsed before its light could clear the tree-tops of this wooded
region. Nothing prevents our accepting Tacitus' narrative as
literally and exactly true to fact.

The following deductions may therefore be made:
1. The second batde of Bedriacum was fought on Octo

ber 24/5, A. D. 69.
2. The crisis of the night baule (coinciding with the rise

of the moon) occurred at 9.40 p. m. and shordy thereafter.
3. There is no reason why the moon, which was one or

two days younger than last quarter, might not at that season
and latitude have shone sufficiently brightly when low in
the eastern sky to upset the aim of the Vitellians confronting
it. A little later, as it moved round to the south, it enabled
Antonius to see his troops and be seen by them as he made
his appeal to the various legions, and it continued (when not
obscured by the passing clouds to which Dio lxv, 13 alludes)
to illumine the long struggle until shortly before 7 a. m. the
sun rose to show the exhausted Vitellians retiring towards
Cremona.

4. The information supplied to Tacitus by his source, and
by Tacitus to us is shown to be compatible with the findings
of astronomy and historical reconstruction.

The suspicions of Mommsen were unjustified. Deborah
the prophetess sang how the stars in their courses fought
against Sisera: Tacitus teIls how the sun and the moon fought
against ViteIlius.Only a historian who was also a supreme
artist could have seized upon this heavenly intervention to
show an inscrutable fatum, or fortuna, .dealing the dooms of
men. Yet Tacitus did not invent his moonrise and sunrise:
he recorded themU

). .

The Univenity of Edinburgh Kenneth Wellesley

22 I am indebted to my colleague, Mr D. A. West, for helpful comment .
upon an earlier draft of this paper:




