Battle of Alesia
Alesia was a major settlement of the Mandubii during the 1st Century BCE. It was situated at the summit of Mont Auxois[footnoteRef:1] which itself stands above the current-day village of Alise-Sainte-Reine, in Eastern France. It was also the location of the last major battle in the conflict between the armies of Rome (commanded by Caesar) and Gaul (commanded by Vercingetorix). [1:  Nic Fields, Alesia 52BC The Final Struggle For Gaul, (Oxford: Osprey Publishing, 2014), p. 49.] 


Cause:
Caesar entered Gaul in 58BCE with the intent of subduing the region under Roman control. Over a few years of campaigning and battle, this was achieved to a point. Rome’s control over the Gauls was tenuous though and after an uprising in 53BCE was crushed by Caesar,[footnoteRef:2] further rumours of discontent in 52BCE meant Caesar’s return to bring Gaul fully under Rome’s dominion. [2:  Peter Inker, Caesar’s Gallic Triumph Alesia 52BC, ed. by Christopher Summerville (Barnsley: Pen & Swords Books Ltd, 2008), p. 44.] 


The Battle:
Following several smaller battles within which both sides took losses, but in the last in particular the Gauls, Vercingetorix retreated to the oppidum[footnoteRef:3] of Alesia. Caeser followed in quick order and upon seeing the extent of Alesia’s fortifications and position, decided to besiege Vercingetorix, trapping him on the hilltop: [3:  An oppidum is the Roman name given to a large, fortified Iron Age town or collection of dwellings. Oppida is the plural for this.] 

The following day he pitched camp near Alesia. He reconnoitred the city’s position and provoked panic in the enemy; then, after encouraging the soldiers for the task they faced, he set about the work of circumvallation[footnoteRef:4].[footnoteRef:5] [4:  Circumvallation was a Roman practice of surrounding an enemy settlement with a ring of defensive siege-works. At Alesia this is seen as one of the most impressive constructions of the Gallic war.]  [5:  Julias Caesar, The Gallic War, translated by Carolyn Hammond, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 7.68, p. 181.] 

The defending Gauls situated themselves inside the Mandubii city, but with their large number, they could not all fit. A camp was constructed outside of the city’s eastern side, with added ditches and walls being built to aid defence of the camp. A similar defensive wall was built on the western side to prevent incursion there.
Caesar considered his options for dealing with the situation. Vercingetorix had superior numbers, roughly 80,000 infantry and 12,000 cavalry, whilst Caeser had about 60,000, half of which were an allied contingent of Germans. However, Caesars troops were battle-hardened veterans of his Gallic campaign. 
As construction of the circumvallation continued, Vercingetorix grew increasingly concerned over the prospect of encirclement so devised a plan to slow progress. The plan set, the gates of Alesia are opened and the Gaulish cavalry galloped towards the unarmed construction workers. A hasty defence was formed by legionaries and German cavalry, driving the Gauls back to the gates, with losses suffered by both sides. Realising that he will soon be encircled, Vercingetorix sends his remaining cavalry through a gap in the construction to plead for help from other tribes. 
Siege being inevitable, Vercingetorix ordered all remaining food be rationed and distributed amongst his men:
He demanded that all corn be sent to him and decreed the death penalty for those that disobeyed. There was an abundance of livestock which had been wrestled from the Mandubii, and this he shared out among individuals.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Ibid., 7.71, p. 183.] 

Whilst the town awaits reinforcements, food grows scarcer so it was decided to cast out the old and infirm from Alesia. The townsfolk are forced out and appeal to Caesar for food and give themselves as slaves, however he refuses, forcing them to a slow death of starvation between the two forces.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Inker, Caesar’s Gallic Triumph Alesia 52BC, p. 88-89.] 

A short time later, the Gallic relief army of roughly 250,000 men led by Commius, Viridomarus, Eporedorix and Vercassivellaunus, arrive and set camp outside of Caesar’s defensive contravallation.[footnoteRef:8]  [8:  A contravallation was an encircling defensive position designed to protect the besiegers against outside attack.] 

Over the next three days the outer Gallic army attacked Caesar and Vercingetorix from within. On the first day the cavalry attack, fighting small skirmishes with Roman cavalry but this soon turns into a full assault by the Romans and Germans, resulting in a Gallic route, leaving many dead. The second day, around midnight, the Gauls attacked the contravallation with infantry, Vercingetorix attacking similarly from the inner side. The Romans were well prepared though with missiles and traps and the Gauls were slaughtered, taking retreat to their respective refuges.
The third day scouts reported a gap in the outer defences on a northern hill, it was here that the Gauls made their final attack. Vercingetorix attacked the inner defences, the Gallic army the gap and whilst some progress was made, Caeser himself attacked the rear of the army routing them from the field. Vercingetorix returned to the city whilst the army returns to their camp, before leaving under darkness. The Romans pursued those leaving, slaughtering them.
The next day Vercingetorix convened a meeting to decide his fate, to be given to the Romans or executed for failure. It was decided to give him over, ‘Vercingetorix was handed over, and weapons were thrown down.’[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Caesar, The Gallic War, 7.89, p. 194.] 

This was not the end of the Gallic war, but it was the last great battle of the Gauls, during Caesar’s conquest.
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