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Flamininus 21.3), Hannibal was
overly modest. His victories were
certainly far more impressive than
those of Pyrrhos were — crushing
as opposed to Pyrrhic — and his
strategic focus was clearer. Though
Alexander achieved spectacular
conquests, he did so using the
superb royal army inherited from
his father, Philip II of Macedon,
whereas Hannibal achieved his
continuous run of successes with
an ad hoc collection of polyglot
mercenaries who were fighting
with a variety of motivations. Given that, neither Pyrrhos nor Hannibal
made decisive use of their elephants; for the Carthaginian they figure only
in his earliest battles, the Tagus (220 Bc) and the Trebbia (218 Bc), and then,
finally, at Zama (202 Bc). On the other hand, Hannibal was a cavalry master,
the great Alexander’s equal. Here, however, his tactics were clearly not
modelled on those of Alexander, who preferred penetration as his tactical
means rather than encirclement. Hannibal always kept in mind one of the
most basic battle lessons — never attack your enemy directly when you can
outflank him. Likewise, whereas Pyrrhos shone brilliantly as a Homeric
Achilles in combat, Hannibal was a consummate trickster, a shape-shifter,
more of an Odysseus. He was master of ambushes, of cunning battle plans
and false missives.

There are two models of ancient military strategy. Hannibal was a warrior
chief like Pyrrhos, but there were fundamental differences between the
two of them. If Pyrrhos chose the way of Achilles, the way of honour and
violence, then Hannibal chose the way of Odysseus, the way of guile and
expediency. Occidental minds prefer the spirit of Achilles: bittersweet,
ferocious and brilliant. Little wonder, therefore, that modern commentators
have been too quick to condemn Hannibal, criticizing his strategy for failing
to comprehend the nature of the Roman-led confederation — the daring
individual braving Leviathan with a lance - and for failing to ensure that
adequate reinforcements came either by sea from Africa or land from Iberia.
Yet there is no doubt that his invasion was the only way that Carthage could
ever have defeated Rome. Naturally he had counted on a simultaneous
uprising against Rome by the imperfectly subjugated Italian peninsula.
He was right about the Celts, but almost entirely wrong about the Etruscans
and the Greeks, who in the end preferred Rome to their longstanding enemy
of Carthage. With the heart of Italy refusing to back Hannibal, his long-term
strategy was not going to be a success. In fact he overestimated the spirit of
rebellion against Rome, and here he was perhaps five decades too late, and
to many Italic peoples there was more reason to identify with Rome than
against it. The evidence from negotiations between Hannibal and those who

Squatting on a peninsula

commanding one of the
finest harbours in the
Mediterranean, New
Carthage - presumably
called Qart-Hadasht by
the Carthaginians, like
their mother city - had
been founded by Hasdrubal
the Splendid to serve as
the capital of Punic Iberia.
This is a NASA screenshot
of Puerto de Cartenga and
Cap de Pals. (NASA)






the extent of having written books in Greek, including one addressed to the
Rhodians on the Anatolian campaigns of Cnaeus Manlius Vulso (Nepos
Hannibal 13.3). His Greek training made him intellectually the superior of
any of the Roman commanders (excepting Scipio, perhaps) he was to face
upon the field of conflict.

Having learnt the art of scholarship, Hannibal then spent the rest of his
youth in Iberia learning the trades of war and politics by his father’s
side (Zonaras 8.21). As an adolescent, then, Hannibal was set on his life’s
path, serving under Hasdrubal the Splendid, his brother-in-law, as his
second-in-command-cum-cavalry-commander (Livy 21.4.3-5, 8, Appian
Iberica 6, Nepos Hannibal 3.1). Though obviously not a Greek, either
ethnically or culturally, the young Hannibal was fully exposed to the
military traditions of the Greeks as well as those of his ancestral Semitic
culture. We must imagine him as a good all-round athlete and good at all
the arts that would make him a successful warrior, it being generally
believed that those who excelled in athletic games and the like would
naturally distinguish themselves in war.

When the highly competent Polybios came to analyse the causes of the
second war between Rome and Carthage, he was undoubtedly right to put
first what he calls the ‘the wrath [thymos] of Hamilcar’ (3.9.6), his anger at the
end of the first war when he was forced to surrender despite remaining
undefeated in Sicily. Polybios later justifies his view that Hamilcar’s bitter
attitude contributed towards the outbreak of war, which only began ten years
after his death, by telling the celebrated tale of Hannibal’s oath. The oath,
pledged at the temple of Baal Shamaim, the ‘Lord of the Heavens’, to his father
before their departure to Iberia in 237 Bc, was ‘never to show goodwill to the
Romans’ (3.11.7). At the time Hannibal was just nine years old.

A stretch of the
fortification walls (Greek
below, Roman above)

of Emporion (Latin
Emporiae, now Ampurias),
a daughter foundation of
Greek Massalia (Massilia
in Latin, now Marseille)

and a stage in Phocaean
littoral exploration.
(David Mateos Garcia)



‘Hannibal, whilst even yet
a child, swears eternal
hatred to the Romans’,

a cartoon by John Leach
(1817-64) from The Comic
History of Rome (c.1850).
It is said that in men of
high purpose, the seed of
all their future endeavours
is sown in their earliest
years. The oath is still as
fruitful a topic of debate
as it was in Polybios’ day.
(John Leach)

Eryx (Monte San Giuliano),
looking north-north-east
from the Mozia quay.

In 244 Bc, using the Eryx’s
flat summit as a base,
Hamilcar Barca opened
guerrilla operations
against the Romans on
Sicily, diversified with
naval raids along the
Ttalian coastline. For

the few remaining years
of the First Punic War, he
was to remain a constant
thorn in the side of Rome.
(Fields-Carre Collection)

The story has inevitably
been doubted, but Polybios
says that Hannibal himself told
it to Antiochos of Syria some
40 years later when he was
serving the king, who was
bogged down in a war with
Rome, as a military adviser. The
view that the Second Punic
War was thus a war of revenge
certainly gained widespread
credence among the Romans,
and revenge is part of war, as
the Romans knew (e.g. Livy
21.1.4-5, 5.1, Nepos Hannibal 2.3-6). This is admirably encapsulated in a
Roman anecdote, as related by Valerius Maximus, in which Hamilcar,
watching his three sons playing together, proudly exclaimed: ‘These are the
lion cubs [ am rearing for the destruction of Rome!’ (9.3.2). This was the
war the Romans, who were in no doubt about its instigator, often referred
to as ‘Hannibal’s War’.

Yet this notion of revenge is, perhaps, most dramatically expressed by Virgil
when he has the Carthaginian queen Dido, heartbroken and furious at her
desertion by Aeneas, curse him and his whole race and calls upon an ‘unknown
avenger [to] harry the race of Dardanus with fire and sword wherever they may
settle, now and in the future’ (Aeneid 4.626-7 West). She then fell on Aeneas’
sword and killed herself. With such artistry did Virgil introduce Hannibal into
his epic without naming him. Be that as it may, it would seem that all the
leading officers swore the oath, not just Hannibal, and the oath they swore
was not vengeance on Rome but a promise never to be ‘a friend of Rome’.
This is important phraseology: in those days the term ‘a friend of Rome’
implied a vassal of Rome.




Hannibal’s march across the Alps
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[t was in Sicily that Hamilcar had successfully maintained a struggle against
the Roman forces in the north-western corner of the island until the Punic
defeat at sea left him no alternative but to open negotiations, the Carthaginian
government having given him full powers to handle the situation. During this
twilight period of the conflict, Hamilcar, whom Polybios considered the ablest
commander on either side ‘both in daring and in genius’ (1.64.6), and even the
elder Cato held in the highest regard (Plutarch Cato major 8.14), displayed his
talent in low-level raiding, skirmishing and ambushing. He had the art, which
he transmitted to his eldest son, of binding to himself the mercenary armies
of the state by a close personal tie that was proof against all temptation.






prevented them from crossing the river
under arms, as it did the Carthaginians, they
could hardly come to the aid of Saguntum.
In any case, the Romans claimed that the
alliance with this town overrode the treaty,
and the Carthaginians claimed that the same
agreement allowed them to attack Saguntum
(Polybios 3.21.1, 29.1-3, 30.3).

As usual Polybios pulls no punches, for he
has an unambiguous view that the Saguntum
episode was a mere pretext. As he had earlier
pointed out to his Greek readers, those
Roman historians who have tried to identify
the causes of the war between Rome and Carthage with Hannibal’s laying
siege to Saguntum and his subsequent crossing of the Iber had got it all
wrong. And still to this day the juridical controversy over the responsibility
of the war is discussed, fruitlessly for the most part, by many scholars. What
Polybios does concede, however, is that ‘these events might be described as
the beginnings of the war’ (3.6.2). Thus our Greek soldier-historian has a clear
view that the Saguntum episode was a mere pretext.

Hannibal’s long-term objective was fairly straightforward, namely to turn
Italy, rather than Iberia, into the ‘field of blood’. From his father he had
learnt that it was inadvisable to be bogged down in a slogging match with
Rome. If Polybios (2.24.16) is to be believed, Rome and its confederate allies
had a manpower resource of some 700,000 infantry and 70,000 cavalry. No
matter how many times Hannibal knocked out a Roman army, Rome could
delve into its human reserves and another would stubbornly take its place.
He, on the contrary, knew that he must save men, for in a war of attrition
he would have no hope. Hannibal, knowing that over half of Rome’s forces

The first stage of
Hannibal’s long march took
him across the Iber (Latin
Iberus, now the Ebro) and
into southern Gaul. Across
the river was ‘bandit’
country, and Hannibal had
to subdue some tribes and
storm several settlements,
all at the cost of
considerable loss to his
own army. This is a view of
the Ebro delta near Ruimar,
Catalonia. (Till F. Teenck)

Reference to Hannibal's
wintering at Capua (Santa
Maria di Capua Vetere) as
rich, luxurious and lazy

is commonplace among
moralists. The story goes
that by lingering there his
cause was lost (e.g. Livy
23.45.4, 'Capua was
Hannibal’s Cannae’). True,
the city was the western
capital of copiousness and
opulence, but lax living
was not really the root

of Hannibal’s problems.
(Fototeca ENIT)
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THE HOUR OF DESTINY

It need occasion no surprise that Hannibal had learnt his professionalism
and confidence as a fighting soldier from his father, and there is more than
a hint of Hamilcar, albeit on a grander scale, in his son’s ability to maintain
himself and his colourful army in a foreign land for so many years. It is
possible that he also inherited the plan for invading Italy (just as Alexander
inherited Philip’s plan for invading Asia), for his father had raided the
southern Italian coast ‘devastating the territory of Locri and the Bruttii’
(Polybios 1.56.3), hoping both to bring the Italic peoples to revolt against
Rome and to keep its forces busy.

It was Hamilcar who, because of his swiftness in war, was the first to be
given the surname Barca, bdrdq, the Semitic word for lightning flash, and his
brilliant progeny was not only to honour the new family moniker, but also,
it frequently seemed, to be actually capable of channelling this elemental
energy like a current. It was the Roman Florus who justly, and poetically,
compared Hannibal and his army to a thunderbolt, which ‘burst its way
through the midst of the Alps and swooped down upon Italy from those
snows of fabulous heights like a missile hurled from the skies’ (Epitome

Hannibal’s march from Iberia to Italy
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The Trebbia, a meandering
tributary of the Po near
Placentia (Piacenza), with
its high scrub-covered
banks. It was on a bitter
December morning that
the Roman army was led
breakfastless through the
swollen icy waters of this
river against Hannibal.
His plan was for his centre
to hold firm and his wings
to outflank and defeat the
cold, wet and hungry
enemy, while his brother
Mago, who lay in ambush
in an arboraceous gully,
charged the enemy’s rear.
Two-thirds of the Roman
army was destroyed.
(Davide Papalini)
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Battle of the Trebbia, December 218 B¢
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1.22.9). His reputation as a tactician has survived intact to this day, unlike
his reputation as a strategist. His strategy was clearly ambitious, but it would
be wrong to conclude with the modern consensus that our supercharged
Carthaginian could not have won. If Hannibal had learned his battle tactics
from his father, as a military strategist he was in a class all his own.

The Trebbia, December 218 BC

Hannibal had come over the Alps to Gallia Cisalpina, won a large-scale cavalry
skirmish on the Ticinus (Ticino), and in a cold, snowy mid-December was
camped on the west bank of the Trebbia close to its confluence with the Po,
south-west of Placentia. Over on the east bank were the Roman consuls,
Tiberius Sempronius Longus and Publius Cornelius Scipio, with four legions
and, perhaps, six Latin-Italian alae. They also had the support of the
Cenomani, the only Gallic tribe in northern Italy to remain loyal. Scipio was
recovering from a severe wound and temporarily hors de combat, but his
colleague was all out for giving battle and Hannibal was aware of this. So he
set out deliberately to lure Sempronius into a trap on the flat, open terrain
between the two camps.

The land west of the Trebbia is wide, flat and treeless, yet Hannibal,
during a personal reconnaissance, had located a watercourse crossing the
open country and running between two steep and heavily overgrown banks.
Laying behind and south of where he expected to lure the Romans to fight
a pitched battle, it was in the low scrub and other flora of this natural feature
that he set an ambush under the command of his young brother Mago
(Polybios 3.71.9). The day before the expected encounter, a picked force of
1,000 infantry and 1,000 cavalry, mostly Numidian, was formed for this
vital task. Under the cover of darkness Mago inserted his men into the
ambush position, where they were completely hidden from the view of
the Romans. The stage was thus set for the first major confrontation
of Hannibal’s war.

Polybios says (3.72.11-13) that the Roman army contained 16,000 Roman
and 20,000 Latin-Italian infantry, and 4,000 cavalry (demoralized by their
recent trouncing at the Ticinus), while Livy (21.55.4) adds a contingent
(of doubtful value) from the Cenomani. Scipio’s wound obliged him to
pass overall command over to
Sempronius. If the figures given for
Hannibal’s army are correct, and if
Mago'’s 2,000 men are to be added
to the total, the Carthaginian army
had been swelled by more than
14,000 Gauls - 9,000 infantry and
5,000 cavalry - for Hannibal had
entered the Italian peninsula with
only 20,000 infantry (Libyans and
Iberians) and 6,000 Iberian and
Numidian cavalry (Polybios 3.56.4).

After the battle of the
Trebbia, Hannibal left the
Po Valley and crossed the
Apennines, probably via
the Col de Collina (952m).
This brought his army
down into the valley

of the Arno (Latin Arnus),
a marshy swamp after

the snowmelt and spring

rains. This is a view of
the Arno as it flows
through Florence.
(Fields-Carre Collection)
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responsible for the earlier defeat of his people (223 Bc). The vanguard,
some 6,000 strong, cut its way out, only to be surrounded and captured the
following day.

Polybios says (3.84.7) that 15,000 Romans died in that misty defile, but
this was probably the total of all who were killed, as Livy (22.7.2), citing the
contemporary account of Quintus Fabius Pictor, makes clear, and Polybios’
total of 15,000 prisoners (3.85.2) is probably also too high. No matter. The
crucial element was Hannibal’s disproportionate losses: some 1,500 in all.
According to Polybios (3.85.5) most of them were Celts, while Livy (22.7.3)
gives the higher figure of 2,500 killed in action with many more later dying
of their wounds.

Cannae, August 216 BC

The town of Cannae, Apulia, lay on the right bank of the Aufidus some
8km from the Adriatic Sea, the hill upon which it sat being the last spur
of generally rising ground in that direction. Below Cannae the river runs
through mainly flat, treeless country, but that on the left bank is noticeably
more so than that on the right. The left bank, in fact, is perfect cavalry
country, never exceeding a 20m contour throughout the whole area between
the town and the sea, whereas on the right bank, though the ground is
mostly level, it rises slowly but steadily from the sea to reach the ridge by

Battle of Cannae, August 216 B¢
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3.114.6, cf. Livy 22.40.6). The 2,400-strong
citizen cavalry was stationed on the right flank
by the Aufidus and commanded by the consul
Lucius Aemilius Paullus, whilst his colleague
Caius Terentius Varro, who was apparently
exercising supreme command for the entire
army for the day (Polybios 3.110.4, 113.1,
cf. Appian Hannibalica 19), took charge of the
left with the 3,600-strong Latin-Italian cavalry.

Hannibal commanded on that day roughly
40,000 infantry - Libyans, Iberians and Gauls
—and 10,000 cavalry — Iberians, Numidians
and Gauls (Polybios 3.114.6). The Punic centre
formed up in a single convex line, also
screened to its front by skirmishers, composed
of the Gaulish and Iberian war bands (Polybios
3.113.8-9). Hannibal himself, with his brother
Mago, took up position here. The Libyan
veterans, divided into roughly two equal
phalanxes — the hoplite rather than the
Macedonian version (Polybios 1.33.6, 34.6) —
were deployed on the flanks of this thin,
crescent-shaped line. However, now dressed
and armed with equipment stripped from the
dead of the battles of the Trebbia and Lake
Trasimene, they looked for the entire world
like Roman legionaries (Polybios 3.87.3, 114.1, Livy 22.46.4). Hannibal’s
Gaulish and Iberian cavalry, probably 6,500 strong and led by Hasdrubal
(one of Hannibal’s most senior lieutenants), was stationed on his left wing
by the Aufidus, and the Numidians were stationed on his right, led by either
Hanno son of Bomilcar (Polybios 3.114.7), who may have been Hannibal’s
nephew, or Maharbal son of Himilco (Livy 22.46.7, 51.2).

Hannibal launched the Gaulish and Iberian cavalry head-on - the last
were certainly trained and equipped to fight en masse (Polybios 3.65.6) —
thereby routing the heavily outnumbered citizen cavalry. Instead of being
dissipated in useless pursuit, the victors cut behind the advancing Roman
juggernaut to fall on the rear of the Latin-Italian cavalry, who had been held
in play by the skirmishing Numidian cavalry. The legionaries gradually
pushed back the Gaulish and Iberian war bands, but avoided the Libyans,
who, like some frightful masquerade, swung inwards to attack the flanks.
The Gaulish and Iberian cavalry left the Numidians to pursue the now
fleeing Latin-Italian cavalry, and fell on the rear of the legionaries, thus
drawing pressure off the Gaulish and Iberian warriors and effectively
surrounding the Roman centre.

This, the final phase of the battle, was not to be an affair of tactical
sophistication, but of prolonged butchery, a case of kill, kill, kill until nothing

Marble statue of Hannibal

(Paris, musee du Louvre,
inv. MR 2093) by Sebastien
Slodtz and Frangois
Girardon (1704). Heis
portrayed counting gold
rings. After Cannae
Hannibal would gatherina
bushel the rings torn from
the lifeless fingers of more
than fivescore consuls,
ex-consuls, praetors,
aediles, quaestors, military
tribunes and scores of the
equestrian order (Livy
22.49.16, 23.12.1-2).

In other words, most of
Rome’s military leadership
lay on the battlefield.
(Fields-Carre Collection)
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Battle of Zama, 202 Bc
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of his Italian army, even some Libyans and Iberians who had marched with
him from Iberia and the Gauls who had joined him in Gallia Cisalpina. Livy
has blundered badly here because Polybios says (15.11.7-9) that Hannibal, in
a pre-battle address, told these grizzled and lean men to remember above all
the victories they had gained over the Romans at the Trebbia, Lake Trasimene
and Cannae, and later Polybios emphasizes that they were ‘the most warlike
and the steadiest of his fighting troops’ (15.16.4). Livy, believing Hannibal’s
third line was composed of unenthusiastic Italians, has him place them there
‘since their doubtful loyalty might prove them either friend or foe’ (30.35.9).
Frontinus too says these men were ‘Italians, whose loyalty he [Hannibal]
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that ran parallel to, and overhung, the lakeside. During the night he divided
his troops into several columns and led them round behind the same hills,
taking up positions parallel with the path the army had traversed earlier
that day. Most, if not all, of the troops were positioned on the reverse slopes
of the high ground, concealed from the enemy’s view when the sun came
up. As the first glimmerings of opalescent dawn dissolved the darkness,
Flaminius hurried his men on with the expectation of closing with his
quarry. The morning was misty, the line of hills mostly obscured by a
clinging white veil, but it is possible that the straining eyes of Flaminius
could just glimpse the Carthaginian camp at the far end of the narrow defile.
While the consul sat upon his finely accoutred horse and dreamed of martial
glory, those further down the pecking order shambled through the morning
mire and dreamed mostly of more mundane things. Fate seeks no man’s
head - each man'’s head goes to meet its fate.

As has been pointed out, Polybios saw that the most important quality for
a general was the ability to understand the character and methods of his
opponent, since moral and psychological flaws lead to weaknesses that can be
turned to an advantage. Thus it was knowledge of Flaminius’ self-confidence,
says Polybios (3.80.3), which enabled Hannibal to lure him into his lakeside
ambuscade. Doubtless too, Hannibal had counted on the early morning mist
to rise over the lake and it’s miry margins - it was around the time of the
summer solstice — and from the moment that his trap was sprung his
victory was certain. The Roman soldiers could see little, since the heavy
mist from the lake still blanketed the defile and visibility was limited.
Instead they heard outlandish war cries and the clash of weapons from
many different directions simultaneously. In a world of mistaken shadows
and magnified sounds, the mist-blinded consular army was soon thrown
into utter confusion. ‘In the chaos that reigned,’ records Livy, ‘not a soldier
could recognize his own standard or knew his place in the ranks
- indeed, they were almost too bemused to get proper
control over their swords and shields, while to some their
very armour and weapons proved not a defence but fatal

Pont Saint-Benezet,
Palace of the Popes,
Avignon. Hannibal crossed
the broad river Rhone
somewhere in the vicinity
of Avignon, ferrying his

37 elephants across on
camouflaged rafts. Several
hypotheses exist, but
Napoleon (Commentaires,
vol. VI, p. 159) was
probably correct in setting
the limits between the
Rhone’s tributaries, the
Durance and the Ardeche.
(Gunter Wieschendahl)

Hannibal was singularly
agile at guessing what
his enemy would do,
and could act on it

with speed and effect.
This is a marble head

of Alexander (Peélla,
Museum of Archaeology,
inv. GL 15), in a near-
contemporary portrayal.
(Fields-Carre Collection)







motion. And on they tramped with
heads up, moving ever forward in a
courageous mannet, but courage does
not always win battles and it was not
to do so in this case. Hannibal was
about to demonstrate to the Romans
that there was more to the art of war
than mere brute force.

Being faced by a vastly more
numerous army, Hannibal decided,
in effect, to use the very strength
of the enemy infantry to defeat it,
deliberately inviting it to press home
its attack on the centre of his line. According to plan, his now Roman-equipped
Libyans would serve as the two jaws of this primitive trap, the Gauls and
Iberians as the bait. Finally, Hannibal took equal care with the deployment of
his cavalry; it too would play an integral part in the entrapment of the Romans.
All too often, swept up in the hot pursuit of routing opponents, victorious
cavalry disappeared from the actual field of battle, leaving their infantry
comrades to battle on alone. Hannibal, keeping in mind that cavalry in a
charge do not have to kill to get the job done, anticipated his to do otherwise.
And so instead of distributing his cavalry equally between the wings, he
would place more on the left against the river. This virtually guaranteed a
breakthrough against the numerically far-inferior citizen cavalry, and it would
then be available for further manoeuvres on the battleground. The smaller
body of cavalry on the open flank, away from the river, where the more
numerous Latin-Italian cavalry was stationed, would be expected to hold them
in play for as long as possible. As mentioned before, Hannibal’s use of cavalry
was not done in imitation of Alexander’s tactics, yet the two commanders
could not have agreed more in respect of the coordination of arms. The
Carthaginian dispositions at Cannae, made in full view of the enemy and on
a treeless space, actually constituted
an ambush. Not only was this a
beautifully thought out and audacious
scheme, but it showed Hannibal’s
absolute confidence in the fighting
abilities of all the contingents of his
mixed army.

Hannibal may have deployed his
army, as was convention in antiquity,
with cavalry on the wings, infantry in
the centre, and the skirmishers thrown
out some distance from the main battle
line. However, what he did with his
infantry was highly unconventional.
His relatively thin centre was bowed

Alternatively, by marching
up the middle reaches of
the valley of the Durance
in the south, Hannibal may
have used a ‘Durance Pass".
This is a view of the river
Durancein the vicinity of
Manosque. (Pierre Lavaurs)

Col de Montgenevre
(1,854m), Hautes-Alpes,
with the obelisk
honouring Napoleon.
Edward Gibbon (Decline
& Fall, vol. 1, p. 314, n. 1)
had Hannibal go this way.
(Author’s collection)
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should be forced to take part in the battle’ [lliad 4.300]. Meanwhile, he kept
the most warlike and the steadiest of his fighting troops at some distance in the
rear. He intended that they should watch the battle from a distance, leaving
their strength and their spirit unimpaired until he could draw upon their
martial qualities at the critical moment.

In other words, Hannibal expected his veterans to deliver a coup de grace to
the badly damaged Romans. The failure of the plan to thin, halt or turn the
Roman attack was due entirely to Hannibal’s weakness on the two wings, for
Scipio by the rapid victory of his cavalry had time to take stock and re-form
for the final showdown with the ‘old guard’, which was soon surrounded by
the victorious horsemen returning from their hunt.

Indeed, the return of Scipio’s cavalry was decisive, for until it arrived the
outcome was doubtful, Polybios saying that ‘the contest for a long while hung
in the balance until Masinissa and Laelius returned from the pursuit of the
Carthaginian cavalry and arrived by a stroke of fortune at the critical moment’
(15.14.7). Here Polybios uses the term daimonios (literally: ‘marvellously
[timed]’), but Livy omits the qualifying adjective. Naturally, our Roman
historian patriotically overlooks the extreme uncertainty of the final stages
of the contest. Whatever else one may say (or think), for Scipio the timing
was perfect, and as Napoleon once said: ‘The fate of a battle is a question
of a single moment, a single thought... the decisive moment arrives, the
moral spark is kindled, and the smallest reserve force settles the argument’
(Memoires, vol. 11, p. 15).

Many qualities are required in a commander. Different pundits have
different perspectives about which are the more important. In the opinion
of Clausewitz (Vom Krieg 1.3, ‘On Military Genius’), the virtues of the ideal

Col du Mont-Cenis
(2,083m), Savoie, the
watershed pass Napoleon
thought Hannibal used.
On 20 May 1800, the First
Consul himself swept over
the Alps into Italy, using
the Col du Grand
Saint-Bernard (2,469m),
astride a sturdy mule and
wearing a simple grey
waistcoat. ‘We have fallen
like a thunderbolt’, he
wrote four days later

to his brother Joseph
(Correspondance, vol. VI,
no. 4836, p. 308). On

14 June he was to gain

a celebrated victory at
Marengo, a battle that

he should have lost.
(Gunther Hissler)
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and they together form. Hannibal’s real contribution to the art of generalship
was mental, not physical, his presence on a battlefield being decisive not
because of his bravery, but because of his brain. To Hannibal, I think, the act
of commanding was a cerebral joy.

OPPOSING COMMANDERS

It could be argued that one major disadvantage for Rome was the limited
ability of its aristocratic generals, but there is no real proof that the
employment of grim professional soldiers in command would have
improved matters. Hannibal’s obvious skill as a general inflicted this
catastrophic defeat on its militia army, yet the same type of army, when
better led and with higher morale, beat him in turn at Zama. As Polybios
rightly points out, ‘the defeats they suffered had nothing to do with
weapons or formations, but were brought about by Hannibal’s cleverness
and military genius’ (18.28.7).

It has been said that Alexander had only one worthy
opponent, namely Memnon the Rhodian, whereas
Hannibal was pitted against many great generals.
In truth, Hannibal was pitted against something far
greater than one individual. The Roman military
system was precisely that, a system. Rome did not need
brilliant generals of the type of Alexander or Hannibal,
and rarely produced them, it just needed to replicate
and reproduce its legions, which it did on an almost
industrial basis, though apparently at the phenomenal
cost of 10 per cent of its entire male population (Brunt
1971: 28). War is not an intellectual activity but a
brutally physical one, and the bloody reality is that all
wars are won through fighting and most through
attrition, both moral and physical. By an ironic but
saving paradox, Romans were at their very best only
when in the most straitened circumstances; its enemies
knew that all wars with Rome would have a long run
because Rome never gave up. Anyway, what follows are
brief entries on a few of the major players in Hannibal’s
career, to indicate the nature of the commanders
against whom he had to measure himself.

Caius Flaminius (d. 217 BC)

Caius Flaminius (cos. I 223 Bc, censor 220 BC, cos. 11
217 BC) was a novus homo (‘new man’), one of that small
number in any generation of Roman politics who
were the first in their family to hold Rome’s highest

Marble statue of Quintus
Fabius Maximus Cunctator
at Schloss Schonbrunn,
Vienna. Having been
severely mauled at the
battles of the Trebbia

and Lake Trasimene, Rome
was saved by Fabius, who
adopted the now-famous
‘Fabian strategy’. By this
campaign of painful delay
and devastation, for close
to six months the Romans
simply refused to take to
the field against Hannibal.
(Author’s collection)
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wise here) that Scipio was the better general, even though he won the battle,  Marble statue of Hannibal
which in truth was little more than a traditional slogging match. It is always  at Schloss Schonbrunn,
difficult to assess correctly the stature of a commander who was beaten in ~ Vienna. Hannibal did not
the end, and historians tend to assume that he is inevitably inferior to the like tostarta battle unless
commander who beat him, forgetting the circumstances that may have hehaditall planned out
brought about that defeat. Much like Robert E. Lee, whom most people  in his head and knew he
agree was a splendid man, Hannibal was beaten, not by a better general, but W3S going to win. Ina very
by a better army. Great soldier as Scipio was, in almost every respect he falls real sense Hannibal stands
short of the rank attained by Hannibal. In truth, there was no one in that  °utfrom the common
period who could match the Carthaginian’s experience in war, the breadth ciowd~Hhie Ediet

of his strategic vision or his tactical capabilities in all the configurations huma.mty i N1.etzsche.so
caustically put it - by his
of land warfare.

deeds and by his example.
(Author’s collection)

INSIDE THE MIND

After the crushingly one-sided success at Cannae,
says Livy, Maharbal boasted to his victorious
commander-in-chief that he, at the head of the
cavalry, could ride to Rome where Hannibal should
be ‘dining, in triumph, on the Capitol within
five days’. Hannibal, although he commends
his cavalry commander’s zeal, demurs. Maharbal
retorts by saying that Hannibal knew how to win a
fight, but did not know how use the victory. ‘This
day’s delay,” Livy piously concludes, ‘is generally
believed to have been the salvation of the city and
the empire’ (22.51.5,6).

With the hindsight we enjoy — which was already
available to Livy - it would be easy for us to agree
with him and find fault with Hannibal for not at
once marching on Rome after Cannae and capturing
the city by a coup de main. Hoyos, intriguingly
perhaps, floats the suggestion that the Maharbal
story does not belong to the aftermath of Cannae, it
having been displaced from Trasimene, ‘a battlefield
85 miles [137km], four days’ march, from Rome, not
300 miles [483km] like Cannae’ (2008: 53, cf. 60).
However, let us not judge him - as we are all too
prone to judge — on insufficient knowledge, and see
what his chances were. Rome was some 480km
away, a distance that would take over three weeks to
cover with the army marching at a forced rate of
20km a day, ample time for the Romans to organize
the defence of the well-walled city. Moreover, Rome
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Hannibal betrachtet den
Kopf des Hasdrubal (Vienna,
Kunsthistorisches
Museum), decorative panel
(1725-30) by Giambattista
Tiepolo (1696-1770).
Hasdrubal had left Iberia
for Italy, but was run to
ground near the Metaurus,
where he and his command
went down fighting (207
8C). The first news that
Hannibal received of the
fate of his reinforcements
was his brother’s head,

carefully preserved, thrown
into his camp by the
Romans. (The Yorck Project)
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still had two legions sitting within the city itself, and a fleet stationed at Ostia,
which raised a legion of marines after the appalling catastrophe of Cannae,
while 8,000 able-bodied slaves were purchased and armed by the state (Livy
22.57.7-8). It must also be remembered that the Roman Army was a citizen
force; the population of Rome could be armed from any available source and
by this means defend the walls of their city.

In truth, throughout antiquity very few cities fell to a direct assault and, in
the main, they were captured either through treachery or by conducting a
long and drawn-out siege, the eight-month siege of Saguntum being typical.
The hazard of direct assault actually involved the besieger finding a way over,
through or under the fortifications of the besieged, and so what the besieger
often did was to shut the besieged off, and let disease, hunger or thirst, usually
all three, do his work for him. As Philip II of Macedon once said, the best way
to take a city is with asses heavily laden with gold (cf. Demosthenes On the
Crown 246-7). Moreover, Hannibal may well have recalled what had
happened to Pyrrhus some 60 years earlier when, having won a victory on the
broad plains near Herakleia, he advanced to within 60km of Rome only to
withdraw empty-handed. Having said all that, if Hannibal marched away from
southern Italy he would have left an area that was offering
him vital support in his war with Rome. No part of
Hannibal’s long-term strategy involved a march on Rome,
and even in 211 Bc, when he came right up to its gates, he
was tempting the Romans to lift their siege of Capua
(cf. Livy 26.7-11 passim, Frontinus Strategemata 3.18.2-3,
Valerius Maximus 3.7.10).

There is the criticism amongst modern observers and
military pundits that Hannibal was unable to capture the
cities of southern Italy. This is valid only to a point.
Hannibal was clearly attempting to win allies to his cause,
and the indiscriminate sacking of cities — which was the
fate of two, Nuceria and Acerrae (Livy 23.15.1-6, Cassius
Dio 15.37.30, 34, Zonaras 9.2) — would hardly have
endeared him to the Italic peoples. It has also been said
that Hannibal failed to capture cities because he lacked
a siege train. A siege train was not a requirement for a
successful general in ancient warfare, as he had only to
construct his siege machinery in situ (cf. Livy 29.6, the
siege of Locri). Besides, Hannibal’s idea of warfare was
one of mobility, and he certainly did not envisage himself
being strategically hampered through having to conduct
lengthy sieges.

Yet another criticism levelled against Hannibal was his
lack of understanding of the importance of sea-power.
This can be easily dismissed because he had certainly
intended to rendezvous with the Carthaginian fleet
at Pisae (Pisa) during the summer of 217 Bc (Polybios
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From legends do men draw ideas necessary to their existence, Anatole France
once remarked. Yet with Hannibal, as with any other signal historical figures,
we should not depict the lives of millions being determined by the masterful
will of a single actor. As the Greeks say, or used to say: like the chorus, one man
may lead, but many play. Naturally, to do this with Hannibal, we have to sift
the reality of his life from the fable and fantasy, so removing him from the
malleable domain of legend to the more resistant context of factual record.
The reality is more potent than the myth.

Take the Romans for instance, who tended to cast shadows on the
Carthaginians by stressing their cruelty and perfidy and the like, and saw
Hannibal as a fire-breathing, blood-seeking warmonger indulging in a
slavering appetite for violence and revenge. The lettered Seneca did not
hesitate to relay one of those snippets that show the Carthaginian in the
most odious light: on the eve of battle, seeing a blood-filled ditch, Hannibal
exclaimed ‘Oh, what a lovely sight’ (de ira 2.5.4). The Romans could never
forgive Hannibal for having put himself, like a single-minded adventurer, at
the head of a fantastic barbarian rabble, leading it from one victory to another.
His very name had a menacing ring for them. It fell across the blood-soaked
history of Rome like a dark shadow. Thus did Hannibal, Rome’s predestined
enemy, metamorphose into the ogre of fairy tale, a bogeyman for little Roman
children and the stuff of nightmares. In the collective consciousness of nations
exceptional figures are invariably despised.

‘Wounded Gaul” (Paris,
musee du Louvre, inv. MR
133), Roman copy of an
earlier Greek bronze.

In the omnium gatherum
that was his army, it would
appear that Hannibal used
his Celtic allies (mainly
Gauls from northern Italy)
as ‘cannon fodder’,
suffering the casualties
and receiving few rewards.
Yet this wild, warlike race
fought in an undisciplined
throng, rushing and
swinging long swords,

and it would be altogether
wrong to think that
Hannibal rode to victory
over the backs of his fallen
‘barbarian’ friends.
(Fields-Carre Collection)
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