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To great soldiers of the world who have waged just war, who know the agonizing questions of battle.

“War may too often issue from the bowels of hell but even heaven has its war trumpets.”

PATRICK N. HUNT





PREFACE

Hannibal has loomed large in my imagination since my youth. Over the decades, as I have read about his exploits and the history of his time, I attempted to follow in his footsteps across three continents. As I discovered, ambiguities abound. Ancient sources provide often contradictory or problematic interpretations of his motivations and actions. Should we expect anything else, given the passage of time?

My archaeology fieldwork has concentrated for decades on Hannibal. Every year for the last twenty years I have stood at the summits of Alpine passes, ascending and descending rocky footpaths and road surfaces in every calendar season. Whether in biting wind and flurries of snow—not uncommon above 8,000 feet even in August—or on gusty, sunnier days, I have marveled at the challenges Hannibal faced on his intrepid marches and campaigns, especially when I climbed for hours to reach a spectacular vista as the almost vertical crags descended into forested slopes and plains far below. With more questions than answers over time, I have traveled to Carthage, where at the Secret Harbor I once picked up an old murex shell—the source of the famous Punic (Carthaginian) purple dye—before carefully placing it back on the sand. Many times I have traipsed through the remains of Punic Cartagena, the walled terraces of Saguntum, and western coastal Spain as well as across the eastern Pyrenees, through what was ancient Gaul and now is France, and then up the Rhône and Isere Valleys. I have walked back and forth across all the Italian battlefields important in Hannibal’s military campaigns and various Hannibal sites elsewhere in Italy. On multiple occasions in Turkey, standing along the sun-glimmered Sea of Marmara around Gebze has made me reflect on Hannibal’s last days. Many times with teams of Stanford students and more than a few times with engineers and geologists, I have carefully investigated at least thirty Alpine summits to try to determine where Hannibal crossed the Alps. I could never be an armchair historian: I have to see and try to understand what I write about.

The ancient historian Polybius has so often been my guide—literally in my hands—that my copy of his History is nearly worn out. I believe, as did he, that it is best to visit as many locations as possible if one wants to better understand historical events. Attempting to match text and topography has been my touchstone wherever possible. Other ancient historical accounts I have consulted include Livy’s ample and colorful texts—even though his geography is often suspect—augmented by Appian, Plutarch, Diodorus Siculus, Virgil, Horace, Juvenal, Frontinus, Cornelius Nepos, Ammianus Marcellinus, Valerius Maximus, Strabo, Dio Cassius, Vegetius (listed here not necessarily in chronological order, but in order of importance to my research), and many other fragmentary sources, as much in the original languages of Greek and Latin as possible. From these sources I infer that Hannibal was one of history’s greatest military minds because of his changing tactical responses to extraordinary challenges. That Hannibal has been a riveting topic for millennia, and continues to be so even as he remains a conundrum, explains why so many writers continue to ponder him from different angles. How I wish I could have met Hannibal and asked him the questions that to this day still defy authoritative answers.

Stanford, 2017
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

All dates are BCE unless indicated otherwise.



One



THE VOW

The Roman historian Valerius Maximus tells a story about the young Hannibal. As a boy in Carthage, Hannibal and his younger brothers would wrestle one another. Their father, Hamilcar Barca, would boast proudly to his guests, “My boys are lion cubs reared for Rome’s destruction.” Whether this actually happened, we don’t know, but we can imagine the young Hannibal wanting to please his father and taking pride in Hamilcar’s boast.1

Hannibal was born around 247 BCE during a long war between Carthage and Rome that often took Hamilcar, a famous general, away for extended periods of time. Hannibal’s parents gave him a name rich in religious meaning; “Baal be gracious to me” or “Baal be merciful to me.” Baal was a great Carthaginian god of fertility who manifested himself in thunderous storms; in naming him so, Hannibal’s family tied the boy’s future to his personal god and thus to his destiny. With sacrifices to the gods made at his birth, Hannibal had a long military tradition to follow.

Carthage in North Africa had been deliberately chosen for its location by the Phoenicians, who had founded the city in what is now Tunis. They thought it was perfectly situated for trade. A natural bay and man-made harbors offered shelter to Carthaginian ships that traded with fertile Sicily, only a short voyage away.2 Trade also extended to Spain and over much of the Mediterranean Sea. Although Carthage’s docks were secreted behind a high wall, protected from the prying eyes of the outside world, young Hannibal would have frequently seen his city’s renowned double harbor. He would have walked with family members, maybe elder sisters or servants, passing through exotic markets of redolent spices alongside the famous port. The Phoenicians who established Carthage around 814 BCE were most likely refugees from Tyre who fled from Assyrian invaders swarming like locusts from their Mesopotamian lands in the east. As Carthage’s mother city, Tyre was famous for its mercantilism and its far-flung trade, as the prophet Ezekiel scorns in his tirade against Tyre in Ezekiel 23:7–8: “whose footsteps led her abroad to found her own colonies, whose traders were princes, whose merchants the great ones of the world.” Like mother, like daughter.

As a boy, Hannibal would have heard many times that for a half millennium, Carthage had ruled the western Mediterranean sea unchallenged. In addition to its mercantilism, Tyre bequeathed to Carthage the Phoenician alphabet and the Phoenician language, which in the Carthaginian dialect was known as Punic. (Both languages are extinct.)

After centuries in the Mediterranean, Carthage had no rivals until Rome began to flex its newfound power.3 Now there was a growing shadow from Italy. With an agrarian mindset, the upstart Romans were much more acquisitive than the Carthaginians, constantly seeking to bring new territories under their sway. Carthage had colonies in Spain and elsewhere, but these were largely mercantilist enterprises. Carthage was uninterested in making the Celtiberians of Spain and other colonies into Carthaginians, whereas Rome wanted its colonies to think of themselves as Romans, and indeed it made Roman citizenship a possibility. So long as goods and treasure flowed back to Carthage as expected, the city-state was content to let the colonies organize themselves politically however they wished. In contrast, in the Roman world, even slaves could become wealthy, and in time they might even become free. The available evidence does not indicate that slaves in Carthage ever had such opportunities.

Hannibal’s family was aristocratic, descended from military leaders and merchant princes.4 Hannibal lived in one of his family’s villas, likely atop one of the hills where Carthage caught afternoon breezes from the sea. But Carthage’s harbor was the city’s pride and joy. It possessed the best naval berths the world could offer. The outer rectangular harbor’s water glinted around a merchant fleet and quays that could berth up to 220 sailing ships. The inner circular harbor often bristled with warships and many-oared triremes and quinquiremes, their bronze shields reflecting sunlight. Perhaps the young Hannibal wished to sail in a warship to one of the great naval battles he heard about often.

HANNIBAL’S FAMILY

Hannibal’s family was the Barcid clan, landowners of vast farms a few days’ journey to the south around the Sahel region of North Africa, where wheat was then plentiful, well watered by the forested eastern Atlas Mountains.5 More important, his immediate ancestors were generals and legendary fighters. Because the Barcids were natural leaders in the old pattern of Phoenician aristocracy,6 during his early life Hannibal would see his father only between engagements in Sicily, where he fought the hated Romans. From snippets of household conversations, the boy might have grown to understand that the Romans were now challenging Carthage over which power would control the great island. His father often moved so fast between lightning-strike battles along Sicily’s northern coast that messengers from Carthage would arrive on each other’s heels. The year of Hannibal’s birth, 247, was also about the time that Hamilcar Barca received his military commission to lead much of Carthage’s forces.

Not much is known about Hannibal’s mother. We do not even know her name, but she would have likely descended from a similar aristocratic family of Carthage and would have wedded with a dowry of silver, land, and slaves, as was common for aristocratic families at the time. In between engagements, when his father would return with Carthaginian fleets for a few months, Hannibal’s mother bore two other boys, Hasdrubal and Mago. His mother and father already had three daughters before Hannibal, although their names, too, have been lost to history. Hannibal’s parents guaranteed that their daughters would marry well, usually into other leading military families. The eldest married a man named Bomilcar, who would become admiral over a Carthaginian fleet. The second daughter would marry Hasdrubal the Fair, who later helped Hamilcar conquer and govern Iberia, as much of Spain was known then. The third daughter later wed outside the Carthaginian aristocracy, marrying a local chief of nearby Numidia for a political alliance. Thus, the Barcids were a well-connected family in Carthage.

Hannibal’s education would have been similar to that expected for a young aristocratic boy. Not much can be said other than that he had a Greek tutor in literature named Sosylos who must have taught him some of Homer’s epics and probably how to read. Sosylos may have taught him from Aristotle’s Logic, because Hannibal knew much about Aristotle’s famous pupil Alexander the Great and his military exploits. The boy may well have known about Odysseus because Hannibal shared the cunning character of this Greek hero, full of stratagems. We do not know when Hannibal’s education started, but Sosylos even accompanied Hannibal later on his military campaigns in Italy.

END OF THE FIRST PUNIC WAR

But everything changed in 241 BCE when Hannibal was six years old. Military disaster struck the Carthaginians as events near the end of the First Punic War reversed earlier successes. Although the enemy Romans had lost fleet after fleet, more than seven hundred ships, and up to a hundred thousand men in a series of naval disasters starting in 264 BCE, when war had broken out, they refused to give up. Carthage had a very different leadership after 244 BCE. Its Council of Elders—the Gerousia—increasingly opposed the long Punic War that had dragged on for twenty years. (Punic was the Roman word for Carthage, a possible abbreviation of the Greek word Phoinikes, which may have originally meant the people of “red dye.”7 This important cloth dye derived from shellfish was a commodity in which the Phoenicians had a trading monopoly for centuries.) The Romans had refused to surrender during two decades of bad outcomes and had only the final naval victory in their favor. But Carthage was already intimidated by Roman mobilization of endless resources.

The Gerousia was Carthage’s governing body. According to Aristotle’s Politics, Carthage had a form of constitution and elected magistrates. The Gerousia was not as powerful as the contemporary Roman Senate, but like the Roman Senate, it was oligarchic in nature. In Carthage, the upper class consisted of wealthy merchants and landowners, and so the Gerousia sought to protect commercial interests. As a consequence, the Gerousia tended to be conservative and cautious about military action. Military families such as the Barcas were often at odds with the Gerousia if there was not an imminent threat. We should remember, too, that much of Carthage’s military was made up of mercenaries, who might not have even been Carthaginian by birth.

The leaders in Carthage wrongly assumed that the last Sicilian battle at Drapanum (now Trapani) in 249 BCE had been such a complete victory for Carthage that the Romans would soon relinquish their claim to western Sicily, traditionally Punic territory. Led by Hanno, a great landowner rather than a military man, the now-dovish Gerousia began recalling and dismantling the fleets. In demobilizing their great navies, the Carthaginians turned many back into merchant vessels and sent them out again on far-flung trade. Hanno believed the future of Carthage lay in Africa and not overseas. Hamilcar Barca still led forces of thousands in Sicily and even raided South Italy in quick attacks, but Carthage’s Senate wanted peace so much that it blindly underestimated Roman tenacity of will.

The blow that Hamilcar Barca anticipated was slow to develop but quick to strike. The Roman Senate heard from its well-placed spies that Carthage was sending ships home. In Italy, southern Campanian senators and rich landowners had always had the most to lose from a close Carthaginian presence in Sicily. These wealthy Romans formed an unusual plan. Because Rome was either unable or unwilling to finance a new fleet, they dug deep into their own pockets and absorbed all the costs. Even borrowing against their land, they took advantage of the downsizing of Carthaginian naval power and paid for outfitting as many new ships as they could. Smart businessmen, these rich Romans asked for reimbursement only in the event of victory. Back in Carthage, Hamilcar was dismissed as a hawk. The general’s messengers who conveyed his warnings about the piles of fresh cut timber on the wharves and quickly growing hulls in Italian harbors went unheard.

After many Roman losses at sea, one naval battle decided the outcome of this struggle between Carthage and Rome. The Romans had recently dredged a storm-wrecked Carthaginian ship’s hull out of the Sicilian water to be examined by their carpenters and shipwrights. To their surprise, the Italian ship builders discovered an amazing fact: every piece of wood on the Carthaginian ship was numbered. The Romans were not long in figuring out that the Carthaginian boats were easily assembled from timbers according to a template. This made shipbuilding easier, since all the wood dimensions were predetermined and merely slotted into place and caulked. It was hardly necessary to have a master shipwright in charge of building each boat. Many ships could be assembled simultaneously. The practical Romans quickly duplicated the technique, accelerating the usual time needed to build a navy.

On March 10, 241 BCE, in the Battle of the Aegates Islands west of Sicily, Rome’s new fleet completely outmanned the small and hastily prepared Carthaginian fleet. Once the mightiest power on the seas, Carthage’s navy was destroyed. Demoralized by its first naval defeat—an unthinkable event—the Council of Elders negotiated a quick surrender that infuriated Hamilcar. The terms of surrender left nothing to Carthage and everything to Rome. This was partly because the Hanno-led Carthaginian Senate was not interested in maintaining maritime power—unlike Rome, which understood its destiny in the need to expand. Hanno’s Senate faction thought only of its status quo control of African territory. The Treaty of Lutatius in 241, so named after the victorious Roman consular admiral Gaius Lutatius Catulus, was a permanent blow to Carthaginian maritime might and apparently also a personal affront to Hamilcar Barca. It was a disaster, demonstrating Roman intents that Hamilcar could never forgive. In one treaty, Carthage’s traditional monopoly of the seas was lost forever. Hamilcar Barca even refused to come to the negotiating table with Rome.

The Greek historian Polybius, who wrote about the rivalry between Rome and Carthage, carefully recorded the terms of surrender. First, Carthage would have to remove every Carthaginian citizen from Sicily and give up all claims to this huge, fertile island. Second, all Punic ships and men were to withdraw from the many islands around and between Sicily and Italy. These had been convenient places where Carthaginian ships had harbored for centuries. Third, Carthage would also have to cut off all ties with Siracusa, a powerful city-state in Sicily that the Romans wanted badly to control because of its superb harbor. Hamilcar saw correctly that this treaty would end Carthage’s historic claims to sail and trade in the western Mediterranean. Finally, Carthage would have to pay an indemnity of 3,200 talents of silver, a total of almost 10 million shekels, a third of it due immediately because Rome demanded war reparations. In the short term, accepting these circumstances was dire enough, but over the long haul, this could be a death sentence to Carthage, however slow the squeeze would be. Hamilcar knew it and was enraged. He believed Carthage could rise again.

HAMILCAR’S RETURN TO CARTHAGE

A bitter Hamilcar Barca came home from Sicily, reluctantly obeying the recall mandate from Carthage, and the troops soon followed. So many mercenaries were unpaid, however, that they rebelled in 239 BCE, and the weak city elders hesitated to make any restitution. Carthage itself was now under siege from its Libyan and other alien mercenary veterans who rightly demanded their promised back pay. After brutal decimation of men on both sides, including generals such as Gisco, who had led some of Carthage’s armies in Sicily, Hamilcar defeated the rebellious mercenaries, some of whom had even fought with him in Sicily. As the battle advantage fluctuated between the rebels and the city, many died a cruel death by crucifixion. Both rebels and Carthaginians were tortured and nailed in public view along roads and on city walls. Hamilcar finally prevailed and trampled the rebel leaders with war elephants. The general’s popularity rose due to his leadership, which broke the siege and saved Carthage.

About this same time in 238 BCE, young Hannibal lived through a new crisis when Rome annexed the island of Sardinia. This was not one of the territories ceded to Rome in the Treaty of Lutatius of 241, yet Rome took advantage of Carthage’s siege and a Punic economy weakened by the rebel war. Rome had long been uneasy about the island of Sardinia, with its centuries-old Phoenician colonies such as Tharros. One Roman description even referred to Sardinia “as a long ship anchored against Italy’s side.”8 But when Rome seized Sardinia, Carthage could do nothing except send ambassadors to Rome to protest. The Senate of Rome responded that any hostile action by Carthage would be considered an act of war. Making matters worse, Rome added a new clause to the treaty. Long after the fact, it demanded an additional fine against Carthage of 1,200 more silver talents. Even the pro-Roman Polybius writes in his histories that Rome made Hamilcar Barca more of an implacable enemy by this cavalier action, and that the results would be nothing short of calamitous for a soon desperate Carthage.9 The frustration in Hamilcar’s voice must have now carried through his house as he raged against both Rome and the shortsightedness of his own people. The general also unleashed tirades against his rival Hanno for leading the Carthaginian Senate into appeasing a Rome that would never be satisfied.

When young Hannibal, now between the ages of around five and eight, watched quietly or heard his family’s heated conversations between 241 and 238 BCE, he would have formed opinions likely modeled after his father’s. Weighing most heavily on Hamilcar’s mind was revenge against the Romans. Young Hannibal would have heard such sentiments frequently.

HANNIBAL’S VOW TO HIS FATHER

In 237 BCE, at age nine, Hannibal’s life was altered irrevocably. Hamilcar had finally persuaded the Carthage Council of Elders to let him go to Spain, where Carthage could more quickly raise money to pay the penalties Rome had imposed. Spain’s silver mines were fabulously rich, and the more democratic Hamilcar was fed up with the ruling oligarchy under Hanno and more than ready to leave Carthage. The Hanno faction, meanwhile, saw an opportunity to keep a popular opponent at a distance where he could not stir up trouble against Rome so easily. Like many boys, young Hannibal must have adored and worshipped his father. Surely his parents would have talked about Hamilcar’s and the family’s options. If his father had talked about not wanting to return to Carthage, the boy would not have wanted to wait in futility. Hannibal would have done anything in his power to accompany his father.

According to Polybius and the later Roman historian Livy, Hamilcar took young Hannibal with him to a place that could forever haunt the boy. Some of the sacred precincts of Carthage, including the Temple of Baal, a place of possible ancient human sacrifice, and the sacred cemetery called the tophet, often were interpreted as a repository for human sacrifice. Whether Carthaginians still practiced human sacrifice is a contentious subject. That there could be original Canaanite or Phoenician antecedents of likely child sacrifice—as the modern scholar Brody maintains from fairly recent Iron II (1000–550 BCE) tophet contexts at the tombolo (sandy “mound”) of Tyre10—does not necessarily mean full continuation into Punic culture in the West. The Semitic word tophet as a cremation burial place itself may even relate to a Greek word, taphos, meaning both funerary rites or a tomb and burial place.11 The debate about tophet practices still embroils scholars in heated arguments and equally acrimonious counterarguments. This story of human sacrifice is hardly new, because historians such as Diodorus Siculus had made this assertion long ago, although more than a few interpret it mostly as propaganda against Punic religion.12 While Polybius says nothing about the element of human sacrifice, he does emphasize this event as the defining moment of young Hannibal’s life.

Hamilcar and Hannibal went to the precinct of the Temple of Baal, entering through the gates and doors where priests waited. Beyond the sacred threshold of a temple, a quiet hush would have surrounded the visitors. Hannibal’s name may be a clue to what happened next, if the story is true. We are told in Hannibal’s own words—repeated much later in his life—that his father brought his young son to the place of sacrifice. Hamilcar likely made his son ascend the altar and there place his hand on the sacrificial victim in order to make a vow. As the animal tied to the altar breathed away its last few minutes, Hannibal would have felt the warm flesh rise and fall. Placing his hand on the sacrificial victim—the exact words of Polybius13—in making his vow, this physical act would have fused a clear connection in the boy’s mind between himself and the victim. Hannibal would have known that such vows made before gods such as Baal were unbreakable. That a living creature died in witness of a vow to the gods was the most serious part of this sacrifice ritual.

Thus, Hannibal’s own destiny was both “sacrificed” and consecrated to Baal, his god. Hannibal must have soon realized that his own life owed all to the god’s mercy; he must have comprehended that an animal died while he lived in order to make this vow.

At the climax of this momentous event, Hannibal’s father asked him to swear undying hatred to Rome, and Hannibal did so. Even though the boy might not have grasped the meaning, its sense would grow on him throughout his life. If Polybius and others have related this story accurately, Hannibal would remember the details until the end of his life, telling it to Antiochus III, another enemy of Rome in the East, only a few years before his death. In a way, the child Hannibal died that day. He would increasingly come to know thereafter that he lived only to see Rome’s destruction.

Livy claimed later that Hannibal was impious and nulla religio, “without religion.” This is not true. While Hannibal respected Roman oracles later in his military campaigns—naturally taking advantage when the Roman omens were against Roman victory—he was certainly also religious with respect to Carthaginian gods. Apparently the Romans would never fully understand what Hannibal’s devotion meant. They did not comprehend the implications of Hannibal’s childhood vow.

A few months later in the same year of 237 BCE, Hannibal prepared to accompany his father in their departure from Carthage. Hannibal was about to leave his mother, older sisters, and younger brothers behind. Hasdrubal and Mago were too young to make this hard journey to Spain, but they would come years later. Perhaps his mother had too many ties to Carthage, including her other children and relatives, as she did not accompany them. We hear nothing about her again.

HANNIBAL MOVES TO SPAIN

In 237 BCE, either during spring when the sea-lanes reopened after winter or in summer when the land was dry enough to march across, Hamilcar and his young son left Carthage accompanied by a small retinue of loyal soldiers, junior officers, and slaves. Dawn was usually the best time to begin traveling as many possible miles in a day. The city was probably not yet awake except along the harbor markets where the fishnets were already being hauled in with their morning catch. The Barcids were also followed by an unknown number of thousands of Carthaginian troops, proud cavalry from Numidia, the adjacent kingdom (mostly modern-day Algeria) allied to Carthage, and many Libyan and other mercenaries—as well as pack animals, traveling metalsmiths, cooks, suppliers, civilian quartermasters (paymaster and supply officer), and camp followers, as well as the usual stragglers and hawkers of wares and human vices.

Several routes to Spain lay open to the army, including by land or sea. Hamilcar and Hannibal could have taken a ship out of the bay and sailed along the Maghreb coast west toward Spain, as Diodorus Siculus claims. Polybius, on the other hand, implies that they marched overland in Africa with the army toward the coast opposite Gibraltar.14

Young Hannibal, perhaps excitedly wide awake the first night due to the novelty, must have enjoyed the traveling spectacle of the noisy army, uncountable soldiers of every size and garb, with tribal and clan outfits alongside recognizable Carthaginian armor. It was certainly unusual for a general to take along his ten-year-old son. Hannibal would have heard coarse jokes, camp songs, and daily reports to his father, and been amazed at the spectrum of decorum and behavior. Most of all, the boy would have seen and soaked up the army’s respect for his father as chief general at the pinnacle of his soldierly world.

Finally leaving Africa by sea, they would have crossed the Strait of Gibraltar and the legendary Pillars of Hercules, where headlands rose to windblown cliffs. As would have been customary, after landing on the Spanish shore, Hannibal likely followed his father and a few of his chosen guards up a path to one of the windy and rocky points—maybe up Gibraltar Rock itself—where an altar to the god Melqart stood in this forlorn but sacred place. Hamilcar’s journey required the blessing of Melqart, once the city god of Tyre in the old Phoenician homeland and now also the god of new ventures. In addition, Melqart was Hamilcar Barca’s personal god—the deity his father’s own name honored.

Whatever guarded thoughts Hamilcar had, he knew there was no turning back. From high up on Gibraltar, the boy would have enjoyed a magnificent view of the blue Mediterranean in one direction eastward and the often gray Atlantic Ocean in the other direction westward. Doubtless, Hannibal would have looked back toward Africa, which he would not see again for a long time. Hannibal could have also seen where the silver-rich Sierra Morena Mountains beckoned northward, now a blue horizon in the shimmering distance across the water and the curving coastline.



Two



YOUNG HANNIBAL

It is no wonder that the “indignant” Hamilcar, “unvanquished in spirit” by the war’s outcome in Sicily, as Polybius tells,1 had been ready to leave contentious Carthage for a new land where he could do almost as he wanted and better use his military acumen. Carthage, like its Phoenician parent, was not highly militarized but a commercial society dependent on mercenaries.2 Spain on the other hand, was a mountainous land, possessing an incredibly rich bounty in precious metals such as silver and additional wealth in game in its forests and abundant fish along its long coastline. Its deep soil was fertile and full of agricultural promise for its Punic colonizers.

Hannibal must have been just beginning to understand how important this fact of Spanish resources was to his father. Although he might not have seen all the implications for Carthaginian independence from the penalties of the Roman indemnity assigned by the Treaty of Lutatius, he would not have been able to avoid hearing about the potential for independence in Spain’s wealth.

Historians in antiquity had mentioned Spanish mining wealth since the sixth century BCE. If Hannibal visited the silver mines near the Sierra Morena with his father, as he probably did, he would have seen that they continued for miles in all directions. The boy would also have heard the clang of iron and bronze on rock, hammers and picks seeking the glint of silver. Wooden ladders descended down into the pits all around, each of them echoing with ringing staccato blows and a din of voices. Man-made hills of ore would have been piled everywhere and the air filled with rock dust. The keen eyes of Hamilcar Barca would have missed nothing, as he likely calculated the time and labor required to amass a treasure of silver bullion.3

If in a few short years after 237 BCE Hamilcar was able to revive the old Phoenician silver mining operations, it would have been because he was intensely driven to pay back the Carthaginian indemnity to Rome as well as to build a new war chest against Rome. Even if he might not live to see it, he would make sure that Hannibal would. Hamilcar traversed Andalucia from east to west not just to reinvigorate the mining of silver but also to visit the Celtiberian tribes, which had a fragile alliance with Carthage.

The Phoenicians had been exploring this southern region of Spain for centuries. At first beaching their ships where wide rivers flowed out along the steep and cliff-indented coast, the Phoenicians had carefully scouted the land. Trading with the Iberian tribes that had slowly been processing the ubiquitous iron, the Phoenicians were always looking for metal and indigenous mining operations they could assimilate. Phoenician merchants had expanded their network of small trading posts, bringing finished products such as Near Eastern and Greek pottery, colored glass beads, and luxury items such as Egyptian ivory, spices, ostrich eggs, purple-dyed textiles for the ladies, and rough but practical textiles along with farming tools for the men in exchange for Iberian mineral and other goods. The Phoenicians were careful not to arm the Iberians with weapons that could be turned against them. The local agricultural products and the teeming fisheries off the coast of Andalucia were also part of the Iberian network of natural wealth. Many fish-processing villages lined the Gulf of Cádiz coast. The island of Ibiza had been the site of a huge fishing industry since the seventh century BCE.

Posidonius the Greek philosopher wrote that the Phoenicians founded the colony of Gadir (also known as Gades, or Cádiz) around 1100 BCE. In Hannibal’s day, it was a thriving city, the center of all Phoenician mining trade in the region. Offspring of Phoenicians here were as proud of their early Temple of Melqart as their Carthaginian cousins were of the Temple of Eshmoun towering above Carthage on Bursa Hill. Along the coast, the local Iberians had also borrowed or adopted the gods of their masters the Carthaginians or joined them to their own deities. Symbols of the Carthaginian goddess Tanit could be seen painted on tombs or pebbled into pavements, her triangular skirt easily recognizable as a Punic religious icon, seen later in a mosaic at Selinus in Sicily.

On the frontiers of Andalucia were the hostile tribes of the Turdetani or Turdulli, who would give Hamilcar much grief. The Celtiberian north was still filled with fierce tribes and clans that were always threatening to muster enough men and weapons for raids on Phoenician outposts. Hamilcar had well-armed groups of trained veterans placed in forts and towns along the frontier that would communicate any unusual tribe movements to him on a regular basis. Messengers regularly went back and forth between the command centers such as Gades and the outposts, since communication was vital and protecting the mines was crucial. Sooner or later Hamilcar would have to move deeper into the interior and deal with the Celtiberian tribes.

Within two years after he left Carthage, Hamilcar Barca founded the Carthaginian colony of Akra Leuke on the Mediterranean coast of northern Andalucia, northeast of the city of Murcia. Akra Leuke sat below looming white plateaus, and its Greek name, meaning “white high place,” later became Alicante in Arabic during the medieval Moorish kingdom of al-Andalus.

In Akra, his new base of operations, from 235 BCE onward, Hamilcar seems to have assigned another teacher to his preadolescent son. While Sosylos continued to teach Hannibal about the ancient Greeks, a new tutor would have trained Hannibal in manly weaponry. Hannibal’s new tutor was most likely a grizzled veteran with only one job: to instruct him in swordsmanship and archery with real weapons instead of toy ones.

Because he went everywhere with his father, Hannibal was already saddle hardened and tanned from the sun. As a soldier in training who had been partly raised in military camps, Hannibal probably rode a horse with skill and ease. A legendary leader who knew his men extremely well, Hamilcar knew that Hannibal must have been ready to fight very early.

HANNIBAL LEARNS WAR

Although Livy does not agree with the epithet, he sarcastically mentions Hamilcar’s reputation among his admirers as a “second Mars” as a war commander.4 Hannibal would have learned an officer’s sense of authority and how the chain of command worked both in peace and in war. Hamilcar’s force was usually a mobile, well-trained force, and divided into experienced officers on horseback and many hundreds or thousands of foot soldiers. Hamilcar would have surrounded himself with handpicked Carthaginian veterans and have chosen Numidian cavalry officers, among others. The Numidians were famous horsemen and were allies of Carthage. Hannibal would have learned to think of himself as a unit with his horse, learning both on horseback and on foot how fast an army could march in different terrain—and he would have done it himself to test and develop his youthful stamina. He would have learned from the Numidians how to pretend to retreat but instead fight even harder facing backward in a surprise feint when the enemy least expected it. Hannibal eventually earned his own battle experience, including slight wounds from grazing arrows or skirmishes.

Most of all, Hannibal would have learned from his father how to lead by example and how to be fair with every soldier; when to encourage and when to express justifiable anger. Judging from later military experiences, young Hannibal seemed to have picked up quickly not to be impetuous or to let anger rule him, when to engage and when to disengage, how to choose the terrain on which to fight, and how to lead men to respect him not only because of his father but also due to his own developing sense of strategy and battle logic. Hannibal’s childhood passed into adolescence far from his mother and family females to coddle him.

If Hannibal loved or was infatuated with anyone in the passions of adolescence, history has not preserved any names. His loves and concubines throughout his long life must have been fairly private, because other than a brief mention of a Spanish wife named Imilce, we never learn their names, not even when he lived with a courtesan in Salapia. Nor do we know whether he had any children, which is not as unusual as it might seem. On the other hand, Hannibal lived a military life without ever being tied down to one place long enough to develop relationships outside of his family (and mistresses) and his eventual close circle of military advisors. That is not to suggest that young Hannibal was lonely while surrounded by his military comrades and his father’s officers. Seldom in history has any young man been so devoted to one thing alone: the art of war, and that was due greatly to his father, probably the best general of his generation.

After founding Akra Leuke, Hamilcar turned his full attention to bringing the people between the rest of Andalucia and even western Valencia under his control in several military campaigns between 235 and 231 BCE. Near the Gulf of Cartagena, the Batuli tribes around Cape de Palos were assimilated as a conquered people fairly quickly by Hamilcar, who was accompanied by his son-in-law Hasdrubal the Fair (husband of Hannibal’s older sister) around 236 BCE. Hasdrubal the Fair had also founded Cartagena in one of the best natural harbors in the Mediterranean, adjacent to land rich in silver ore a few miles to the east. Shipping from this deep harbor, well protected against raids, could hardly have been easier. Here Hasdrubal built a fort, as well as several temples and a thriving colony with stone structures whose foundations still remain—no doubt with Hamilcar’s military assistance or the supervision of his military engineers.

A new minting of silver coins was apparently stamped with Hamilcar’s visage, much of it sent to Carthage from the fine, deep port and the rest stockpiled for the general’s future campaigns. Hamilcar must have also taught Hannibal the value of silver for military negotiation with locals for food and supplies or paying an army’s mercenaries. When the Romans sent a deputation to inquire around 231 BCE about the purpose of the Punic silver mining activity, Hamilcar’s answer must have referred to repaying the war indemnity from 241 BCE.5 Apparently the Romans accepted this answer and left him alone.

The Mastetani tribe near Murcia, just north of Cartagena, was also soon within Hamilcar’s military vision, apparently a mostly successful campaign, and in 229 BCE Hamilcar was attempting to conquer the area of Helike, near modern Toledo to the north. This was where the Celtiberian Vettoni tribe was located, northern allies of the warlike Turdulli and Turdetani. Unfortunately for Hamilcar, this interior location deep in Spain—where negotiations were set to take place—was quite far removed from his long supply lines on the coast. The Celtiberian Oretani tribe marched south from the Manchegan plains to help defend the Vettoni until Hamilcar was greatly outnumbered, the main body of his army having been left a few miles to the east while he went to negotiate. However, the Vettoni feared and respected Hamilcar’s leadership too much to attack the entire Carthaginian army. Hannibal would have been alongside his father in almost every campaign, and was certainly near his father at this one.

HAMILCAR’S DEATH

One source, Diodorus Siculus, writing a couple of hundred years later, says that while Hamilcar was negotiating with the treacherous Vettoni, accompanied by only a few officers, he was ambushed. This went completely against the protocols of ancient warfare, because there was a truce during negotiations. But the Celtiberians were more chaotic barbarians than a unified army.

Hamilcar feared for Hannibal, who led a small scouting detachment also removed from the larger army. Hannibal would have been around nineteen, and his younger brother Hasdrubal was with him in this small force. According to the ancient sources, Hamilcar diverted attention from the small force with his sons during the ambush and sacrificed himself to save them. Diodorus has Hamilcar drowning in the Júcar River, probably wounded, but a terse account by Polybius has him surrounded and fighting the Vettoni down to his last man and then being killed himself. Finally, Cornelius Nepos, a Roman biographer who lived in the first century BCE, writes that Hamilcar engaged at first with the Vettoni but then drowned in the Tagus River.6 Taken all together, an ambush by the Vettoni seems likely, and Hamilcar, severely wounded, managed a partial escape only to drown. Furthermore, considering how good a soldier he was and a master tactician, sacrificing himself for his sons was in keeping with Hamilcar’s character.

Hannibal was now bereft of his father before he was twenty. But enough of his father’s will and experience had been imparted that Hannibal would have been prepared to lead, however premature the timing seemed. While Hannibal must have deeply mourned the loss of his father privately, he was by now every inch a warrior, and soldiers are supposed to be emotionally and psychologically steeled for sudden death in battle. Knowing that good decisions must be made despite personal loss, there is little time for sentiment, as soldiers are taught to put the deaths of their comrades behind them and move on. Hannibal already had years of dedicated military training at his father’s side, in which he had been prepared for leadership. He must have been ready to take his father’s mantle as well as carry out the life-changing promise he had made back in Carthage: the vow to hate Rome.



Three



SPAIN

Hamilcar’s unexpected death was a great blow to Carthaginian affairs abroad and to Hannibal personally, although we can only guess his reaction because there was no word about it from Carthage or Hannibal himself.

How the news of Hamilcar’s death was received in Africa depended on whether the majority in the Gerousia, the Council of Elders, had sided with the charismatic and popular general or with his dovish enemies such as Hanno, who wanted to stay close to home and not venture out so boldly to provoke Rome.

Hasdrubal the Fair, now sole commander of the colonies, administered Carthaginian Spain effectively for a half decade from 228 to 221 BCE, consolidating positions held already while his adjutant Hannibal served him militarily across southern Iberia, expanding new territories under Carthaginian control. As war chief and virtual ruler, Hasdrubal was more inclined to administer Spain through diplomatic pragmatism than had Hamilcar, who’d carved out territory by military force and ruthless tactics that made him feared among the Celtiberian tribes. In this regard, Hasdrubal was more similar to the traditional rulers of Punic Carthage, who were less inclined to military power and more to commercial consolidation.1 Polybius refutes the charge of the contemporary Roman historian Quintus Pictor Fabius that Hasdrubal was ambitious and power hungry and that his policy in Spain was an underlying cause for the Second Punic War. Polybius maintains that it was Hamilcar who had “contributed much to the origin” of the Second Punic War but instead relates Hannibal’s admiration for Hasdrubal’s leadership.2 Under Hasdrubal, most of the southern half of Spain gradually fell under Carthaginian hegemony or at least operated with varying degrees of autonomy under its shadow. From Gades in the hot South along the Atlantic side of Gibraltar, to New Carthage (modern Cartagena) in the east along the Mediterranean coast, to the forested Sierra Morena northward, and soon even into central Spain along the Tagus Valley, Carthage was unchallenged by any cohesive foe, least of all Rome, which could only look on with envy at this time. Able troops spread throughout garrisons in Spain now complemented Carthaginian mercantile and engineering acumen.

The overall policy that Hamilcar had established would continue. Although Hannibal no longer had his father for counsel or further military training, the young commander had enough natural leadership ability that he was given increasingly more responsibility over the soldiers, moving ever farther north and west into the Spanish frontiers. Probably due to Hasdrubal’s skill at parleying with the Celtiberians, Hannibal now acquired a Spanish wife: the princess Imilce from the Punic ally of Castulo on the upper Gaudalquivir River, although we have no surviving accounts about her other than she might have later borne Hannibal a child, possibly a son.3

In the meantime, the silver mining operations and other Iberian trading ventures were enormously successful, and through spies and a network of informants and trading partners—colonies such as Massilia at the mouth of the Rhône River in Gaul (roughly modern-day France)—Rome could not help but notice that the Carthaginians were not suffering as much as they would have preferred under the chafing war indemnity imposed on them from the Treaty of Lutatius. By now, Rome was certainly also wishing it had some of the silver wealth of Spain for itself. Rome was waiting to reduce Carthaginian power and wealth in Spain.

ROME MAKES A CLAIM TO SPAIN

Finally, the Romans, having subjugated some of the Celts who were living just south of the Po River Valley of Lombardia, Northern Italy, decided that Carthage’s hold over Spain was becoming too profitable and too close to Roman interests for comfort. In 226 a small envoy of Roman diplomats visited Hasdrubal, probably at Cartagena, and demanded that he draw the Punic boundary at the Ebro River. If the diplomatic mission was indeed at Cartagena, the Roman envoy would not have failed to notice the wealth of local silver flowing through the port city.

However much dissembling took place on both sides, a minor treaty was signed between the Spanish Carthaginians and the Romans that Carthage acknowledged this Ebro River boundary—and that Carthage would not cross the Ebro “for the purpose of waging war.” The Ebro River merely divides the eastern seaboard of Spain’s long coastline into two-thirds to the south and one-third to the north—not a natural boundary like the jagged Pyrenees Mountains. For Hasdrubal and Hannibal, this uneven treaty also played the Roman hand, showing its designs on the rest of Spain above the Ebro. Hasdrubal acquiesced nonetheless, although we don’t know whether he did it to buy his people time or to assuage Rome of Carthaginian ambitions about the rest of Spain.

But Hannibal and surely Hasdrubal would have remembered the disasters of the Treaty of Lutatius and how Rome had taken advantage of the Carthaginian desire for peace and continuity of its maritime trade after years of war—forcing Carthage to relinquish claims to any kind of toehold in Sicily even for shipping. They also would have remembered how Rome soon assimilated Sardinia not by battle victory or diplomacy and treaty, since Sardinia was not even part of the Lutatius treaty—instead, Rome had taken Sardinia by outright duplicity, clandestinely arming a revolt in its favor and landing an army on the island for peacekeeping, claiming it had been invited. It was an old ploy that has usually worked throughout history. Hasdrubal and Hannibal would surely have suspected that the Romans could not be trusted over the Ebro boundary. The treaty must have satisfied Rome, which left Spain alone for a few more years.

CHANGING OF THE GUARD

Once again circumstances changed for Hannibal. After ruling Spain for a little more than five years, Hasdrubal the Fair was killed in battle by insurgent Celtiberians in the far north in 221 BCE. The shock would have been far greater had not Hannibal been prepared to step into his natural role as general over the assembled forces. Now he was quickly elected commanding general. The trained Carthaginian military presence in Spain consisted not only of Carthaginians, Numidians, and other Libyans but also assimilated Iberians, Celts, Balearic Islanders, and others from Ibiza or islands such as Mallorca and Menorca, as well as friendly tribes spread throughout the Spanish peninsula. Livy marks the transition as one of destiny. Even Hannibal’s physical likeness to his father was a factor:

[The armies] imagined that Hamilcar himself had been restored to him as he had appeared in youth. They observed in his face the same intense expression and penetrating gaze, the same confidence and strong-willed countenance. But Hannibal had not needed time to prove his resemblance to his father was not just physically superficial and this mirror image was the least important in gaining the support of the army. Never before was there a more suited genius for commanding respect and obedience from his men . . . Nor did any other leader fill his men with courage and boldness . . . In addition he was indefatigable in body and spirit and took no comforts or pleasures beyond those of his men, in fact could often be found at night sleeping wrapped in a blanket like one of his merest scouts. The things that set him apart were not his clothes, which were identical to those of his men, but his horses and weapons and above all his position to be first into battle and last out.4

In this text, it is hard to miss the egalitarian role Hannibal encouraged regarding the lives of his soldiers, whose loyalty he carefully gathered and possibly manipulated, as Livy suggests. He inspired confidence not just in his unswerving military prowess but also in his personal virtues. He was not motivated or spoiled by luxuries like so many of his historical counterparts in Rome or elsewhere.

It is not unlikely that Hannibal’s physical toughness was influenced by the stories of Alexander the Great he knew through his tutors.5 En route to his victories in Persia, Alexander was often said to be more austere and unmovable like a Spartan—and his teacher Leonidas had trained him in his adolescence—when it came to personal comfort. Hannibal’s decades with his father, Hamilcar, had also strengthened his self-discipline. Sharing his soldiers’ daily hardships would cement the bond between Hannibal and his men even further.

When it came to “obedience”—Livy’s grudging choice of words for the soldiers’ response—Hannibal would come to expect his men to follow him unfailingly even when it appeared counterintuitive and dangerous. But Hannibal’s strategies would prove to be trustworthy to his armies. This was one of the greatest strengths of a Hannibal-led army, such that history has rarely if ever seen its equal before or after. It wasn’t a disregard for danger, as Alexander often displayed, thinking himself to be a demigod or a heroic avatar, but an ability to understand and exploit others’ weaknesses. Livy is forced to describe Hannibal as a military “genius” because how else could Hannibal wreak such destruction on Rome’s armies unless he had genius? Livy’s only other explanation is that Hannibal was treacherous—a characteristic that the Roman historian wants his readers to infer.

HANNIBAL’S LEADERSHIP IN SPAIN

In 221–220 BCE Hannibal immediately set out to establish his authority and test his military power by starting to rein in the tribes on the fringes of Spain in the West, including the Turdetani and Turdulli, and the Cynetes, and tribes to the north such as the Lobetani, Veitones, Vaccaei, and Olcadi. Learning much from Hasdrubal’s policies, Hannibal also knew that Spanish silver would have to be spread around the peninsula. Hamilcar had also been careful to pay his mercenaries according to expected standards augmented by loot from conquests, and Hannibal had learned firsthand from observing his father in the 240–238 BCE Mercenary Wars back home in Carthage6 how important it was to take care of mercenaries. Fortunately, there was ample silver to be spread around Spain.

Basing himself in Cartagena, as had Hasdrubal, Hannibal carefully acquired the best possible army of trained soldiers—on the one hand, buying the loyalty of some veteran mercenaries; and on the other, offering other mercenaries the opportunity to share loot from his Spanish conquest as he subjugated the peninsula in lightning attacks and sieges. Although he still visited Akra Leuke, where his father had colonized and set up a military command just outside Andalucia, Hannibal seemed to always return to Cartagena and its silver as the primary Punic base of operations and also the primary link back to Carthage. He always made certain that the leaders in Carthage had favorable reports of his success to accompany the silver shipments, although the silver bullion spoke the loudest and underscored his reports with convincing evidence.

THE FOUNDING OF CARTAGENA

The fort that Hasdrubal the Fair began on the Cerro del Molinete hill closest to the harbor was made of worked stone in Punic style: carved blocks with detailed borders and many building foundations whose traces still line the hill with remnant walls. From the heights of this hill, one can still see across the blue harbor or across to the summits of the other hills that also housed urban forts or temples to Carthage’s gods. Carthaginian silver coins were also minted here from the nearby mines, and the local archaeological museum has a silver Punic coin of Tanit, the goddess consort of Baal, so there also may have been a Tanit shrine, or tophet, in or near Cartagena as well as in other Iberian colonies, especially since other early sanctuaries have been found in Sardinia and Sicily.7 The natural harbor has been so valuable historically over millennia that it was the primary Mediterranean port for the Spanish Empire of the fifteenth through twentieth centuries and more recently that of Spain’s submarine fleet.

CARTAGENA’S TOPOGRAPHY AND HISTORY

As one arrives by boat into the Cartagena harbor, the jagged coastline here gives way to many smaller bays under looming plateaus, and panoramic remains of seventeenth-to-nineteenth-century cannon emplacements can be glimpsed that solidified Cartagena’s reputation as among the most impregnable ports of the historic world. That this port was also only a few miles from the richest silver mines in Spain demonstrates how canny and practical the Carthaginians were in carefully choosing locations of their maritime colonies for maximum trading convenience. The Archaeological Museum of Cartagena displays Punic amphorae—vessels for shipping oil or wine—and household pottery of all shapes and sizes. Quite a bit of it was imported from Carthage or Greek colonies, and the rest local copies; all evidence of a substantial Punic population of several thousand people, although there also would have been a constant flow of people back and forth from the mother city of Carthage. Archaeological exploration of more of Cartagena’s perimeter and survey of even some of the higher local peaks may yet uncover additional sanctuaries to Baal and Tanit and additional support communities outside the known walls. The now-dry lagoon to the immediate southwest of Cartagena could have accommodated an entire merchant fleet or warships. Unfortunately, when the Romans conquered Spain a few years later under the Scipio family, the Carthaginian buildings and the Punic stamp on the city was mostly obliterated—deliberately.8

From 230 to 220 BCE, there would have been a steady procession of mule trains down into Cartagena from the rusty red hills of the peninsula to its immediate east: sturdy pack animals on whose backs the piled silver ingots came by the hundreds. Carthaginian accountants and quartermasters kept a close watch on the bullion, and the Cartagena mints were busy stamping out silver coins, probably most of them with Barcid dynasty images. Hannibal could have become incredibly wealthy from this glut of Spanish silver but instead chose to focus his economic policy on military matters. The few surviving Punic silver coins found to have been minted in Cartagena—since the Romans later took them out of circulation and melted them down partly to avoid reminders of Hannibal’s victories—seem to show the older, bearded face of Hamilcar Barca or the younger, beardless Hannibal on one side. The peering profiles look as if these gifted Punic generals could see to the edge of the world and had their eyes on the future. On the reverse side of the portrait profile, some of these new Barcid family silver mints often portrayed an army elephant brought from Syria, where they had been bred for generations. Hannibal’s apparent first victorious use of elephants was in Spain against the Carpetani tribe, when he employed forty pachyderms stampeding along the Tagus River to trap and crush resistance after an uprising. These animals might have been many of the same elephants he took with him two years later to Italy.

Hannibal’s elephants are perhaps the most enduring image of his intrepid story. These huge beasts are what nearly everyone visualizes on the march—the picture made all the more impressive by the crossing of the Alps, where elephants are a visual oxymoron. Many famous depictions show the elephants with Hannibal’s army in the snow, often surrounded by rocky peaks.

Hannibal marched with elephants because they were so frightening and destructive. The best war elephants were trained to enhance their natural instincts to gore with their wicked ivory tusks, often sharpened or tipped with razor-sharp metal. They could lift and toss with these tusks, using them as we use pitchforks. They also had very thick outer skin, often one and a half inches or even thicker, especially in places where skin folds or calluses occur—hence the descriptive Greek name for them, pachyderm, meaning “thick skinned.” Often airborne projectiles such as spears and arrows could barely penetrate their skin unless used at very close range (and who would want to be that close?). Furthermore, nearly all cavalry horses—even the Numidian horses with Hannibal—hated the beasts’ unique smell and often stampeded away even when trained for battle.

The Celtiberians and later the Gauls were seeing elephants for the first time. Polybius says that the ragged Gauls in the snowy Alps avoided Hannibal’s elephants at all costs, never attacking or ambushing anywhere near them.

Everyone wants to know what kind of elephants Hannibal had. None of the ancient sources, primarily Polybius and Livy, record this detail. Instead, these historians tell us only that Hannibal crossed Gaul and the Alps with about thirty elephants (the historic estimates range from twenty-seven to thirty-seven). To this day, no one knows for certain which species Hannibal employed, but the primary candidate is the Asian or Indian elephant, Elephas maximus. Four or five subspecies of this elephant have been bred and used for millennia in labor and battle in Asia and Southeast Asia. The Asian elephant is highly trainable—although never really tamed. It had to be forcibly trained in warfare to charge and trample enemies either singly or in ranks. A herbivore, the adult can easily eat 10 percent of its weight in vegetable matter (up to five hundred pounds) and drink, on average, thirty gallons of water daily. Its maximum pace is generally about fifteen miles per hour unless charging, although it generally prefers a lumbering walk of about two to three miles per hour.

Historically, the Asian elephant was probably first encountered by Alexander the Great when he fought with the Persians at the Battle of Gaugamela in 331 BC and again farther east on the Indus River frontiers of India around 325 BC in his battles with King Porus—where he faced almost a hundred war elephants at the Battle of the Hydaspes River. Asian elephants were subsequently imported from India and bred in Syria by Alexander’s Seleucid successors and also used in Macedonia by King Pyrrhus of Epirus in 280 BC.9 In the third century BCE, elephants were expensive but fairly common imports from Alexandria to Carthage, where they were also bred for war.10

In antiquity, there was a smaller species of elephants inhabiting the Atlas Mountains in North Africa, Loxodonta africana pharaoensis, now believed to be extinct. It is possible that this elephant species also was used by the Carthaginians, given its geographical proximity, and some historians think this may have been Hannibal’s elephant.

For two years, from 221 to 219 BCE, Hannibal slowly strengthened his leadership and trained his men into the best fighting unit in the world, a great achievement considering their multicultural backgrounds and the different languages they spoke, although their different commanders would have all spoken sufficient Punic to be able to relay commands from Hannibal downward. In the meantime, a waiting Hannibal stockpiled weapons and silver for his next step toward ultimate revenge against Rome, whether his allies in Spain or back home in Carthage understood or even guessed his long-term goal.

SPAIN’S CELTIBERIANS

Some of Hannibal’s knowledge was acquired by his direct observation from military campaigns, with other information coming from a network of paid informants and intelligence gathered from his scouts in outposts, and some from merchants who doubled as spies.

Hannibal’s trained ability to make accurate assessments and observations was no doubt instigated and encouraged by his father when Hannibal was a young adolescent in Spain. He would apply this lesson throughout his subsequent engagements for the next decade as he marched through Gaul and into Italy. Hannibal reasoned rightly that if he could harness their strengths and address their weakness, these Celtiberians and their kin could make able allies or, at worst, could be the frontline buffer for his troops against the Romans. If he could both win their trust and simultaneously exploit their desire for independence while adding to their suspicions of Roman intents, Hannibal could amass an unusual military force that would more than give the Romans pause. Some of these very Celtiberians who came over to the Punic side would later accompany Hannibal into Italy and form a vital core of his most resolute veterans.

What Hannibal could glean from Celtic culture—especially weapons of good Spanish steel and their bravery in war—would also be a huge boon in his burgeoning dealings with far more of their kind as he moved ever closer to Roman Italy. That Hannibal was far more successful than the Romans with the Celts and their close kin in Spain and Gaul—observing and learning how best to deal with them in war and peace—is likely proof that his time spent in Spain was a necessary step toward invading Italy.

Hannibal’s continued successes in Iberia worried some Romans but did not much faze the Senate, which was more concerned at the time with Illyria. The aggregate people making up the Illyrians included the territories of modern Croatia, Serbia, and Albania on the Dalmatian coast. The Romans had to quickly deal with the Illyrians on their northeastern flank as a higher priority than this young Carthaginian upstart in Spain. Increasing Illyrian piracy had made the Adriatic Sea unsafe for Roman shipping for several years, and the Roman recourse to this danger was to invade Illyria with sufficient legions at the expense of any other interests. Roman ambitions for Spain were mostly postponed for the time being. This overcommitment to the Illyrian distraction would also prove to be a severe Roman mistake in 219 BCE regarding Saguntum.
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SAGUNTUM

The Romans had demanded that the Carthaginians respect the Ebro River as a boundary. The town of Saguntum was many leagues to the south of the river, outside the Roman boundary and roughly midway between Cartagena and the Ebro. Saguntum, however, was also a Roman ally, commercially tied to the Roman colony of Massilia in Gaul. By 219 BCE, the Romans were apparently using Saguntum to keep an eye on Hannibal and possibly to divide Spain. As far as we know, Saguntum had not even been mentioned in the Ebro River boundary treaty between Hasdrubal and Rome, but the Romans evidently believed they could grandfather it.

Whatever the case, Saguntum provided the spark to the Second Punic War. Even as Rome engaged with the Illyrian pirates in the Adriatic Sea in 220 BCE, it paid a little attention to Spain.

SAGUNTUM AS ROME’S ALLY

Polybius says that the Saguntines had placed themselves under the protection of Rome long before Hannibal’s time.1 It is uncertain what Polybius meant specifically about Saguntum being under official protection, as he was likely biased toward Rome. The nature of Saguntum’s relationship to Rome and when it commenced has been long debated—whether it was a formal alliance ( foedus, in Latin) or a dependency for protection (deditio in fidem). Polybius calls it an alliance (symmachia), while Livy says that Saguntum and Rome had the obligations of allies ( fides socialis). The connected question is whether Saguntum’s alliance began before or after Rome’s Ebro River declaration of 226 BCE, because Saguntum’s location outside the Roman boundary would provoke Punic interests.2

Around 220, Rome inserted itself into a political fracas in Saguntum, claiming that it had been invited to arbitrate between the Saguntines3 and a tribe, the Turboleti, that lived in the montane highlands to the west. The Turboleti traded with the Carthaginians to the south and probably favored them over the coastal Saguntines.4 The Romans, now decisively involved south of the boundary they had earlier set up with Hasdrubal the Fair, continued the expansionist policy they had adopted with Sicily in 264 BCE and Sardinia just after 240 BCE. This full Roman intrusion into Saguntum could mean only one thing to Hannibal: with Carthage burned two times over losing Sicily and Sardinia, he wasn’t about to let it happen again. It didn’t take a soothsayer to predict that Rome would challenge Carthage over Spain. If Hannibal chose to intervene in Saguntum, he could claim that he was merely defending the interests of his Turboleti trade allies. According to Polybius, Hannibal had multiple incentives to act: depriving Rome of further Spanish conquests, inspiring terror in the Iberian tribes, and amassing and distributing booty that would raise his troops’ morale and pacify Carthage back home.5 According to one historian, this was the turning point of Hannibal’s life6: Would he accept Roman interference at Saguntum or call the Romans’ bluff?

HANNIBAL’S SIEGE OF SAGUNTUM

Once he consulted with his commanders, whose men were on winter leave, Hannibal acted fairly swiftly in the early spring of 219 BCE and assembled an army, marching from Cartagena on Saguntum in about a week. The distance would have been about 140 miles if he took the more direct route north from Akra Leuke (modern-day Alicante), or about 200 miles if he followed the coastal route northeast and then north along the Gulf of Valencia.

The Saguntines must have heard from their scouts that an army was entering the plain of Valencia. Watching from their high walls, they would have seen with trepidation the dust of the thousands of troops along with horses and supplies. No doubt Hannibal added some local troops en route and also stocked up on food and supplies taken from local people. The Saguntines, however, well defended behind their natural cliffs with added stone ramparts, had already driven all their farm animals, livestock, and horses into the citadel. As the army loomed closer on the plain, they would have just had time to send news northward to allied Massilia and onward to Rome itself, fully expecting Rome to march to their aid. Hannibal wasted no time cutting off the fortress from its surrounding agricultural territory and the well-watered valley of the Palancia River immediately north of the plateau.

In laying siege to Saguntum in 219 BCE, Hannibal surely knew there would be no turning back. Polybius suggests that this act was a casus belli, or “cause of war,” as the Romans interpreted history. But as far as Hannibal was concerned—and Polybius acknowledges this was a somewhat valid Carthaginian interpretation7—the Romans having taken Sardinia without a treaty was his primary justification. Many modern scholars agree that Rome initiated relations with Saguntum in order to block further Barcid expansion in Spain.8

By choosing to force the Romans’ hand over Saguntum, Hannibal knew he would have to act boldly if he were to influence the Celts in Spain and Gaul even as he gambled on the Roman response. Could he make the Romans look weak to the Celts if Rome—already engaged in Illyria—didn’t send an army to stop him? Could he thus prove that the Romans would not abide by their treaties with enemies such as Carthage, but if they abandoned Saguntum, they would also prove unfaithful to their allies?9

In 219 BCE Saguntum was a fortified oppidum (hill fort) of about twenty acres on top of the plateau about two-thirds of a mile from the shore, where the steepest cliffs rise almost vertically coastward but are much shallower on the landward approach from the west. Like any good fortress, Saguntum’s deep wells and cisterns could provide water in a siege for a few months during dry seasons and possibly longer during winter rains when water collection was possible in the cisterns. Its later stout silhouetted battlements such as El Ciudadillo and Castillo are still very much in evidence from when the Moors ruled Spain as Al-Andaluz between 711–1492 AD/CE. With its many terraced vestiges of ruined walls going back millennia, Saguntum is as unforgettable today as it was when it was built.

The siege of Saguntum lasted about eight months, if Polybius and Livy are right. The siege was prolonged because the upper walled city was mostly impregnable on three sides—east, north, and south—and the walls were formidable on the western sloping side. Food would be the greatest issue, since Hannibal had marched and attacked just after spring planting. The winter’s larders or food supply would already have been thinner than was optimal for a long survival.

The Saguntines probably had a type of defensive fire-throwing weapon, the falarica, which projected heavy iron javelins smeared with gobs of burning tar. The sharpened tips were a meter long and rained down on Hannibal’s surrounding siege army from various wall ramparts. Some later Roman writers on Saguntum, such as Silius Italicus, maintain that the falarica missiles were “launched by catapult.”10 While the Saguntines found it impossible to escape or bring in food supplies under the eyes of the enemy troops, the daunting high walls were apparently unassailable for more than a half year. Hannibal himself was said to have been wounded in one foray by a javelin in his thigh.

ROME’S RESPONSE TO THE ONGOING SAGUNTINE SIEGE

Once they had word of the siege and had debated in the Senate how to handle it, the worried Romans sent envoys by ship to land on the Spanish coast. They demanded immediate cessation of all military engagement against Saguntum and claimed that Hannibal had breached the Treaty of Lutatius, which banned all hostilities against Roman interests. Hannibal appears not to have even received them personally, but his word came via adjutants that he was merely righting wrongs against Carthaginians and that Saguntum had never been mentioned in any previous treaty. Polybius allows that Hannibal was wrong in attacking Saguntum because the Treaty of Lutatius purportedly protected allies as well,11 but, as discussed, Hannibal would not have seen it that way. When told by the Romans not to get involved in Saguntum, Hannibal also—apparently in the heat of anger—retorted that the Romans had already broken trust by executing a few Saguntines and locals who were friends of Carthage and that they had contravened their own Ebro River boundary treaty.

Having been snubbed outside Saguntum, the diplomatic envoys sailed straight to Carthage. Hannibal had prepared for this situation by sending advance word to the pro-Barcid faction of the Gerousia, laying out the real Roman agenda for Spain. In Carthage, the Hanno faction voted to stop Hannibal as a warmonger, but the Council of Elders was decidedly pro-Barcid for the time being—possibly influenced by Spanish silver. The Roman envoys were sent packing to their ships.

Back in Rome, the Senate debated what to do for its Saguntine amici populi Romani, or “friends of the people of Rome.”12 The Illyrian campaign was just concluding at considerable expense and casualties, and the conservative Fabii clan was always loathe to pursue another war. Two opposing families, the old Aemilii and another great patrician family that would become glorious through the Punic Wars, the Scipiones, wanted action. While Saguntum suffered, Rome dithered.
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