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PREFACE



MY INTENT IN writing this book has been to produce a readable and engaging biography of Hannibal for the nonhistorian—a book that does not require extensive knowledge of the historical context of the period in order to follow the narrative. Mine is not a book for scholars; it is a book for general readers interested in history and adventure. It is something to be read and enjoyed, not studied. The Punic Wars between Rome and Carthage, for a general reader at least, are a relatively obscure period in ancient history even though those wars transformed Rome from a regional republic on the Italian mainland into an empire that stretched from one end of the ancient world to the other and set the course for the development of Western civilization. Hannibal played a defining role in that transformation.


My interest in Hannibal began over twenty-five years ago while I was teaching Latin in a suburb of Washington, D.C. I was translating the works of the Roman historian Livy with some of my advanced students, and we initially focused on the grammar and vocabulary found in the story of Hannibal’s crossing of the Alps. As the words were translated from Latin into English and their grammatical context brought into focus, something entirely unexpected and delightful began to take place in that classroom. History came alive. A story of adventure, hardship, and accomplishment began to unfold on the pages of my students’ composition books. The further we delved into Hannibal’s story, the more the interest, excitement, and anticipation of the students began to build. The drudgery of grammatical constructions and the tedium of endless vocabulary drills were soon replaced by a fascinating story from the ancient world.


Students were intrigued by this African hero, this leader who did what everyone in the ancient world thought impossible. At first I thought their interest was intended to get me off track, something students are inclined to do. But Hannibal’s story opened the mysterious and hedonistic world of Carthaginian North Africa and then carried us into Spain, over the Pyrenees, and into southern France. We crossed the Rhone River with Hannibal and followed him into the Alps, fighting nature and the primitive mountain tribes who lined the route. Livy’s words brought to life, often in fascinating detail, how Hannibal, with his mercenaries and elephants, marched over a thousand miles, fighting hostile Iberian and Gallic tribes, crossing rivers and then struggling over the highest, most remote and treacherous passes of the Alps to reach Italy and begin a major war. Students wanted to learn more, so we even began looking at the sources in ancient Greek.


My students learned how Napoleon duplicated Hannibal’s feat in the spring of 1800 when he led his army over the Alps to surprise his Austrian enemies. Napoleon bested everyone, not simply by crossing the Alps but by building a road over them that is still used today. Later, in exile, Napoleon wrote, “Hannibal was the most daring of all men, perhaps the most astonishing; so bold, so assured, so broad of vision in all things. At the age of 26 he conceived what was scarcely conceivable and carried out what was deemed impossible. He scaled the Pyrenees and the Alps, then came down into Italy paying with half his army the price just to attain a battlefield and the right to fight.”1 Hannibal became for my students, young men and women of the evolving digital age, a larger-than-life action hero from the past. Here was an ancient leader who overcame the elements of nature, beat the odds against survival, won every battle he fought in Italy against the Romans just to lose the war in the end. Why, my students asked, are we so fascinated by this tragic figure?


To prepare for this book I walked in Hannibal’s footsteps. Everywhere Hannibal went in the ancient world, I went. I covered every battlefield where he fought, crossed every river and mountain pass he crossed, and visited the site of every ancient city he laid siege to. I began in Tunisia, at Carthage where Hannibal was born, and ended on the Asian side of Turkey in a small port town where he died. In the course of my travels, I went to Spain where Hannibal learned to be a soldier and a leader. I visited the ruins of Saguntum, where the war with Rome began, and then followed his path through France, over the Alps, and all through Italy, from the north to the south. I went to Ephesus in Asia Minor and then to Crete and the ruins of Gortyna where Hannibal hid in exile. What that experience taught me, and I hope is reflected in my writing, is how important it is for an author to follow in the footsteps of those whose stories he or she is trying to tell, whether it be a Carthaginian Hannibal, a Persian Cyrus, an Athenian Xenophon, a Macedonian Alexander, or a Roman Caesar or Augustus. Seeing where these leaders went and developing even a partial feel for what they must have experienced matters when it comes to trying to bring them to life and recounting for my readers their accomplishments and failures.


When it comes to the source materials for the study of Hannibal, nothing new has come to light over the last few decades. Those of us who write about Hannibal all rely on the same Greek and Latin literary sources, and then we try to give them a slightly different spin. The current trend is to question, with some reserve, the accuracy and even usefulness of the ancient sources. A form of political correctness seems to have permeated ancient studies. The ancient Greeks and Romans are viewed with skepticism, either because they are regarded as so biased against Carthage and Hannibal due to their hatred of the Semitic civilization that they purposely distorted their accounts and vilified their enemies or because they moved in the opposite direction and exaggerated the strength of their enemies to inflate Rome’s greatness. So, the sources are either hypercritical of Hannibal or excessively complimentary, making it difficult for any author to sort out which is which and develop a balanced perspective. But Roman attitudes, like most things, changed over time. Hannibal was undoubtedly a terrifying figure in the third century B.C.—a threat to Rome’s very existence. During the war and shortly thereafter, the Romans portrayed him as untrustworthy, perfidious, avaricious, and cruel in nature, a man of inherently violent disposition who lived for one thing—to destroy. But later, that attitude moderated, and by the time of the empire, Roman writers adopted a positive view of him. Hannibal came to embody the noble adversary, with the virtues and characteristics that had heretofore been reserved for their heroes from antiquity. That image has carried forward over the centuries and into our own time. But as this work will show, Hannibal was a complicated mix of the best and worst in human nature—a man of incredible self-confidence, intelligence, tactical genius, generosity, and compassion on the one hand and unfathomable cruelty, callousness, and greed on the other.















CHRONOLOGY







	800 B.C.

	Legendary date for the founding of Carthage.






	753 B.C.

	Legendary date for the founding of Rome.






	600 B.C.

	Carthaginian colonization of western Sicily and Sardinia.






	275 B.C.

	Rome begins the consolidation of her power in southern Italy. The Greek king Pyrrhus invades southern Italy and wages war with Rome.






	264 B.C.

	Rome invades Sicily and the First Punic War begins.






	249 B.C.

	Hamilcar Barca, the father of Hannibal, takes command of the Carthaginian land forces in Sicily and begins a successful guerilla campaign against the Romans.






	247 B.C.

	Hannibal is born at Carthage, the eldest of the three Barca brothers, who will become known as “the lion’s brood.”






	247–243 B.C.

	Hamilcar is successful in Sicily against the Romans, but restrained by the senate in Carthage from carrying the war across the straits into Italy.






	241 B.C.

	When the Roman navy destroys a Carthaginian supply fleet on its way to Sicily, Carthage, unable to resupply its forces in Sicily and worn out by the war, sues for peace. The First Punic War ends.






	240 B.C.

	Hamilcar evacuates his army from Sicily to North Africa. The senate refuses to pay the mercenaries their wages and a savage war begins. Hamilcar takes command of a new Carthaginian army and defeats the mercenaries he led in Sicily. Rome annexes the Carthaginian islands of Sardinia and Corsica.






	237 B.C.

	Hamilcar begins to build an empire for Carthage in Spain and a dynasty for his family. The Carthaginians found the coastal city of Cartagena or “new Carthage.”






	229 B.C.

	Hamilcar is killed and his son-in-law, Hasdrubal the Handsome, becomes the new commander of the Carthaginian forces and governor of the province. Hasdrubal increases the Carthaginian hold over Spain and tutors young Hannibal in war and diplomacy.






	221 B.C.

	Hasdrubal is assassinated by a Celtic slave, and Hannibal, at age twenty-six, is proclaimed the commander of the army.






	220 B.C.

	The Carthaginians and the Romans come into conflict over Saguntum, a Greek city on the Spanish coast just a few miles north of modern-day Valencia.






	219 B.C.

	Hannibal captures Saguntum and the Second Punic War begins.






	218 B.C.

	Hannibal takes the initiative and reaches northern Italy by way of the Alps, defeating the Romans at the Ticinus and Trebbia Rivers.






	217 B.C.

	Hannibal crosses the Apennine mountain range into central Italy and draws a Roman army into a devastating ambush on the northern shores of Lake Trasimene.






	
216 B.C.

	At Cannae, on the Adriatic coast of southeastern Italy, Hannibal meets and destroys the largest Roman army ever assembled and wins the greatest victory of his career.






	215–213 B.C.

	Using the momentum of his victory, Hannibal convinces the king of Macedon, Philip V, to join the war against Rome. In response, the Romans dispatch armies to Illyria to keep Philip at bay and send additional reinforcements to Spain.






	211 B.C.

	The Scipio brothers, two of Rome’s best generals, are killed fighting Hannibal’s brothers in Spain.






	210–208 B.C.

	The Roman Senate sends Publius Scipio, son and nephew of the commanders killed in Spain, to take over their armies. Hasdrubal, with a relief force, leaves Spain and crosses the Alps to try and reach his brother.






	207 B.C.

	The tide of the war turns in Rome’s favor. Hannibal is unable to win another victory over the resilient Romans, and the Greek city-states are not defecting to him in the numbers he needs to win the war. At the Metaurus River, just north of the modern-day Italian coastal port of Ancona on the Adriatic Sea, Hasdrubal is killed and his army destroyed. Hannibal is contained in southern Italy as the focus of the war shifts to Spain and North Africa.






	206 B.C.

	Scipio defeats Hannibal’s youngest brother, Mago, in Spain. Hannibal remains confined largely to the southernmost section of Italy and isolated from the war.






	205–204 B.C.

	Scipio moves to North Africa to enlist Numidian allies and then proceeds to Sicily to train an invasion army. Mago leaves Spain with a fleet in another attempt to reach Hannibal with reinforcements.






	
203 B.C.

	Scipio defeats a Carthaginian army in North Africa. Hannibal and Mago are recalled from Italy.






	202 B.C.

	Hannibal tries to negotiate peace with Scipio but is forced into battle southwest of Carthage. Scipio turns Hannibal’s own tactics against him and the result is a resounding victory for the Romans. The battle of Zama brings the Second Punic War to an end.






	201 B.C.

	As a result of the treaty ending the war, Carthage is confined to Africa, loses most of its fleet and war elephants, and is forced to pay Rome a heavy war indemnity over a fifty-year period.






	200 B.C.

	Rome wages war against Philip of Macedon in retaliation for his support of Hannibal.






	196 B.C.

	Hannibal is elected chief magistrate at Carthage by the popular assemblies and undertakes to reform the government.






	195 B.C.

	Hannibal flees Carthage to avoid arrest on charges of conspiring to wage war against Rome and finds refuge in the eastern Mediterranean court of the Seleucid king, Antiochus.






	193 B.C.

	Hannibal advises Antiochus to invade Italy. The king invades Greece.






	191 B.C.

	Antiochus is defeated by the Roman army at the battle of Thermopylae and driven from Greece.






	190 B.C.

	The Romans defeat Antiochus at the battle of Magnesia in Asia Minor and Hannibal flees to the island of Crete.






	188 B.C.

	Hannibal leaves Crete to take refuge in the court of King Artaxias of Armenia.






	187 B.C.

	War breaks out in northern Asia Minor between Eumenes II of Pergamum, a Roman ally, and his neighbor, King Prusias of Bithynia. Hannibal joins Prusias as his military advisor.






	184 B.C.

	Prusias loses the war and agrees to Roman demands that he surrender Hannibal.






	183 B.C.

	Hannibal is cornered by the Romans in Bithynia and commits suicide. Rome undertakes the building of an empire and expands her presence throughout Greece and Asia Minor.






	149 B.C.

	The Third Punic War between Carthage and Rome begins.






	146 B.C.

	Carthage is destroyed by the besieging Roman army and its surviving citizens are sold into slavery.




















DRAMATIS PERSONAE



ALIMENTUS, LUCIUS CINCIUS. Roman officer captured by Hannibal in southern Italy. Alimentus spent several years as a prisoner in the Carthaginian camp where Hannibal apparently disclosed to him many details of his crossing of the Alps and his campaign in Italy. Those details subsequently found their way into the chronicles of later Roman historians.


ANTIOCHUS III. King of Syria and descendant of Seleucus I, one of Alexander the Great’s generals and successors. Antiochus welcomed Hannibal to his court at Ephesus in 195 B.C.


ARTAXIAS I. King of Armenia, he gave Hannibal refuge after the latter fled Crete.


CATO, MARCUS PORCIUS. Roman senator who fought during the Second Punic War. His hatred and fear of Carthage became a major cause of the Third Punic War and the destruction of the city.


EUMENES II. King of Pergamum in Asia Minor and an ally of Rome. Eumenes helped the Romans defeat Antiochus in 190 B.C. and later fought a naval battle in the Sea of Marmara against Hannibal and Prusias, the king of Bithynia.


FABIUS, MAXIMUS QUINTUS. One of the most respected senators in Rome, Fabius was appointed dictator, the highest office in the republic, on two occasions. After the Roman defeat at Trasimene, he put into place a strategy of shadowing Hannibal but never directly engaging him in battle. The tactic became unpopular with the impatient Romans who came to refer to him pejoratively as “cunctator” or the delayer even though in the end he was proven right.


FLAMININUS, QUINCTIUS TITUS. Consul in command of the Roman armies in the war against Antiochus of Syria, Flamininus pursued Hannibal to Bithynia and forced his suicide.


FLAMINIUS, GAIUS NEPOS. Roman commander killed at the battle of Lake Trasimene.


HAMILCAR. Father of Hannibal and commander of the Carthaginian forces in Sicily during the First Punic War. After the war, Hamilcar established an empire for Carthage in Spain.


HANNO. Nephew of Hannibal and one of his principal commanders, he is often mistakenly referred to by scholars as the fourth son of Hamilcar.


HASDRUBAL. Second of Hamilcar’s sons. Hannibal left him in command of Spain and North Africa at the outbreak of the Second Punic War. Late in the war he led an army over the Alps to reach his brother but was killed at the battle of the Metaurus River.


HASDRUBAL. Hannibal’s cavalry commander in all the major battles in Italy as well as the campaigns in the south.


HASDRUBAL, GISCO. Carthaginian commander considered one of Hannibal’s best generals.


HASDRUBAL THE HANDSOME. Brother-in-law of Hannibal and husband of Hamilcar’s second eldest daughter. Following Hamilcar’s death, Hasdrubal became his successor in Spain and Hannibal’s mentor.


IMILCE. Hannibal’s Spanish wife from Castulo, one of the most important cities in upper Andalusia. Her prominent family tie has led historians to speculate that Hannibal’s marriage to her might have been a political accommodation.


LIVY. First-century-B.C. Roman who wrote a history of the city that included a detailed account of the war with Hannibal. One of two principal sources when it comes to the study of Hannibal.


MAGO. Youngest son of Hamilcar and one of Hannibal’s principal generals. Mago accompanied Hannibal over the Alps and then went on to lead the forces of Carthage against the Romans in Spain. He invaded northern Italy in a second ill-fated attempt to take the Roman pressure off Hannibal in the south. Mago died on a sea voyage back to Carthage.


MAGO, THE SAMNITE. One of Hannibal’s principal officers and close friends. Mago commanded an army in Bruttium from 212 to 203 B.C. and was reputed to be as avaricious when it came to money as Hannibal.


MAHARBAL. Numidian cavalry commander who crossed the Alps with Hannibal and fought at the Ticinus, the Trebbia, Lake Trasimene, and Cannae. He is most known for dressing down Hannibal after Cannae for the latter’s failure to move immediately against the city of Rome.


MARCELLUS, MARCUS CLAUDIUS. Roman commander in Sicily and then southern Italy, Marcellus took the city of Syracuse and was one of Rome’s best generals in the Second Punic War. He was killed fighting Hannibal.


MASSINISSA. Numidian prince and later king of the nomadic tribesmen who inhabited the area of North Africa that today comprises Algeria and eastern Morocco. Massinissa was initially an ally of Hannibal then changed sides and fought alongside Scipio Africanus, helping win the victory at Zama. As a reward, the Romans recognized him as the king of the Numidians.


NERO, GAIUS CLAUDIUS. Roman who commanded in Spain and Italy, then played a major role in defeating Hasdrubal at the battle of the Metaurus River. His foresight, initiative, and boldness at the Metaurus turned the war in Rome’s favor.


PAULLUS, LUCIUS AEMILIUS. Co-commander of the Roman forces at Cannae, he was killed in the battle.


PHILIP V OF MACEDON. The king of Macedon. He agreed to aid Hannibal in Italy after the latter’s victory at Cannae hoping to extend his kingdom into Greece and parts of Italy. He was defeated by the Romans in 197 B.C. at the battle of Cynoscephalae in Thessaly.


POLYBIUS. A second-century-B.C. Greek historian, he was arrested by the Romans in Greece and placed under a very loose form of house arrest in Rome. During his captivity, Polybius wrote the definitive history of the wars between Carthage and Rome, and to this day, his works, along with those of Livy, remain the principal sources for the study of Hannibal.


PRUSIAS. King of Bithynia in northwestern Asia Minor. He utilized Hannibal’s tactical skills in his war with King Eumenes and later betrayed him to the Romans.


SALINATOR, MARCUS LIVIUS. Co-commander with Nero, Salinator helped defeat Hasdrubal at the Metaurus River, ending any chance Hannibal had of winning the Second Punic War.


SCIPIO, GNAEUS CORNELIUS. Uncle of Scipio Africanus and co-commander of the Roman forces in Spain from 218 B.C. until he was killed fighting the Carthaginians in 211 B.C.


SCIPIO, LUCIUS CORNELIUS ASIATICUS. The younger brother of Africanus and co-commander of the Roman forces that defeated Antiochus III in Greece and Asia Minor.


SCIPIO, PUBLIUS CORNELIUS. Roman consul and father of Scipio Africanus. He fought Hannibal at the Ticinus and Trebbia Rivers in 218 B.C. and then was appointed co-commander along with his brother in Spain from 217 until his death fighting the Carthaginians in 211 B.C.


SCIPIO, PUBLIUS CORNELIUS AEMILIANUS. Adopted grandson of Africanus, he became the commander of the Roman forces that destroyed Carthage in the Third Punic War.


SCIPIO, PUBLIUS CORNELIUS AFRICANUS. As a young man, Scipio was given command of the Roman army in Spain following the deaths of his father and uncle. He proved to be the equal of Hannibal as a commander and the savior of Rome.


SEMPRONIUS, TIBERIUS LONGUS. Roman commander defeated at the battle of the Trebbia River when Hannibal drew him out of his camp and into an ambush.


SILENUS. Greek historian from Sicily who served as tutor and biographer to Hannibal. Silenus accompanied Hannibal over the Alps and wrote a history of the expedition that was relied upon by later historians.


SOSYLOS. Greek historian from Sparta, who along with Silenus served as tutor, biographer, and historian to Hannibal.


SYPHAX. King of the Massaesylian Numidians who played both Carthage and Rome against each other. He fought against Scipio in North Africa, was defeated, and was taken as a captive to Rome.


VARRO, GAIUS TERENTIUS. Roman commander defeated by Hannibal at the battle of Cannae. Varro escaped from the battlefield and despite his defeat continued to serve as a general and eventually as ambassador to Carthage.
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Weigh the ashes of Hannibal on the scales; how much does this great commander come to?


This is the man for whom Africa was too small a land. Even when Spain is added to his dominions he leaps over the Pyrenees; Nature throws in his way Alps and snow: he splits the rocks asunder, and breaks up the mountain-sides with vinegar! And now Italy is in his grasp, but still on he presses: “Nothing is accomplished,” he cries, “until my Punic soldiers break down the gates of Rome, and I plant my standard in her midst!”


O what a sight! What a picture, the one-eyed general riding on the Gaetulian monster! What then was his end? A conquered man, he flees headlong into exile, and there he sits, a mighty and marvellous suppliant, in the King’s antechamber, until it please his Bithynian Majesty to awake! No sword, stone, or javelin shall end the life which once wrought havoc throughout the world: only a little ring shall avenge Cannae and all those seas of blood. On! on madman, race over those wintry Alps, so that you might become the delight of schoolboys!


—JUVENAL, “SATIRE X,” FROM SATIRES, PPS. 147–148















PROLOGUE



The Ultimate Sacrifice to Fulfill an Oath


JUST AS THE first rays of dawn swept the eastern wall of the small castle, a detachment of soldiers quietly landed on the beach below. They were members of the Bithynian king’s royal guard under the command of Romans. They had sailed through the night, west along the Gulf of Izmit, a tributary of the Sea of Marmara, until they reached what is today the small Turkish port of Eskihisar on the Asian side of the Bosporus. It was toward the end of the summer of 183 B.C., and Prusias, the king of Bithynia, under pressure from a delegation of Roman dignitaries, had reluctantly dispatched the soldiers from his capital, Nicomedia, to the castle with instructions to either capture or kill Hannibal. Hannibal had fled Carthage twelve years before, seeking refuge and employment among the Hellenistic kingdoms of the eastern Mediterranean world. He had been Rome’s most formidable enemy for nearly four decades, fighting in Spain, Italy, and North Africa. Now he was in the service of these kings as a military advisor and expert on conducting war against the Romans. For the Romans, as long as Hannibal was alive, anywhere in the ancient world, he was a threat and they could not rest until he was captured or killed.


For years, Hannibal had wandered the eastern Mediterranean, from the court of one king to another, always looking over his shoulder and keeping one step ahead of the Romans. Finally, he thought he had found refuge in Bithynia, a small kingdom in northern Asia Minor ruled by a petty tyrant who had need of him. But the Romans were relentless in their search and when they learned where Hannibal was, they sent a delegation to pressure Prusias to turn him over. The king hesitated at first, pleading not to be forced to violate the laws of hospitality by betraying a guest. But the Roman delegation was led by Flamininus, an ex-consul who was intent on securing his place in history as the man who had rid Rome of her greatest enemy. The Romans were establishing a military presence in Asia Minor and Prusias saw the proverbial handwriting on the wall. He needed and feared them, so laws of hospitality gave way to the tangible rewards of accommodation and cooperation. Prusias gave up Hannibal’s location and the Romans went after him.


Once the soldiers landed, it was only a short hike up the hill to the small castle where Hannibal lived in near seclusion. Nicomedia was the capital of Prusias’s kingdom and the center of its economic and cultural life, but Hannibal preferred to keep a low profile and so sequestered himself in this remote seaside village. Here, for a while at least, the aging commander, now sixty-four, had found some modicum of peace. But he knew a day like this would come and prepared accordingly. He had never trusted Prusias, finding him to be cowardly and weak, and it came as no surprise that the king had betrayed him. But Hannibal was not one to leave things to chance, waiting for circumstances to dictate his fate. Months before, he supervised the digging of seven secret tunnels, exits that radiated out from the castle. Prusias knew of the existence of the tunnels and revealed them to the Romans. Small contingents of soldiers quickly found and blocked the exits, while the main body of troops prepared to force an entry into the castle.


Flamininus was one of the great personages of Rome at the time. While too young to have played an important role in the war against Hannibal in southern Italy and North Africa, he made his mark in the years after as commander of the Roman armies in their “liberation” of Greece from the oppression of Philip of Macedon. In 189 B.C., Flamininus had returned to Rome in triumph and was elected censor, the culmination of any Roman’s successful political career. But as the years passed, his opportunities to gain additional glory diminished, yet he was intent on ending his career by having his name associated with the capture and death of Rome’s most feared enemy—Hannibal. Flamininus learned that Hannibal had taken refuge in Bithynia when ambassadors from Prusias came to Rome to explain the king’s position in his dispute with Eumenes the king of Pergamum and a Roman ally. At a dinner party hosted by Flamininus, one of the Bithynians inadvertently let slip that Prusias was hiding Hannibal at his court. The next morning, Flamininus went to the senate and demanded authorization to leave for Bithynia and capture Hannibal. The matter engendered considerable debate. There were senators who were skeptical and questioned if it was worth the effort to track down an enemy whom circumstances and time had rendered old and powerless. Hannibal, one senator contended, was like an old bird that had lost its tail feathers and could no longer fly. He should be allowed to live out his remaining years in the east, far from Rome; isolated and harmless.


Flamininus knew which chains to pull in response to calls to leave Hannibal alone. He warned the senators that so long as Hannibal lived, he remained a threat. He reminded them of Hannibal’s presence by the side of Antiochus and his role in the victory of Prusias over Eumenes. Funded by another eastern king with aspirations of conquest, Flamininus warned that Hannibal could unexpectedly appear on the shores of Italy with an army and once more threaten the republic. While Flamininus was willing to concede that Hannibal was old, at least by ancient standards, and that perhaps he had passed his prime in terms of his bodily strength, he had years of accumulated experience as a tactician and strategist and was potentially more of a threat to Rome now than he had been in his youth. There were those in the senate who agreed with Flamininus and wanted Hannibal brought back to Rome in chains to be paraded through the streets and then executed. Flamininus played to them and they carried the day. He was granted his authorization, but the senate sent with him, as co-ambassador to Prusias, Lucius Scipio, the younger brother of Africanus. Lucius had served with Flamininus in the wars against Philip, and then against Antiochus in Greece. In honor of his success, the senate had bestowed upon him the cognomen “Asiaticus.” The mission of the two Romans seems to have been to reach an accommodation with Prusias, and then either capture Hannibal and bring him to Rome for execution or kill him on the spot.


A slave on one of the ramparts spotted the soldiers moving into position and awakened his master. Hannibal ordered him to check the other ramparts and the slave returned to report that the castle was surrounded. Resistance was not an option as Hannibal had only a small number of slaves who were no match for the more heavily armed soldiers outside the walls. Hannibal made several attempts to escape through his secret passages, and each time he reached the end of a tunnel, he found it blocked by soldiers and was forced to turn back. He never believed his end would come in Bithynia because he had taken comfort in the words of an oracle that prophesied his time to die would come in North Africa when “Libyssan earth shall cover the body of Hannibal.” Hannibal believed this referred to Libya—as North Africa was known in ancient times. But unknown to him, not far from his castle, a small river named Libyssa flowed to the sea and sealed his fate.


As the soldiers forced their entry, Hannibal barricaded himself along with a trusted slave in one of the chambers. Turning to the slave, he said, “Let us now put an end to the great anxiety of these Romans, who think it too long and tedious a task to await the natural death of this hated old man.” Then he wound a cloak around his neck and ordered the slave to plant his knee in his back and twisting the cloak choke the life from him. Thus, on a cold stone floor ingloriously and ignominiously came to an end the life of the most known, respected, and feared commander in the ancient world.1















CHAPTER I



The Road to Power


HANNIBAL WAS BORN to an aristocratic Carthaginian family known as the Barcas in 247 B.C. just as the First Punic War between Carthage and Rome was entering its concluding years. His father, Hamilcar Barca, was a figure larger than life, a man of action and unquestionably the most influential force in his son’s life. Hamilcar would set the direction for Hannibal’s life and determine its end. The father commanded the Carthaginian forces in Sicily and for nearly three years (244–241 B.C.) conducted a successful campaign of guerilla warfare against the Romans on the northwestern part of the island. From a base on Mt. Eryx (now called Monte San Giuliano), Hamilcar Barca harassed the Romans and inflicted the maximum number of casualties wherever he could. Sailing across the Straits of Massena, he raided towns along the southeastern Italian coast, and when the fighting in Sicily became too intense or he risked losing an encounter, he withdrew to the safety of his mountain stronghold to await the next opportunity. This strategy of attacking and retreating while always avoiding a major battle disrupted Roman lines of supply and became a continual drain on their manpower and finances. No Roman commander in Sicily seemed able to counter, much less match, Hamilcar’s tactical skills as the war dragged on indecisively.


But Hamilcar was dependent on the Carthaginian navy for his supplies, and that proved to be his Achilles’ heel. The navy, in turn, was under the command of an admiral named Hanno, and its mission was to keep Hamilcar supplied with reinforcements, weapons, and most importantly, money to pay his mercenaries. In 241 B.C. a fleet of nearly one thousand ships under Hanno’s command sailed from Carthage in an attempt to reach Hamilcar at the port of Trapani on the western tip of Sicily. Before the ships could reach Sicily, they were intercepted by the Roman navy. Those that were not sunk or captured returned to Carthage where Hanno was tried for the defeat and crucified. Support in the senate to continue an expensive war that had gone on for nearly a quarter century was waning, and Hamilcar was ordered to reach an accommodation with the Roman consul in Sicily to stop the fighting.


Hamilcar hated the Romans. He considered his army to be a viable force able to continue the war and so at first he resisted the order. The landowning aristocracy that now controlled the Carthaginian senate had a different agenda. They wanted to end what they saw as a futile, costly, and indecisive conflict and focus the resources of their city on the development of a land-based, largely agricultural empire in North Africa. But Hamilcar was a commander more inclined to do what he thought was right rather than what the senate ordered. Many of the senators at Carthage anticipated that he might refuse to follow their directive and they were prepared to cut off his supplies, negotiate their own peace with Rome, and leave him isolated in Sicily to continue his war on his own. Faced with that prospect, Hamilcar gave in and approached the Romans to negotiate a truce.


The Romans were also tired of a war that had gone on for so long, draining their treasury and depleting their manpower reserves. The consul in charge of the Roman forces in Sicily reached a settlement with Hamilcar that stopped the fighting. Hamilcar agreed to leave Sicily, return all Roman prisoners without ransom, and pay a reparation settlement to Rome of two hundred talents1 of silver over a twenty-year period. The agreement between the two commanders was contingent upon ratification by their respective senates, and when the Roman senate reviewed the terms, it determined they were too lenient. The amount of the indemnity was substantially increased, the repayment period shortened, and Carthage required to keep its merchant ships out of all waters close to the Italian mainland. While the First Punic War only slightly altered the balance of power in the western Mediterranean, it set the stage for what was to be a shorter but much more destructive conflict, to come within the next twenty years.


Hamilcar returned to his family at Carthage an angry and embittered man. He believed he had been betrayed by aristocrats who were motivated to end the war more out of concern for their own fortunes than the good of the city. The historian Livy described him as “ingentis spiritus virum,” a man of great pride who believed that he had come close to defeating the Romans in Sicily, and, if not winning the war, at least bringing it to an honorable draw.2 Hamilcar Barca traced his lineage to the very founding of Carthage. His was an aristocratic line, wealthy and influential, and he could have enjoyed a life of leisure on his estates south of Carthage or devoted himself to commercial pursuits in the empire with high returns of profit as did so many of his contemporaries. But instead, Hamilcar chose a career of military service, which often took him away from his family for long periods. To Hamilcar’s thinking, it was not the Romans who had defeated him in Sicily, but his own people who had withheld the support he needed to win in the final months of the conflict.


Over the next few weeks, nearly twenty thousand mercenaries from Sicily arrived at Carthage. Initially they landed on the shores in small groups to minimize any disruptive impact they might have on the city. The plan was to pay each group off quickly as it arrived, at a reduced rate, and then send the soldiers back to their countries of origin or on to another assignment before the next group arrived. Many in the senate were unhappy over the enormous indemnity due to Rome and the money already wasted on a war that had been lost. They complained at the prospect of having to raise taxes to pay the mercenaries their full wages, and suggestions came from the senate floor that crucifixion might be a cheaper and more desirable alternative. As the senate stalled the payments by engaging in endless discussion and debate, the agitated mercenaries continued to congregate outside the city, their numbers growing larger by the day as each arriving ship disgorged its load. A volatile mix of Iberians, Gauls, Ligurians, Balearic islanders, Greeks, and Africans began to mass outside the walls, all clamoring for their money. The Carthaginians responded by jeering and throwing stale bread down on them from the safety of their high city walls. The mood grew increasingly uglier and more contentious as each day passed.


Finally, the mercenaries rebelled: rampaging into the countryside, they attacked the villas and plantations, pillaging, raping, and murdering rich and poor alike. The aristocrats at Carthage watched from the ramparts in horror as the smoke from their burning villas and fields filled the sky. A war began which, paraphrased in the words of the Greek historian Polybius, exceeded “human wickedness” and the “ferocity of even the wildest animals.” As the mercenaries rampaged, they were joined by local tribesmen, and the atrocities took on “the vindictiveness of insanity.” The solidarity of the mercenaries and the Africans can only be accounted for within the context of their mutual hatred for Carthage and its duplicitous leaders.


Carthage had no mercenaries to hire this time. The Carthaginians were faced with the prospect of having to leave the safety of their high-walled city to do their own fighting. Command of a hastily raised citizen army went to the leader of the senate, Hanno “the Great,” a politician of long standing and an opponent of the Barca family. While he had led the faction in the senate that negotiated the end of the war with Rome, Hanno was no general and in the field failed to accomplish anything against the mercenaries. The situation became increasingly more alarming, especially to the large landowners who watched as their investments in the countryside continued to be looted and burned.


In desperation, the senate turned to Hamilcar and prevailed upon him to take command. Always resourceful, he was able to recruit a few mercenaries from Italy, employ some renegades from his old army in Sicily, and buy supplies from the Romans. Combining these mercenaries with citizen soldiers, Hamilcar ventured out into the deserts of North Africa to confront the men he had commanded for years in Sicily. The struggle lasted three years (241–238 B.C.), until Hamilcar brought it to an end when he lured the greater part of the mercenary force into a gorge in the desert outside Carthage known as the “saw.” There, trapped and exhausted by thirst, hunger, and fatigue, the mercenaries were trampled by Hamilcar’s elephants. The few who survived were taken back to Carthage and crucified outside the walls of the city.


The Romans remained relatively neutral throughout the conflict, probably so they would continue to receive their indemnity payments from Carthage. They allowed Hamilcar to recruit mercenaries in Italy, and Roman merchants made handsome profits selling to the Carthaginians, just as the Carthaginians had done for years before in so many other regional conflicts. Then, without warning and in blatant violation of the terms of the peace treaty ending the First Punic War, Rome seized the island of Sardinia from the Carthaginians and shortly thereafter took Corsica. Carthage, worn down by years of fighting and with only a few ships left, was in no position to call Rome to account for her actions, even though voices in the Carthaginian senate clamored for another war. With no practical alternative, the Carthaginians accepted the humiliating reality as Sicily, Sardinia, and Corsica now became the first provinces of what would become the greatest empire the ancient world had ever seen. Hamilcar was furious at what he saw as Roman bad faith, but, powerless to intervene at that moment, he chose to bide his time and find another way to even the score.


When it came to advice about parenting, the ancient Greeks had a saying “as is bent the twig, so grows the tree.” Hamilcar was a father who bent his three sons—Hannibal, Hasdrubal, and Mago—with a hatred of Rome and mistrust of those who ruled at Carthage. Hannibal was the oldest, and not only did he resemble Hamilcar physically, he also had his father’s temperament, character, and innate sense of leadership. Just as Alexander the Great was the product of his father, Philip II of Macedon, so Hannibal was the product of Hamilcar Barca. As Philip had raised Alexander to make war on Persia, so Hamilcar raised his sons to wage relentless war against Rome. Hamilcar wanted to restore what he considered his lost honor and exact revenge for the Roman taking of Sicily, Sardinia, and Corsica.


Hamilcar had married at Carthage, although we know nothing about his wife beyond the fact that she bore him six children; first, three girls, and then three boys. We do not even know her name. Those girls, when they came of age, were married to secure political and military alliances beneficial to the Barca family—a common practice in the ancient world, especially among the Greeks, Romans, and Carthaginians. The eldest daughter married an aristocrat, who would later command the Carthaginian fleet during the Second Punic War. Their marriage produced a male child, Hanno, who became one of Hannibal’s commanders and played a key role in the defeat of the Romans at the battle of Cannae in 216 B.C. This Hanno has often understandably, if not mistakenly, been referred to by scholars as the fourth son of Hamilcar.


The second daughter was also married for political purposes, sometime between 241 and 237 B.C. She was wed to an influential supporter of her father’s in the senate, known as Hasdrubal the Handsome. Hasdrubal and his family had considerable political influence at Carthage, and ancient Roman commentators, who admittedly had their own axes to grind when it came to Carthage, describe him as adulescens illustris et formosus (a young man remarkably distinguished and handsome).3 So handsome was Hasdrubal that apparently Hamilcar developed “a love less honorable than was proper” for him. Cornelius Nepos, a Roman, wrote that Hamilcar, being a great man, was often subject to slander by his opponents, but went on to imply that there may have been something more there than just slander. Because of these allegations, an officer of the state, known as the censor of morals, issued an order that forbade Hamilcar to be in the presence of Hasdrubal. Hamilcar circumvented the order by marrying his daughter to Hasdrubal and then invoking a Carthaginian common law that prevented the state from denying a father the company of his son-in-law.


Stories of bisexual relationships between great leaders are not unusual in the literature of the ancient world. We find them in references to Alexander the Great and Julius Caesar. Caesar’s political opponents, and even his soldiers, often disparaged him with allegations that he was “husband to many a woman and wife to many a man.” The Hamilcar-Hasdrubal story takes another twist when Roman sources maintain that following the death of Hamilcar, Hannibal was in turn seduced by Hasdrubal. However, some contemporary scholars have tended to either ignore these allegations or dismiss them as little more than “far-fetched tales.”4


The third daughter of Hamilcar was married to a Numidian chief named Naravas. Of the three marriages this one must have been done to provide a military alliance that secured for Hamilcar the Bedouin cavalry that would prove so effective against the Romans in the Second Punic War. That daughter became the inspiration for the seductive Salammbo in Gustave Flaubert’s nineteenth century novel by the same name.


Hamilcar, with the help of Hasdrubal’s family, manipulated the senate into assigning him as military governor to Spain. With the recent loss of three of its most valuable overseas possessions, Sicily, Sardinia, and Corsica, and the destruction of large parts of the countryside around Carthage as a result of the mercenary war, the city needed new areas of development if it was to continue to prosper and pay the Romans their war indemnity. Hamilcar argued against the diverting of Carthaginian resources toward the development of a land-based African empire and promoted a continued and even expanded naval and commercial presence in the western Mediterranean to keep the Romans at bay. Hamilcar’s assignment to Spain may have been an integral component of a plan to renew a war with Rome. Spain, with its plentiful reserves of manpower and untapped natural resources, was the ideal place to build a base from which the next campaign against the Romans could be launched.


In 238 B.C., the senate authorized Hamilcar to lead a large expeditionary force to Spain, and in keeping with Carthaginian religious practices he sacrificed to the god Baal for a successful mission. As the rituals neared completion, Hamilcar called for Hannibal, then only nine years of age, to join him at the altar. There, the young boy begged his father to take him to Spain, and Hamilcar consented on the condition that Hannibal pledge to the god he would always be an enemy to Rome and to anyone who stood with Rome.


The Carthaginians sacrificed infants and the occasional adult to appease their gods in a systematic, institutionalized practice that appears to have been a part of their culture since the founding of the city and that can be traced back even further, to their Semitic origins in the biblical land of Canaan. The actual rite was termed molk, and there is debate among contemporary scholars if living children were sacrificed or only those who died in infancy. None of the Greek or Roman sources that describe the practice ever clearly make the distinction, although Plutarch wrote that children were bought from the poor or from slave markets specifically for that purpose. The largest molk was recorded by the Roman writer Diodorus, who noted it occurred in 310 B.C while the city was under attack by Agathocles, the Greek tyrant of Syracuse. The Carthaginian aristocracy was called upon by their priests to sacrifice five hundred of their infants to appease Baal, who was allegedly angry because on an earlier occasion, the aristocracy had attempted to “cheat” him by substituting infants and young children bought from the slave markets in place of their own.5 In no other society in the ancient world was human sacrifice found on such a scale and frequency as at Carthage, and nowhere does the issue raise more interest and engender more passionate debate among contemporary scholars. A succession of Greek and Roman historians have provided details of child sacrifice at Carthage, and although they are unanimous in their condemnation of the practice, on occasion, both their cultures resorted to the sacrifice of adults in times of crisis.6


There is no indication in the manuscripts that on this occasion infants or adults were being sacrificed to the god. Still, the very setting itself must have been one that would have terrified anyone, especially a nine-year-old child, since inside the temple the fearsome god Baal was represented by a huge iron furnace, cast in his image, into which victims were burned alive.


Spain at the time was known as Iberia, and over the next decade Hamilcar conquered most of the southern portion along the Mediterranean coast. He established his power over a land of tribal societies that were, by Carthaginian and Greek standards, primitive. There were two primary groups, the Celts and the Iberians, and in many parts of Spain, they had gradually blended into a single warlike people known as the Celtiberians. While they were a strong, brave, and impulsive people, they were undisciplined and took direction poorly. While they were capable of fierce resistance in defending their homes, they were incapable of joining forces with their fellow countrymen in a coordinated effort to defeat an organized and more sophisticated invading army like that of the Carthaginians. Their warriors were aided by finely tempered swords, unsurpassed in the ancient world and to this day Spanish blades continue to set a standard for quality that is second to none.


Hamilcar used these tribes for everything—from slave labor to supplementing his African troops and his mercenaries. In those areas under direct Carthaginian control, the tribesmen were conscripted directly into Hamilcar’s army, while recruits from outlying areas were enticed to join by his agents who made them promises of great personal wealth and glory in battle. Under Carthaginian commanders, many of them were transformed into disciplined cavalry and infantry.


Once Hamilcar had subdued most of the tribes of southern and eastern Spain, he set about to exploit the natural wealth of the land. Only the northern areas of the country remained beyond his control and for the next twenty years, 238 B.C. to 218 B.C., first Hamilcar, then his successors, Hasdrubal and Hannibal, established a larger and richer empire in Spain than Carthage had ever possessed in Sicily, Sardinia, and Corsica. Spain became the private domain of the Barca family as they founded new cities along the eastern seaboard: Cartagena or “new Carthage”; Barcelona, “the camp of the Barcas”; and Gades (Cadiz) in the south. The new empire was developing, just as Hamilcar had intended, into an economic and military base for the launch of the next war against Rome.


The gold and silver mines of Spain yielded their wealth to the efficiency of their new African masters. Hamilcar’s power and wealth increased his influence in Carthage to the point where few in the senate would dare to criticize him openly or oppose his will. A significant portion of the wealth from Spain flowed into Carthage, which only served to reinforce Hamilcar’s popularity among the people and stifle those who opposed him in the senate. Hamilcar Barca was not just wealthy; he was powerful beyond what any Carthaginian had ever achieved. He had become a de facto king.


Due in large part to Hamilcar’s efforts in exploiting the wealth of Spain, the financial condition of Carthage improved and within a generation the city had regained much of its former wealth and prestige in the ancient world—a development that came to interest the Romans, who were new at empire building and were quickly realizing its benefits. Their acquisition of Sicily, Sardinia, and Corsica at Carthaginian expense had only whetted their appetite for more. The Romans allied themselves with the prosperous Greek city of Massilia, modern-day Marseilles, which controlled a number of smaller colonies or trading stations along the Mediterranean coasts of France and northern Spain. Among these colonies was the fortress city of Saguntum, modern-day Sagunto, whose walled remains can be found on a high hilltop overlooking the sea just a few kilometers north of present-day Valencia.


Among the inhabitants of Saguntum was a small group who favored closer contacts with Hamilcar and the Carthaginians to their south. This concerned those who controlled the city to such a point that they asked the Romans to send a delegation to Hamilcar to inquire about his intentions toward Saguntum. Hamilcar received the delegation and quickly put them at ease with his assurances that he was content with the southern half of Spain and had no intention of moving north. The delegation returned to Rome and reported to the senate that, for the moment at least, they were content to accept Hamilcar’s assurances that he would leave Saguntum alone. The senate was now able to address more pressing concerns for Rome, such as the administration of their new provinces (Sicily, Sardinia, and Corsica) and a threat that was developing among the Gauls in northern Italy.


The Gauls who inhabited the Po Valley in northern Italy had been a concern to the Romans since 390 B.C. when they moved south and sacked the city. The Romans were anxious to keep them contained in northern Italy and to that effort they established two sizable colonies at Cremona and Placentia (modern-day Piacenza) as buffers. A short but fierce and indecisive conflict broke out between the Roman colonists and the Gauls lasting from 225 B.C. until 222 B.C. The Romans managed to put a temporary but uneasy truce in place that lasted until just before Hannibal crossed the Alps and invaded northern Italy. Another Roman concern at the time was piracy stemming from Illyria (Albania) on the Adriatic coast. The Roman navy engaged in an ongoing action to suppress the pirates, while the army kept a watchful eye on Macedonia, which was becoming increasingly restless under a youthful and aggressive new king, Philip V. Both the Gauls and Philip would later come to play parts in Hannibal’s war against Rome.


Hamilcar’s second-in-command in Spain was his son-in-law, Hasdrubal the Handsome. Years of close collaboration had enabled them to develop a consistency of policy and administration from 238 B.C. until 221 B.C. They seem to have operated independently of Carthage and focused on bringing the tribes under their control and exploiting the natural resources. They depended heavily on their army, which had been built around their personal leadership and charisma, to maintain their power. The soldiers in Hamilcar’s army came to owe their allegiance to the Barca family, which paid their wages and provided for them—not to the senate at Carthage. This consistency and stability paid off. When Hamilcar was killed in 229 B.C., there was a smooth transition of power. Hasdrubal became the new regent without opposition, and then with his death in 221 B.C., Hannibal in turn became the new leader of the army and governor of Spain—again without opposition or any major changes in policy and administration.


Hamilcar and then Hasdrubal pacified many of the tribes, utilizing terror when necessary—blinding, maiming, and crucifying those who resisted, while generously including and rewarding those who cooperated. It was a policy of alternating force with diplomacy and the generous benefits of inclusion. The Barca influence extended even off shore to the Balearic Islands, whose soldiers became a part of Hannibal’s expeditionary force to Italy. Hamilcar’s and then Hasdrubal’s policies resulted in the establishment of a native base of support and a system of alliances, which Hannibal later used in his war against Rome. As long as the Barcas kept the money flowing into Carthage, the senate and people there seemed willing to turn a blind eye to the fact that the family had established a dynasty in Spain.


Hamilcar was killed in the winter of 229/228 B.C., and there are three generally similar versions of his death. In the most accepted story, he was killed while conducting operations against a fortified town in the Spanish interior. The besieged town was saved by the arrival of a relief force under the command of the king of the Oretani, a tribe from the La Mancha plateau, and this forced Hamilcar to break off the siege. In the ensuing confusion of his retreat, Hamilcar and his two young sons, Hannibal and Hasdrubal, were separated from their soldiers and pursued by elements of the enemy cavalry. Faced with only one safe avenue for escape, Hamilcar ordered his two sons to take that route while he drew off the pursuing Oretani into a river with a dangerous current. Hamilcar was swept away and drowned. At least that is the story related by one ancient historian.7 In a second version, Hamilcar died fighting in an unnamed battlefield in Spain, while a third version has him dying in an engagement against a tribe from the area west of modern-day Toledo.8


In this last version of the story, Hamilcar’s death occurred during an attack in which enemy tribesmen drove oxen pulling carts loaded with hay directly into the Carthaginian soldiers. The hay was set on fire just as the carts engaged Hamilcar’s soldiers. The tactic took the Carthaginians by surprise, and Hamilcar was killed in the chaos of the fighting. While the exact circumstances of Hamilcar’s death remain unclear, what is certain is that when he died his sons were too young to succeed him. His son-in-law, Hasdrubal the Handsome assumed command of the army, and his position was ratified by the senate at Carthage. Wasting no time, Hasdrubal’s first action was to avenge his father-in-law and mentor. The Carthaginian army showed no mercy toward those it held responsible for Hamilcar’s death, including their women and children. It was retaliation pure and simple—with a callous indifference to innocence or human suffering. Many were crucified as an example to other tribes that might be considering resistance to the Barca dynasty, and in the process of retaliation, Hasdrubal added considerable territory to the existing Carthaginian holdings in Spain.


The next three years under Hasdrubal were devoted to the consolidation of Barcid power in Spain. While Hamilcar was a conqueror, Hasdrubal was a consolidator and administrator. He continued to exploit Spain’s manpower and resources, as his role evolved into more that of a governor than a conqueror. The city of Carthago Nova or New Carthage (Cartagena) prospered and Hasdrubal built a splendid palace there. The port city offered easy access by ship to Carthage, and its location made it an ideal administrative center for the new Spanish empire. Hasdrubal became a king in every sense of the word. He lived in regal luxury, married an Iberian princess to cement his alliances, and ordered the minting of gold and silver coins that bore his image.


Carthaginian holdings in Spain grew under Hasdrubal. Large numbers of natives as well as slaves from Africa were forced to work in the gold and silver mines, often under brutal conditions, ensuring the uninterrupted flow of precious metals into New Carthage and guaranteeing the stability and prosperity of the dynasty. While discontent might have been widespread among many of the proud Iberians and Celts, the discipline and organization imposed on the country by Hasdrubal, enforced by his army and tempered by his diplomacy, kept it suppressed. The tribal chiefs paid tribute to Hasdrubal as they had to Hamilcar and were often required to surrender their children as hostages to insure their fidelity, a practice the Romans quickly saw the value of and utilized effectively throughout their empire in later years.


Once the Gauls in northern Italy had been quieted and the pirates suppressed, the Romans took an active interest in Spain. Philip V of Macedon still remained a potential problem because of his desire to expand his kingdom into Greece, but the primary attention of the Romans was now focused on Hasdrubal. Emissaries were dispatched to New Carthage in 226 B.C. to negotiate an arrangement that would limit Carthaginian expansion north of New Carthage. Hasdrubal received the Roman delegation in a cordial fashion and conceded that all territory north of what some modern scholars believe might have been the river Ebro, was a Roman sphere of influence. There is some debate about whether the Ebro was that demarcation line since it would have increased considerably the amount of new territory in Spain left free for Hasdrubal’s taking and left the city of Saguntum, with its ties to Rome, isolated deep within Carthaginian territory.


A more plausible choice for the boundary is the river Jucar, which flows into the sea just south of Valencia. If the Jucar is taken as the northern limit of Carthaginian territory, the Romans would have succeeded in limiting the area of Spain controlled by Hasdrubal and protecting Saguntum. The debate among modern scholars about exactly which river in northern Spain was the boundary is not just an academic exercise. It is relevant because the location of that river impacts discussions of where the blame for starting the Second Punic War can be placed.9 Hasdrubal might have accepted the Jucar as the boundary to placate the Romans, since he was probably more concerned with consolidating power over his Spanish territories to the south and west than risking war with Rome. Both Hamilcar and Hasdrubal may have been cautious in dealing with the Romans during this period and careful not to give them any cause to intervene in Spain; Hannibal, however, would change all that in short order.


Exactly when Hannibal arrived in Spain is not clear. We know he accompanied his father initially and that he was with Hamilcar when he was killed. After Hamilcar’s death he returned to Carthage, and not long thereafter, Hasdrubal sent for him, probably to begin training for a command position. Hannibal’s return to Spain became a matter of considerable debate in the Carthaginian senate. The pro-Barcid faction supported him as the logical successor to Hasdrubal and urged that he be sent to Spain to become “inured to war and succeed to the resources of his father.” The anti-Barcid faction, led by Hanno, strongly opposed Hannibal’s return. Hanno opened his remarks to the senate on a salacious note—Hannibal should not be sent to Spain to satisfy Hasdrubal’s lust—just as Hasdrubal had satisfied Hamilcar’s years before. Hanno thought it “most unseemly” that the young men of Carthage be sent to satisfy the libidos of her generals.10 Hannibal should remain at Carthage, he argued, to be “schooled in the proper submission to the law and its officers” and remain on an “equal footing with other young men.” He should not be allowed to join Hasdrubal and be corrupted by the “inordinate powers and regal pomp” his father and Hasdrubal indulged in. Hanno knew the hatred of the Barcas for Rome, and he feared that if Hannibal were allowed to return to Spain, that “small spark,” as he called him, might one day kindle a massive conflagration. Even though Hanno’s arguments found favor with many in the senate, the pro-Barcid faction had the votes to carry the motion, and Hannibal was allowed to leave for Spain.


When Hannibal arrived, the soldiers celebrated his return. Veterans saw in him the reincarnation of Hamilcar, while younger soldiers quickly fell under the charismatic spell of the next generation of Barca leadership. Hasdrubal appointed Hannibal commander of the cavalry, and the young man began to learn tactics on the plains of Spain, while in the royal palace at Carthago Nova, Hasdrubal taught him politics and diplomacy. The sources are clear that Hasdrubal favored Hannibal over all his other officers, not so much because of their family ties, but because of Hannibal’s ability. Hannibal learned quickly at Hasdrubal’s side, watching him as he utilized diplomacy rather than force to settle disputes among the Celtiberians and advance his interests. When force was necessary to suppress unrest, Hannibal became Hasdrubal’s enforcer.


As a commander, Hannibal learned to inspire those he led by example. While on the march, he showed that he could endure the worst nature could throw at him and he asked no more from those he led than he was willing to give—much in the style of Alexander the Great and later Julius Caesar. Hannibal ate and drank in moderation, taking only as much as he needed to sustain his strength. He would sleep lying on the earth in the company of those he led and only when his work was completed—never in the luxury of a commander’s tent attended by servants. He took his meals from the same cooking pots as his soldiers and stood his turn on sentry duty throughout the night. His clothes and armor were modest for a man of his royal lineage and rank. Officers and especially the common soldiers loved him because he lived among them in the camps and won their confidence in field operations where he proved time and again his competence and leadership abilities.


Hasdrubal’s life came to a violent end in 221 B.C. when a Celtic slave murdered him in the palace. The motive appears to have been retaliation. Hasdrubal had ordered one of the Celt’s kinsmen crucified for plotting against him and the Celt took his revenge. Hannibal was twenty-six years old when Hasdrubal was killed, and he took immediate command of the army and political control of the country. The army acclaimed him their leader, and word of their decision was sent to the senate at Carthage to be affirmed. The senate was not about to object.


When Hannibal took command his first action was to lead a punitive expedition against some Spanish tribes that had revolted against Hasdrubal’s rule. The tribes inhabited the area of Spain known today as La Mancha, and Hannibal quickly subdued them. He imposed a tribute and then withdrew into winter quarters at New Carthage to await the spring and the start of a new campaign. During the summer of 220 B.C. Hannibal defeated a large force of hostile tribes that had converged in the area of what is today Salamanca. In a preview of the tactics he would come to use against the Romans in Italy, Hannibal withdrew in the face of the enemy, who, bewildered by this unorthodox move, and thinking he was retreating, followed him. It was a brilliant tactical maneuver. Hannibal drew the enemy into a cleverly laid trap at a crossing of the Tagus River, where he had concealed a large contingent of his African cavalry along the riverbank.


As the tribesmen crossed the river, most of them on foot, Hannibal’s African cavalry attacked from the flank cutting them down in midstream. Caught by surprise, waterlogged and hampered by their weapons, they panicked. Unable to gain a secure footing because of the swiftly moving waters, most were killed and the few who escaped had only a temporary respite before they were trampled by Hannibal’s elephants as they struggled up the banks of the far side of the river.


What Hannibal demonstrated at the Tagus that day was that he could utilize the elements of surprise and advantages of location. The salient characteristic of his military career was that he always retained the initiative and would determine when, where, and how he would fight. He would utilize everything to his advantage that nature could provide—cold or heat, wind and rain, ice and snow. Following the victory at the Tagus, few tribes in central and southern Spain would risk engaging him in battle, and for the next two years, he extended the limits of his control north to the Ebro River—leaving only Saguntum outside his pale.


Hannibal’s personal life, beyond some scattered references in the ancient sources, is a mystery. He was evidently well educated during his early years at Carthage, and while his native language was Semitic Punic, his second language became Greek—the lingua franca of the ancient world. We know that Hannibal surrounded himself in Spain with Greek scholars, and so that he could better understand the people he had devoted his life to fighting, he undertook to learn Latin. Hannibal married, taking as his bride the daughter of an Iberian chieftain from Castulo, a town on the Guadalquivir River west of Cartagena.11 The area had attracted the Carthaginians because of its mineral wealth, and Hannibal may have entered into the marriage as much for political considerations as out of love. Hasdrubal had taken a Spanish wife soon after succeeding Hamilcar, presumably because it was to his political advantage to take a native bride and tighten his bonds with the Celts, even though he was married to Hamilcar’s daughter. Historians have never agreed among themselves if the Carthaginians were essentially monogamous like the Greeks and Romans.


In his epic work Punica, the Roman poet Silius Italicus tells us that Hannibal’s wife was named Imilce and she bore him a son as he was besieging Saguntum. Apparently this was Hannibal’s only child, but Silius Italicus is not considered a reliable source because of suspicions that he was inclined to exaggerate and fabricate in the interests of artistic expression. He was a dramatic poet, writing for the emperor Nero in the first century A.D., over two hundred years after Hannibal’s death. Italicus and Livy are the only sources to mention Hannibal’s wife.


According to the dramatic account of Italicus, before Hannibal left for Italy he took his wife and child to Gades in the south of Spain to put them on a ship for Carthage—probably to protect them from the vicissitudes of war. There, Imilce begged Hannibal to allow her to accompany him over the Alps to Italy, maintaining that her gender would not prevent her from enduring the same deprivations as any man. Hannibal refused. Later in the poem, Italicus relates the story of how Hannibal’s political enemies at Carthage colluded to compel Imilce to surrender her son to be sacrificed to the god Baal. Imilce resisted and obtained from the senate permission to postpone the sacrifice until she could inform her husband and secure his consent. When Hannibal received the demand in Italy, he refused and offered instead to sacrifice a thousand Romans to placate the god.


The people of Saguntum were weary of Carthage and fearful of Hannibal. For security and to keep Hannibal at bay, they relied on their alliances with the Greek city-states of southern France and in turn the alliances of those city-states with Rome. As Hannibal became increasingly more active in the region around Saguntum, the Greeks sent a delegation to Rome seeking a strong commitment to come to the city’s aid in the event of an attack. The Romans in turn sent a delegation to Hannibal with instructions to demand that he honor the treaty Hasdrubal had signed with Rome some years before, limiting Carthaginian expansion in northern Spain.


Hannibal was twenty-six, and this meeting was probably the first time he had confronted the Romans face-to-face. There is a slight discrepancy in the sources regarding exactly where the meeting took place. One source has the Romans arriving by ship at New Carthage, where they had met with Hamilcar and Hasdrubal, while another, later source has them arriving farther north along the coast where Hannibal was preparing to attack Saguntum.


When Hannibal received the Roman delegation, his manner was reserved and rigid—unlike that of the more affable and diplomatic Hasdrubal. The Romans began by insisting that Hannibal guarantee the continued independence of Saguntum and agree to restrict his activities to the area south of the Jucar River. In turn, he lectured the Romans about the persecution of people living in and around Saguntum who were allies of Carthage. Carthage, Hannibal argued, had a long tradition of taking up the causes of the victims of injustice and persecution. The people of Saguntum, he warned the Romans, should not be lulled into a false sense of security because of any treaty they had with Rome. He would hold them accountable for their actions. Hannibal’s concern for the “mistreatment and persecution” of people with pro-Carthaginian sentiments would become the pretext for his attack on the city.


What Hannibal really wanted was the wealth of Saguntum to help finance his coming war with Rome and to reward his troops. From a strategic perspective, the taking of Saguntum would serve as a warning to other Iberian tribes of what could be expected if they deserted him. Equally important, he could not afford to leave a heavily fortified city, easily reachable by sea, behind him when he left for Italy. The Romans could use the city as a base of operations for a campaign in Spain. Saguntum had to be taken.


The Romans left New Carthage, convinced that Hannibal was intent on attacking the city. They reported to the Roman senate in dispatches that Hannibal was obsessed with a hatred for Rome and that they found him to be in a state of “unreasoning and violent anger.”12 They maintained that his allegations about the persecution of the pro-Carthaginian population at Saguntum were fabrications used to justify his impending attack. From Spain, the Roman delegation sailed directly to Carthage, where they requested an appearance before the senate there. While the Romans addressed the senate at Carthage, Hannibal battered the walls of Saguntum. As the Romans demanded that the Carthaginian senate force Hannibal to honor the treaty they had signed with Hasdrubal, his battering rams and siege machines worked mercilessly night and day to demolish the walls of the doomed city.


Initially, the Carthaginian senators listened patiently to what the Romans had to say and then they began to debate the matter. The pro-Barcid faction supported Hannibal and praised his actions, savoring the taste of revenge from the first war. They took pride in what Hannibal was doing and argued that the Roman protests were not about Saguntum, but that Carthage was regaining her place as a leader in the world once more thanks to the Barcas in Spain. Some senators argued that a war now might even allow Carthage to recover her former colonies lost to the Romans and warned the Roman envoys that gone were the days when they could dictate terms. The losses of the first war were behind them, Carthage had recovered, and a new era was dawning. Then some of the Carthaginian senators argued a legal point; the treaty with Hasdrubal had never been ratified by the senate at Carthage and was therefore not binding on them or on Hannibal. It was a treaty that died with Hasdrubal. The Romans countered by demanding that the siege of Saguntum be lifted and Hannibal turned over to them for punishment.13


Not everyone in the senate that day approved Hannibal’s actions or favored war with Rome. There was a “peace party,” led by Hanno, the same Hanno who had led the opposition to Hamilcar Barca at the end of the first war and had objected so strongly to allowing Hannibal to join Hasdrubal in Spain. In deference to Hanno’s influence and long years of seniority, the senate became quiet when he rose to speak. Even though it was clear that the majority was in favor of Hannibal’s attack on Saguntum, they listened. Hanno began by reminding them that he had warned years before that a day like this would come. He had advised against sending young Hannibal to Spain. Now corrupted by power and driven by his ego, he was attacking Saguntum in violation of the treaty, and it would only be a matter of time before Rome would be battering the walls of Carthage in retaliation. He pointed out that the Roman envoys had come to them, willing to resolve the dispute before it escalated, and the senate, those entrusted with the responsibility to guide Carthage, would not recognize the precarious position Hannibal had placed them in. Hanno reminded the senate of the suffering Carthage endured during the First Punic War and the mercenary war that followed. Saguntum’s walls, Hanno railed, will fall on our heads!


Hanno had hated Hamilcar, and now he feared his son “who brandishes the torch of war” and is possessed by the ghost of his father.14 He urged that Hannibal, if not surrendered to the Romans, should be banished to a place where neither his name nor his reputation could ever disturb the peace of the Mediterranean again. At a minimum, Hanno urged the senate to order Hannibal to withdraw his army from Saguntum, make restitution for the damage and loss of life there, and send ambassadors at once to Rome to mitigate the damage to the relations between them. When Hanno concluded, the senate still remained nearly unanimous in its support of Hannibal. The consensus was that Saguntum had started the war, and its people had no one to blame for their misfortune other than themselves. Senators stood to warn the Romans they would be making a serious mistake to support Saguntum and thus abandon their longstanding treaty of friendship and peace with Carthage. A resolution was passed supporting Hannibal, and the Roman delegation left for Rome.


It took eight months for Saguntum to fall. The city’s defenders used every means to drive Hannibal’s soldiers from their walls. They poured burning oil and a combination of pitch and tow on the Carthaginians below, setting fire to both men and siege machines. Still, Hannibal’s army kept up a relentless assault. At one point in the siege, in an effort to motivate his soldiers, Hannibal led a rash and frenzied attack against a heavily defended portion of the wall. As a result he was badly wounded in the leg by a javelin and collapsed. The javelin could well have been the falarica, a long round shaft with a three-foot iron head. The middle of the shaft was often wrapped in tow and smeared with pitch (sulphur), then set on fire and, in a larger version, fired from a device that resembled a large crossbow.


The sight of Hannibal falling in battle sent a shock wave through his army. As word spread, his soldiers “fell into confusion and dismay,” which caused the attack to falter. Hannibal had to be carried from the battlefield for treatment and the fighting stopped. For the next several weeks, Saguntum was under more of a blockade than a siege as the army waited for Hannibal to recover. The direction of the effort fell to one of his subcommanders, Maharbal, an officer who would later play a decisive role at the battle of Cannae in Italy and become a critic of Hannibal.


In leading the assault at Saguntum, Hannibal was playing the classic role of the Homeric hero. The term comes from references to the Mycenaean world of the eleventh century B.C. and the war between the Greeks and the Trojans. It was a time of mythical warrior-kings and acts of legendary bravery by men like Achilles, Odysseus, Ajax, Agamemnon, and Menelaus. These were kings who ruled because of their courage. In war, they engaged in individual combat with their enemies and led by example, inspiring those who followed them. The warrior-kings put courage in battle and honor above all else, showing no fear of death in their belief that immortality for them was to be found in the collective memory of their people. Battles could be won or lost on the actions of these men, who sought glory above all else and embodied characteristics of leadership that Greeks from the classical age to Alexander the Great would come to venerate.


While a warrior-king might make an impressive action hero, he does not make an effective general. Hannibal would evolve from one to the other as his career developed. Rather than commanding and directing his forces, the warrior-king is involved in the heaviest areas of fighting. Hannibal at Saguntum led an impulsive attack against a heavily fortified position, and it nearly cost him his life. Instead of directing operations from the relative safety of a command post, he put himself and the entire operation at jeopardy by leading his soldiers in combat. Had Hannibal been killed during the assault, and he came perilously close, the siege of Saguntum could have changed the course of the war and history.
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