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HANNIBAL

AND ME


If you can meet with Triumph and Disaster And treat those two impostors just the same…

—Rudyard Kipling, “If”


Shivering but rapturous, the warrior stood in the snow on a wind-beaten pass in the Alps. His olive skin was chapped and his eyes were watery from the icy wind. But he felt no discomfort. As he looked across the white peaks, he saw faint green plains in the distance. Those plains were Italy, and the twenty-nine-year-old warrior, named Hannibal, had been dreaming about this moment since he was nine years old.

That was when, in his home city of Carthage in northern Africa, today’s Tunisia, Hannibal had gone with his father to a temple and sworn an oath to conquer Carthage’s enemy, Rome. Now, twenty years later, in the early winter of 218 BCE, Hannibal was commander in chief of the armies of Carthage, one of the great powers of the ancient world. As he stood on the Alpine pass, the young man felt that he was physically and symbolically at the threshold of his life dream, of an adventure that would change world history. For he knew that down there, on those green plains, he would find and fight the legions of Rome.

Behind Hannibal, on the long and winding slopes ascending to the pass, was an army of tens of thousands of soldiers, mules, horses, and even twenty-seven elephants. These men and beasts looked otherworldly in the snow and hoof-trodden, excrement-brown slush.

Their faces, weapons, and armor, their animals and language—everything about them looked alien in this place. The officers were Carthaginian, like Hannibal. Carthage had once been a colony of the Phoenicians, a people from what is today Lebanon. The rest of the army was a motley and Babel-tongued amalgam of tribes. Many of the horsemen, riding without stirrups, saddles, or even reins, as though they were fused with their mounts, were Numidians from northwestern Africa, the ancestors of the Berbers, with leathery skin, aquiline noses, and bright green eyes. On foot were masses of Iberians and Celtiberians from the land now called Spain, each band speaking its own tribal tongue. There were Gauls, somewhat paler and with brown or reddish hair, wrapped in thick, checkered wool scarves. There were Greeks, Libyans, and others from the Mediterranean world. All were now mercenaries of the richest city in the western Mediterranean, Carthage. But none had ever expected to stand on the white roof of the world.

As these soldiers paused in their climb to look up to their young general on the ridge, the collective raising of heads traveling back down the long line like a wave, they presented a surreal spectacle, one that would have been pitiable but for the pride on their faces. This army had been twice as large only a fortnight earlier: about half of the men had already died during just the previous two weeks of climbing to this lonely pass. Even the survivors looked frail. They had slipped and fallen, fought and bled, starved and frozen. They were haggard, emaciated, and frostbitten. Many had festering wounds, fevers, or dysentery. Men and elephants that were fearsome war wagers on hot, dry African or Spanish battlefields now appeared lost on this treeless, frozen mountaintop.

But the soldiers adored their general, and as they had followed Hannibal up to this pass, they would now follow him down the other side and into Italy. In that descent, many more would skid off the ice sheets and plunge to their deaths. But the toughest warriors and their mangy war elephants made it to the bottom.

That they did so—that they survived at all and appeared out of the mountains—came as a shock to the Romans. They had last sighted Hannibal’s army several months earlier on the French side of the Alps, where it had suddenly disappeared. Hannibal had, in that year of 218 BCE, surprised the Romans by marching his huge land army from Iberia, where his military base was, across the Pyrenees and into Gaul, today’s France, apparently in order to attack Italy by land. A Roman army had tried to intercept the Carthaginians near the Rhône, but then Hannibal unexpectedly turned and marched straight toward the highest part of the Alps, just as fall was turning into the Alpine winter.

The Romans were sure that Hannibal’s army would perish in these mountains. They themselves were afraid of the Alps and, for that very reason, regarded the mountains as an insurmountable barrier to other armies and thus as Italy’s ultimate fortification against any land invasion. As far as the Romans knew, only the mythic hero Hercules and perhaps some barbarian Gallic tribesmen had ever crossed the Alps. And yet, suddenly, Hannibal, this young and mysterious Carthaginian, this new enemy about whom the Romans knew nothing except that he was the son of their greatest enemy in the previous war against Carthage, was now aiming the army of Carthage at Rome itself.

FOR THE NEXT YEAR and a half, Hannibal, even though he was always outnumbered, met one Roman army after another and routed them all in a crescendo of victories, each more crushing than the last. The names of these battles—Trebia, after a river; Trasimene, after a lake—would strike terror into Roman hearts for centuries to come. Hannibal’s tactics in these battles are studied in military schools to this day.

In his greatest battle, named Cannae after the location of a nearby Roman grain depot, Hannibal killed some seventy thousand Romans in a single day, roughly as many as the atomic bomb dropped on Hiroshima killed on the day of its explosion more than two thousand years later. 1 But this was not high-tech warfare, in which a pilot opened a bomb bay above anonymous victims. This was slow and manual killing, with sword cuts and thrusts, spear gashes, broken necks, and crushed skulls. Hannibal, with his most genius maneuver, surrounded the Romans and turned that plain of Cannae into a shallow lake of blood clotted with heaps of limbs and corpses.

In those days of the Roman republic, all Roman citizens, from aristocrats to plebeians, served in the army. And on that evening at Cannae, almost the entire Roman nobility, including many of its senators, lay dead. The victorious Carthaginians were stepping over mounds of corpses, going from one dead nobleman to the next and cutting off fingers to collect the signet rings. They sent the rings in a big casket home to Carthage, where Hannibal’s youngest brother poured them on the floor in front of the assembled senators of Carthage. It was a triumphant and dramatic gesture by Hannibal that signaled his imminent, complete, and glorious conquest of Rome.

For this much was clear to the Carthaginians, and even to most Romans: this war was over. Hannibal had won, Rome had lost. Roman surrender was inevitable; the rest was procedural detail. In the twenty-one months since Hannibal had crossed the Alps, he had slaughtered one out of every four men in Italy.2 The Italian cities that had been allies of Rome were now coming over to Hannibal’s side, just as he had expected. The Romans had practically nobody left to fight or resist. And Hannibal had demonstrated beyond any doubt that he was supreme in battle, indeed invincible.

Hannibal was triumph. He embodied it as Hercules personified strength and Odysseus cunning. Hannibal’s striking face, with one eye gnarled shut and blind from conjunctivitis caught in an Italian swamp the previous year, was the face of victory and success.

AND THEN SOMETHING ODD began to unfold. Somehow the war was not over. Despite their litany of defeats, the Romans did not surrender. Hannibal, despite his string of astonishing, even legendary, victories, could not impose his will. He remained in Italy for another fourteen years and although he stayed unbeaten during this entire time, he never conquered Rome. In the many smaller Italian battles to come, Hannibal’s genius never failed him, and the Romans acknowledged as much. And yet, all of Hannibal’s successes on the battlefield seemed, mysteriously, to amount to a huge failure. His triumphs turned out to be, in a word, impostors.

The easiest way to know that they were impostors is to look at our American government buildings today: they are built to resemble Roman edifices. Or to listen to the Romance languages spoken to our south and in much of Europe, descended from the Latin of the Romans. Or to use a simple calendar, which dates, with only minor refinements, to the one the Romans used. Our Western civilization is a Roman world, not a Carthaginian one. We don’t even know exactly how Carthaginian temples looked, how the Carthaginian language, Punic, sounded, or what exactly Hannibal might have worn.

That is because, a few decades after Hannibal died, the Romans erased Carthage—the city, the people, and the civilization—in an act of genocide. The Carthaginians were either killed or sold into slavery or chased into the interior of Africa. The last three Carthaginians taking refuge at the eternal fire inside the Temple of Baal, Carthage’s greatest god, were a mother and her two children. The name Hannibal meant “favorite of Baal,” and it was by this fire where Hannibal had sworn, when he was nine years old, to be Rome’s enemy. Now, a generation after his death, this last Carthaginian mother hurled her children into the flames, then leaped in after them.

The Romans worked for a long time. Whatever was wood or flesh in Carthage they burned. The rest they pulled down stone by stone, tile by tile. Legend has it that they sowed the earth with salt so that nothing would ever grow there again. It was their posthumous revenge on Hannibal. It was a gesture that said: Hannibal has failed, Rome has triumphed.

I first read the story of Hannibal when I was a teenager. I loved it primarily for a teenager’s reasons—the action and suspense and romance of it all. I was fascinated by the spectacle and grandeur of Hannibal’s life, by his conquest of the Alps—with elephants, no less—and his victories.

These are the moments in his story that have been etched into Western culture and legend. One thousand years after Hannibal, Charlemagne, the great king of the Franks, tried to follow Hannibal’s path across the Alps as a way of staking his claim to the same greatness. Another thousand years after that, Napoleon did the same thing and had the greatest French artist of the time, Jacques-Louis David, paint him in a flowing cape on a rearing horse while crossing an Alpine pass, with the names of both Hannibal and Charlemagne carved into a rock in the painting’s corner. Boys like Harry Truman, the future U.S. president, read and reread the story of one-eyed Hannibal because “there is not in all history,” as Truman said, “so wonderful an example of what a single man of genius may achieve against tremendous odds.”3

If I noticed the existential riddle hidden in Hannibal’s life story, in the sweeping arc between triumph and disaster, I did not dwell on it. I was too young to contemplate success and failure in life. For a teenager, successes are simply victories and failures are defeats. Hannibal, along with Alexander the Great and Julius Caesar, is thus antiquity’s perfect boyhood hero: a winner, not a loser.

But it is a mark of the best and most timeless stories, as of the best poems and works of art, that they stay relevant throughout a lifetime, taking on different meanings and offering different messages at each stage of life. So, for example, at about the time I first learned about Hannibal I also first read Rudyard Kipling’s beautiful poem “If,” which included these lines: “Meet with triumph and disaster and treat those two impostors just the same.” At the time I found it a good poem, but no more than that. My own life had not yet caught up with the message of the story or the poem.

THIS BEGAN TO CHANGE later, in my twenties. I remember one particular moment. I was alone at the time and sitting on a cheap IKEA chair that came with the London digs I was renting just behind Victoria Station. It was a typical London apartment: the sink had separate taps for hot and cold water, and you either froze or scalded yourself. There was a constant draft.

I was wearing a well-tailored Italian pinstripe suit that looked completely out of place in the flat. I had loosened my Hermès tie and was settling down to vegetate in front of mindless British television after a long and unhappy day working in mergers and acquisitions for a famous American investment bank in the City of London, Europe’s equivalent of Wall Street. The work was considered glamorous but was intellectually and emotionally unsatisfying, physically exhausting, and spiritually draining.

That was my life. The long hours in my cubicle under fluorescent light left no time, and no emotional energy, for deep relationships. I was lonely and tired, and my plan that night was to cross over the brink of exhaustion and collapse into bed for a few hours, then to get up and do it all again.

But when I turned on the TV, a documentary about Hannibal was playing. There it was again: that familiar story of the man, the elephants, the Alps and the battles, the maps of his march from Spain through France and into Italy, the vector charts of his maneuvers, the reenacted scenes with Roman legionaries. But this time, I found the story unexpectedly perplexing. I suddenly had lots of questions, and they were personal. How come I, and most people, knew so much about the two years of Hannibal’s life that made him famous—the span between his Alpine crossing and his great victory at Cannae—and so little about the next thirty-three years of his life? What exactly happened to Hannibal during that time?

Why had his triumphs turned to disaster? And could the same thing happen to me?

The fundamental tragedy of Hannibal’s story usually forms only a dramatic—in the theatrical sense of Greek tragedy—backdrop to heighten the romance. The tragedy of Carthage, its demise as a civilization, is well known. When Truman, the boy who loved Hannibal, became president and visited bombed-out Berlin after World War II, he said, “I never saw such destruction” and “I thought of Carthage.”4 But the bitter irony, the fundamental enigma, of how Hannibal’s triumphs had led to that tragedy did not occupy Truman at that moment. It was suddenly occupying me, however, as I sat on my cheap IKEA chair, trying to make sense of my life.

ALL PEOPLE, beginning in their twenties and continuing until the end of their lives, tell themselves stories about their own journeys to make sense of life. This is one of the biggest ideas in psychology: that identity is story.5 The psychologists call these stories personal myths, life scripts, or self-narratives. The stories are not logical and linear strings of autobiographical facts. Rather, they’re selective memories with magnified turning points—a trauma, for example—that give shape to a life so that the young adult can view himself as part of the complex, confusing, and demanding adult society around him. An adolescent does not yet know who he is. But a young adult—having to choose a career, sexual partners, political affiliations, and so much more—needs to believe that he knows who he is. So he begins making up a story line, with himself as the hero. And that’s what I was doing, too.

That Hannibal should come to serve as one archetype for the hero in my own personal myth might seem ridiculous, but I didn’t see it that way. Hannibal lived an epic life, full of soaring success and crushing failure, whereas I was living a small and ordinary life, full of little successes and trifling failures, none of them of any consequence to anybody but me. But it was the trajectory of Hannibal’s story that fascinated me and that I chose to see as a warning that deliberately presented itself in this early “chapter” of my own life story. Hannibal was warning me to examine the successes that I had achieved up until then and might achieve next, and to ask whether they were leading me, as his had led him, down a treacherous path toward failure.

WHEN HANNIBAL was a boy, he went with his father, Hamilcar, from Carthage in northern Africa to Iberia, where Hamilcar, a general, was trying to build a new empire to replace the one that Carthage had just lost in a humiliating war against Rome. When I was a teenager, I moved with my father and mother from our comfortable and safe suburb of Munich to New York, where my father was planning a new chapter in his career. The years in Iberia forged Hannibal into a warrior, as he trained by the side of his father to lead men into battle and to victory. For me, the years in America were also a crucible, as I tried to get by at a respected but cruel and Dickensian boarding school in New England. My equivalent of Rome in those days was to get rid of my German accent and then to learn flawless English as my weapon for the future. I set out to memorize the English dictionary—getting as far as L, I believe—and declared success when my verbal SAT scores were higher than those of many Americans in my class.

As Hannibal succeeded in his twenties, I had my own little achievements as a young man. High test scores, college admissions, academic honors, a coveted job at an elite(ish) bank. There were failures, too, primarily on the ledger of friendships gone awry or missing. But in the story that I was telling myself at the time, I did not dwell on them. At most, they seemed inevitable costs of success—after all, Hannibal lost half of his army during that two-week Alpine crossing.

A psychologist analyzing my emerging story would have said that the theme of “agency”—self-mastery, achievement, status—dominated over the theme of “communion”—intimacy, friendship, love. But just as Hannibal won at the Trebia, at Lake Trasimene, and at Cannae, I could tell myself that I was doing quite well. I seemed to be winning my little battles.

What made me receptive to Hannibal’s story just then was that I suspected, or feared, that the story I was telling myself was a lie. My victories and successes were too banal to take seriously. I was wearing Hermès ties even though I thought they looked tacky. I was working on deals that bored me. I wore myself out so that I had no time or energy left to do the things that I loved doing.

I began to suspect that my success, and my entire existence, might be a joke. Officially, I was achieving things, relatively speaking. When the bank hired me, it flew me and the other London recruits to the headquarters in New York for our training program, and we were not allowed to travel on the same plane lest it crash and take all of us down at once. This suggested that we were important. Now, however, I was spending my days and my nights in the same cubicle under never-changing fluorescent light. Around me stretched an ocean of other cubicles, all of them filled with people like me. We had stiff necks and red eyes from staring at spreadsheets full of earnings ratios and other boring numbers day after day. We conversed in a strange language in which people were constantly “leveraging” something, usually “proactively.” Our business cards called us “analysts,” which meant that our job was to fiddle with these numbers until midnight or later every night. At that point a boss would call in from an expensive hotel room in some faraway time zone and tell us to fax documents to a client immediately. We faxed them. Then we waited in the cubicle for the fax confirmation, and kept waiting just in case the boss called again. Then we called a car service—the bank picked up the tab, because we were important—that took us home and the driver waited outside while we took a shower inside, so that we could take the same car back to the bank and start this process all over again.

This was my success. It was a success where booking a holiday was an act of masochism, because as soon as it was booked, I counted down to the moment—perhaps hours before departing for the airport—when a boss peered over my cubicle wall to announce that an “opportunity” had just presented itself for me to show my “commitment” to the “team” by canceling my holiday and staying in the cubicle to keep sending midnight faxes to executives in far-flung places. Then I got to tear up my plane tickets and settle back into my cubicle for more success.

I was alive—in a seething and angry way—to the irony of the situation, and so were a few of my friends at the bank. I took philosophical cigarette breaks with one of them, during which we walked along the Thames in front of the office. We were trying to figure out the personality types at the bank. Few of our colleagues appeared to see banking as a calling and nobody seemed to think that it was even remotely fun. So why were we all there? It must have been because we wanted to get somewhere else and saw the bank as a mountain range to cross. Perhaps we wanted training or experience of some sort for something bigger. But what? Neither my friend nor I wanted to be entrepreneurs or businessmen. We weren’t sure what we wanted. Once, when I was in the men’s room at work, an Italian colleague at the urinal next to me told me, sotto voce, that he couldn’t wait to get out of the bank so that he could go back to Italy to breed horses, but I had to promise not to tell anybody. Most of us, it seemed, were investment bankers because that’s what ambitious young people in the 1990s did, just as young aristocratic men in Hannibal’s time became warriors.

My friend and I also noticed that there were patterns to success and failure at the bank. Success was defined as a huge bonus and a promotion from “analyst” to “associate” to “vice president” to “managing director.” Bonus time came just before Christmas, and for weeks before, the atmosphere was tense and people behaved differently toward one another. On the bonus day, bankers filed out of the cubicle barracks, one by one, and entered the glass-walled offices along the perimeter to have their talk with the boss. Those still in the cubicles would peer through the glass walls to read the body language as the ones in the fish bowls received their envelopes.

The people I saw succeeding—with good envelopes and big titles—tended to stay at the bank, even though I could never get a straight answer from them whether they actually wanted to be bankers. Whatever life goal they couldn’t quite name yet but were ultimately aiming for was delayed. The more they got promoted, the longer they delayed it. Perhaps they forgot about it altogether. As they rose from one victorious deal to another, from one promotion to the next, they changed. With power and importance came impatience. Nothing that others did was done fast enough or well enough. They were anxious. One of them, a bit older than I was and very successful, gradually but completely rubbed his eyebrows out as he worked through the nights in his cubicle. A friend and I kept track of the divorces and breakups around us, as bankers worked so hard and focused so exclusively on their financial battles and power struggles that they ignored their partners. During one of those philosophy-and-cigarette walks, my friend, paraphrasing Winston Churchill, said that the bank was a riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma: “In went nice, promising, interesting young people; out came sad, pathetic assholes.”

ALL THIS was gnawing at me as I sat watching the Hannibal documentary. Was I in my life at the same point where Hannibal was in his life after he crossed the Alps and as he was winning his victories? I decided that I needed to find out what came next in Hannibal’s story, during the decade that he stayed in Italy, undefeated the entire time. What was he doing there? Did he have a plan? Did he realize he was trapped? The documentary gave no answers.

I wondered whether Hannibal at the end of his sixteen years in Italy could still remember the face of Imilce, his lovely Iberian wife, and his newborn son, whom he had last seen when he left Iberia for Italy and who disappeared without a trace from history.6 Did success require sacrificing loved ones (as many of the top bankers around me did), or was sacrificing loved ones already the ultimate failure?

I wondered whether, in his dreams, Hannibal could stop seeing the face of Hasdrubal, his beloved younger brother. Hasdrubal had tried to lead another army from Iberia over the Alps to support Hannibal in Italy. But the Romans had intercepted his army and killed him. They cut off Hasdrubal’s head and marched it to the other end of Italy, where they catapulted it into Hannibal’s camp. Hannibal, who did not even know yet that Hasdrubal had arrived in Italy, last saw his little brother’s face as it rolled toward his feet.

How much can success cost before it becomes disaster?

Hannibal, I later decided as I investigated his mystery, is only one half of the Hannibal story, a bit as yang is one half of a whole that also has yin. The other half that completes the story and makes it comprehensible is much less known.

It comes in the form of two Romans. One was named Fabius. He was a slow-walking and slow-talking Roman senator. He was old by the time Hannibal arrived in Italy, and his nickname was Warty for the big wart he had on his lip. This same Warty watched as Hannibal swept into Italy like an angry god and killed a quarter of the men in the Roman parts of the Italian peninsula. (The north of what is today Italy was then still part of Gaul.) To Fabius, as to all Romans, Hannibal’s triumphs were utter disasters. Nothing in Rome’s entire history even came close to the existential crisis that Hannibal represented to Rome.

Rome’s fate, it appeared to almost all Romans at their nadir, was either extinction or slavery. The Romans had lost hope. In their despair, they were ready to give up. But just then, old Warty changed their minds. Like an inner voice of the Roman psyche, he told his countrymen that something about these disasters was phony, transient, incomplete. The devastating force of Hannibal’s thrust could never be blocked, Fabius conceded, but perhaps it might be absorbed—or diverted, like a stream after a downpour, so that it might run its course in a different direction.

The other Roman, who would play a very different role in the story, was named Scipio. A decade younger than Hannibal and in many ways similar, he was a dashing, cosmopolitan, sophisticated Roman aristocrat. In his youth, Scipio was an eyewitness to the disasters Hannibal inflicted on the Romans. He served in the armies that Hannibal butchered and was one of the few survivors at Cannae. Like all Romans, he lost loved ones, but the blows were especially hard for him. His father and his uncle were Roman generals and went to Iberia to fight Hannibal’s brothers. Both died in battle. Into his mid-twenties, Scipio saw only disaster in his life.

And yet Scipio did not succumb. He was so much younger than Fabius that he hardly needed to convince himself to absorb the disaster; it was simply life as he knew it. Scipio saw Hannibal as a force of nature, like volcanic eruptions or floods. He understood that Hannibal was a military genius, but instead of hating or fearing him, Scipio studied him from afar with the open and appreciative mind of a disciple. Like Fabius, he believed that the disaster of Hannibal might turn out to be an impostor. Unlike Fabius, he wanted to do more than absorb, divert, or simply outlast the disaster. Scipio wanted to be the one to turn it upside down, into triumph.

THESE THREE MEN—Hannibal, Fabius, and Scipio—presented themselves to me together. The hero in my own emerging story was a potential blend of all three. If Hannibal was the impostor triumph, then Fabius and Scipio were aspects of the impostor disaster. Fabius was the part of me and of all other people who meet their worst fears and endure, overcome, and above all accept. Scipio was the part of me and of others that stands in the rubble after disaster strikes and feels strangely, surprisingly liberated by it. If Fabius is acceptance, Scipio is the freedom to start anew, to aim higher, or at least elsewhere, to reinvent oneself.

Everyone has a story, and each story is simultaneously unique and universal. The psychologist Carl Jung believed that what makes us human is that we tell one another our stories, and that these stories are, at some deep level, the same ones over and over again. The characters and plots are different and yet the same. Jung called them archetypes. After Jung, other scholars7 found those archetypes—such as the hero on a quest—in virtually all the great stories ever told, from antiquity to modern times, from the Odyssey to Star Wars, from the ancient Greeks to the Navajo and to us.

We seem to need archetypes because we recognize ourselves in them. “Ultimately, every individual life is at the same time the eternal life of the species,” wrote Jung. It does not matter how long ago or far away a hero lived, or indeed whether he lived at all. It does not matter whether the quest and the feats were epic as in myth or life-sized as in folktales. What matters, as Jung put it, is that “in the archetype itself, there is no time; it is a timeless condition where beginning, middle, and end are just the same. They are all given in one.”8

THIS IS A BOOK of stories, some ancient, some modern, some personal, some mythical, some famous, some obscure, and all of them true in their own way. What the stories have in common is that they are about the archetypes of triumph and disaster, or success and failure, in life. Each chapter shines a light on one theme of this mysterious and universal journey with the two impostors, as Kipling called them. There are the themes of youth, when parents influence how we view success and failure; the themes of young adulthood, when we pursue our dreams, when we dare, win, or lose; the themes of middle age, when we need to reexamine our dreams and identities and our successes and failures up to this point; and the themes of old age, when success and failure take on altogether different meanings.

The main story is of course that of Hannibal, Fabius, and Scipio, who serve as personifications of the various aspects of triumph and disaster in this book. The story happens to be true, and I stay as faithful to the ancient sources, primarily Polybius and Livy, as I can, taking my dialogues from them where possible and signaling the few places where I conjecture meetings or conversations that might plausibly have taken place.

But in each chapter other stories amplify what is happening to Hannibal, Fabius, and Scipio at that stage in their lives. There will be artists such as Paul Cézanne and Pablo Picasso, writers such as Amy Tan and Tennessee Williams, athletes such as Tiger Woods and Lance Armstrong, thinkers such as Carl von Clausewitz and Carl Jung, businessmen such as Steve Jobs, ambassadors of life such as Eleanor Roosevelt, statesmen such as Harry Truman and my own great-uncle Ludwig Erhard, martial artists such as Morihei Ueshiba, explorers such as Ernest Shackleton and Meriwether Lewis, scientists such as Albert Einstein, and lovers such as Cleopatra. The mystery of triumph and disaster runs through all strands of life, and Hannibal’s war serves as a visceral metaphor for all of them.
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THE UNIFYING INSIGHT is the one that Kipling expressed: that triumph and disaster, success and failure, are not necessarily what they seem. This idea appears so often in our stories that I believe it to be archetypal. Take, for example, the folktale about an old man and his horse. One day, the horse ran away, and the villagers came over to express their regrets. “Who knows whether this is good or bad?” said the old man, shrugging. A few days later, the horse returned and brought along a herd of wild horses it had met. The neighbors came over again, this time to congratulate the old man. “Who knows whether this is good or bad?” He shrugged. Soon after, the old man’s son tried to tame one of the stallions, fell off it, and broke his bones. “So sorry,” said the neighbors. “Who knows?” said the old man. Then war broke out, the army drafted all the healthy young men in the village, and only the old man kept his son because the boy was still bedridden. “Lucky you,” said one mother. “Who knows?” said the old man.

Thus they show up in their disguises, the ups and downs of life, the turns of good and bad fortune, the whims of the goddess the Romans called Fortuna and the Greeks Tyche, the dramatic reversals the Greeks called peripeteia and built their timeless stories on. Perhaps they disguise themselves to bring something out of us and that something is character, our true self, who we really are. This book is about those moments of impact, when triumph or disaster strikes, and about the aftermath, when the shock fades and lives change forever and character reveals itself.

You won’t find any easy answers in this book. It makes no promise that henceforth it will be all success and no failure for you. But you will see a bit of yourself in these stories, and you will empathize and perhaps understand why certain things happened in your life, why you responded this way and not that way.

You may even get ideas for a different, a “Fabian” or a “Scipionic” response if you are coping with a setback or loss in your life. You may rethink your situation if you are currently at the top of your game, heeding the lessons of Hannibal. As you will see, the basic conundrum in his life, as in many of ours, was the tension between tactics and strategy, between means and ends. He won his battles but not the war or the peace. Hannibal’s most subtle lessons to us today teach us how to think simultaneously large and small so that we can align life tactics with life strategy.

If you are in midlife or old age, you may recognize yourself in the later chapters of this book as the various characters redefine what success and failure even are. For the meaning of those words is clear only to the young, who have not been forced to reexamine it. It becomes less clear in middle age. But some people do arrive at a new and higher notion of triumph in later life, when the successes and failures of youth no longer matter so much. In some cases it may even be possible, if not to defeat the two impostors, to transcend them.

I BEGAN THINKING about these matters that night in the 1990s, slumped in my IKEA chair in my London flat, watching the Hannibal documentary. Soon after, I accepted that I was certain “to fail” at the bank. The beginning of the end took place, perhaps inevitably, during one of those bonus talks in a glass office. My boss put on an earnest demeanor and declared herself disappointed by my recent lack of focus on a particular project. To my boss’s surprise, I agreed.

“It’s affected your bonus,” she said.

“I’m sure,” I said, and took the envelope.

“Won’t you open it?” she asked.

“Later,” I replied.

A couple of onlookers from the cubicles later reported that my boss seemed confused after the meeting. I was not. My days at the bank were now numbered, I knew, and I was looking ahead to what might come next. I left banking and became a journalist, later a husband and father. My ideas about success and failure kept changing and are changing still, but the more they do, the more relevant the story of Hannibal, Fabius, and Scipio becomes.

“The greater a man’s success, the less it must be trusted to endure,”9 Hannibal said to Scipio the first time they met, on an African plain at a place called Zama, the day before they were to do battle against each other. Scipio, though a decade younger, nodded. He understood completely, although he might have added that failure is to be distrusted just as much. As they knew, there is no escape from the two impostors. The question is what we become when they arrive.


TWO

[image: ]

THE INFLUENCE OF PARENTS


I wished to be left alone to live in a dream world in which I was the heroine and my father the hero.

—Eleanor Roosevelt



I realized that—although it was fiction and none of that had ever happened to me in that story—it was the closest thing to describing my life. Of the feelings that I had, of these things that my mother had taught me that were inexplicable or had no name. This invisible force that she taught me, this rebellion that I had.

—Amy Tan


Once when Hannibal was a little boy, he was playing with his two younger brothers, Hasdrubal and Mago, while their father, Hamilcar Barca, was watching. Hamilcar was himself still a young man, but as Carthage’s most successful general he had a powerful presence. Black-haired and sharp-featured, browned by the Mediterranean sun under which he led armies against the Romans, he beamed with pride as he gazed at his rambunctious boys. “These are the lion cubs I am rearing for the destruction of Rome!”1 he roared with a hearty laugh.

Everyone has a father and a mother, and Hannibal and his brothers and sisters began life first and foremost as Barcids, as children of Hamilcar, the most famous, respected, and feared warrior of his generation. This was a privileged but also a difficult situation to be born into, with pressures and expectations and certain notions about success and failure, honor and duty.

For the three girls, their father’s influence was direct and inescapable. Hamilcar married his oldest daughter to an admiral (their son would later serve under Hannibal), his second daughter to a handsome general who would later become Hamilcar’s second-in-command in Iberia, and his third daughter to a colorful Numidian tribal chief who promptly galloped onto a battlefield with two thousand horsemen to help Hamilcar win a battle.2

But for his boys, his “lion cubs,” and above all for his firstborn, Hamilcar had special ambitions. He set up their entire lives as apprenticeships for valor, leadership, and fighting skill. Hamilcar’s greatest hope was that his sons would surpass him, that they would achieve the goals that had eluded him. Specifically, Hamilcar dreamed that his sons would one day vanquish Rome as Hamilcar himself might have done had not—or so Hamilcar saw it—the elders of Carthage surrendered before he had a chance.

Like many fathers, Hamilcar saw the meaning of his own life largely in his sons. He said as much even in his manner of dying. His life ended during a campaign in Iberia. He had taken Hannibal and Hasdrubal, by then young men, with his army to fight against a hostile tribe. They were ambushed, and Hamilcar apparently tried to divert the enemy attack away from his sons so that they could escape. His pursuers close behind him, Hamilcar rode on horseback into a stream—the details are not clear—and drowned.3

ESPECIALLY DURING THE HEIGHT of his career, Hamilcar had been a talented commander and an astute politician in his own right. When necessary he could be utterly ruthless, as when he subdued a rebellious group of mercenaries by having them trampled to death by elephants, or when he crucified a captured rebel leader in plain sight of the man’s comrades. But he could also be charismatic and charming, and he inspired fierce loyalty and adoration in his troops. Once Hamilcar took a town situated between two Roman garrisons. To his soldiers it looked as though they were trapped by the Romans, but Hamilcar convinced them that they were instead holding the Romans on both sides in check. And so they did exactly that.

Hamilcar was more than just a gifted tactician on the battlefield. He could be diplomatic and statesmanlike, as in 241 BCE, when Carthage’s Council of Elders chose him to negotiate a peace treaty with Rome to end the First Punic War. Politically shrewd, he made sure that he personally was never blamed for Carthage’s defeat and that his own stature instead grew. And he was imaginative, as when he persuaded the Carthaginian elders to let him take an army to Iberia in order to build an entirely new empire for Carthage.

But despite these talents, Hamilcar was ultimately a frustrated and even angry man. Hamilcar believed that he had been betrayed, not only by the Romans but also by their appeasers in Carthage itself, the elders who directed him to end the First Punic War when he believed he still could have won it. It became his mission in life to redeem this loss and to exact revenge on the Roman republic. His sense of humiliation had deep roots, and it is important to understand them.

IN HAMILCAR’S OWN YOUTH, Romans and Carthaginians alike would have been surprised if told that they would soon hate and fight one another. The two states had peacefully coexisted for centuries. Rome was a small but expanding land power in Italy. Carthage was a much wealthier and more powerful maritime empire controlling ports all around the central and western Mediterranean and beyond the Pillars of Hercules, today’s Gibraltar, to the Atlantic coast of today’s Morocco. Neither Rome nor Carthage interfered in the affairs of the other. They had signed several treaties of friendship. When the Romans defeated their Italian neighbors, the Samnites, the Carthaginians sent a massive gold crown to congratulate them for the victory. They traded heavily.4

Carthage was originally a colony of Tyre, a city in Phoenicia, today’s Lebanon. In Punic, as the Romans called the Phoenician language, Carthage meant “New City.” The Phoenicians and Carthaginians were a Semitic people, with a language related to Hebrew and Arabic. For example, Hamilcar’s family name, possibly given to him for his temperament, was Barca, which meant “lightning” in Punic, as barak means in Hebrew and buraq in Arabic.

The Phoenicians and their Carthaginian offshoots were, along with the Greeks, the great colonizers of the Mediterranean. Greeks and Phoenicians encountered one another almost everywhere in that part of the world and mostly in peace. In places like Sicily, their traditions and cultures sometimes blended. The Greek demigod Heracles, for example, merged with his Phoenician equivalent, Melqart. The Greeks adopted the Phoenician alphabet and naval innovations like the keel.5 Carthaginian aristocrats in turn spoke Greek and appreciated Greek literature. Hamilcar made sure that his sons were fluent in Greek, and Hannibal later took two Greek scholars, Sosylus and Silenus, along with him on his military campaigns.

The Phoenicians and Carthaginians were traders at heart. Carthage, an independent republic, maintained the largest navy in the Mediterranean, primarily in order to police its merchant empire and keep the money flowing in. Instead of drafting citizens to form armies, Carthage hired mercenaries, since it made good business sense to pay foreign soldiers instead of arming Carthaginians who could be making money instead. In a sense, Carthage was run like a corporation. Once a year, the city totaled its trading profit and parceled it out among its citizens.

Rome, on the other hand, was simultaneously similar to and utterly different from both the Greeks and the Carthaginians. It was similar to Carthage in that it was a republic, with a mixture of monarchy, aristocracy, and democracy that Greek philosophers like Aristotle considered perfectly balanced. Both Carthage and Rome had popular assemblies with limited powers in which all male citizens could vote. Both had senates. And both elected, each year for that year only, two chief executives, whom the Romans called consuls and the Carthaginians suffetes, with the idea that each would keep a check on the power of the other.

But there the similarities ended. At the beginning of the third century BCE, Carthage was a great power, whereas hardly anybody had heard of Rome. When Alexander the Great died in 323 BCE, he had apparently been planning to conquer Carthage while hardly being aware of Rome. For centuries, the Romans had been entirely preoccupied with dominating the cities in their own immediate area, called Latium, and the Italian lands adjoining it. They had never crossed the sea. In fact, they began their first war against Carthage without a single warship.

It was only when the Romans marched into the southern tip of the Italian peninsula, a land dotted with ancient Greek colonies and considered part of the Greek world, that they came into prolonged contact with the civilized—meaning Hellenized—peoples. Those Italian Greeks considered the Romans barbarians (literally, since the Romans, like all non-Greeks, spoke gibberish that sounded like bar bar bar to the Greeks). The Greeks wanted to keep the Romans out of southern Italy.

So they invited a swashbuckling Hellenistic king named Pyrrhus from the other side of the Adriatic Sea, today’s Albania, to fight the Romans on their behalf. Pyrrhus eagerly obliged and brought an army to southern Italy. A brave and talented warrior, Pyrrhus repeatedly defeated the Romans in battle, but the Romans never gave up. Their resilience was unexpected, and prompted Pyrrhus to lament after a battle, as he contemplated the soldiers he had lost and how little advantage he had gained, “One more such victory will undo me.” Pyrrhus, with his “Pyrrhic victories,” could have said a word or two about triumphs being impostors. Eventually, he gave up and sailed home, leaving southern Italy to the Romans. It was a lesson some Romans would remember when it was Hannibal who was winning battles against them.

The entire Mediterranean world, Greek and Carthaginian alike, took note. What impressed them about the Romans was their iron discipline and stubborn will. Usually at this time, civilized peoples waged war by staging a few battles, smashing spears and shields together, and then calling it quits before too many people were killed. Hellenistic clashes were not wars of annihilation but higher forms of jousting. But the Romans had none of that. They never, ever gave up. Every citizen and ally had to be a soldier, and every soldier had to be ready to sacrifice his life. If a Roman unit in combat was seen to be weak or cowardly, it was decimated in the literal sense: every tenth soldier would be beaten to death.6

HAVING CONQUERED the boot of southern Italy, the Romans for the first time stared directly at a land that the Carthaginians considered to be their sphere of influence: the large and wealthy island of Sicily, both a stepping-stone and a buffer to northern Africa and Carthage itself. The eastern side of Sicily had long been settled by Greeks, with famous cities such as Syracuse. But the western and southern sides of Sicily were Carthaginian. A confrontation with Rome became likely.

The actual trigger for conflict, as so often in life, was an absurd and tragicomic entanglement better suited to a theater stage than world history. A large band of originally Italian hoodlums calling themselves Mamertines, “sons of Mars,” seized a Greek town in Sicily, just across from the Italian mainland, called Messana (modern Messina). They killed the men and took their wives and families. When the Greek city of Syracuse threatened them, the Mamertines then appealed to both the Carthaginians in western Sicily and the Romans across the straits for help.

The Carthaginians obliged by sending an admiral to Messana with a fleet, intended not only to scare away the Syracusans but also to keep the Romans from crossing the straits. But the Romans, after a failed attempt, managed to cross in borrowed boats and skiffs. The Mamertines decided to throw the Carthaginians out. The Carthaginian elders were so embarrassed by the entire episode that they crucified their returning admiral (not an unusual punishment at the time). The Carthaginians then attacked the Romans at Messana, seeking to restore their honor.

And so began, in 264 BCE, when Hamilcar was about eleven, the First Punic War, which would last twenty-three years, an entire generation. Both the Romans and the Carthaginians quickly lost any interest in the Mamertines. Instead, they now fought a desperate struggle to control Sicily.

At first the Romans won the land battles but, since they had no navy, lost at sea. But the Romans captured a Carthaginian ship, studied it, copied its design, and built their own, again and again, until they had a fleet. And they added an ingenious weapon to their ships. This was the “raven,” a large swiveling bridge that the Romans brought crashing down onto an enemy ship when they came within about thirty feet. The two ships were then tied together as a large floating platform, and the Roman soldiers stormed across. In effect, the Romans had found a way to turn sea battles into land battles. After their first naval victory, the Romans brought the prows, or rostra, of the defeated Carthaginian ships to Rome and hung them on the speaker’s pulpit in the Forum.7 Ever since, a public speaker takes the “rostrum.”

THIS LONG and bitter war had already been raging for eighteen years and Carthage was losing when Hamilcar, only in his late twenties, was given command of an army and set off for Sicily. He had a lot on his mind at the time. He already had his three daughters with his first wife, and his second wife had just borne him his first son, Hannibal. But Hamilcar could not spend much time with the baby, because his place was now with his troops. He was determined to avoid a Carthaginian defeat.

For three years, he used his base in Sicily to raid and harass the Romans in Italy. Then he challenged the Romans in Sicily itself. The Romans learned to fear and respect Hamilcar, although it never came to a decisive battle between them. Elsewhere, at sea and on the rest of the island, the Romans were still winning. The elders of Carthage, exhausted by a generation of war and almost bankrupt, decided to sue for peace and instructed Hamilcar to negotiate a treaty.

This he did with great aplomb, winning for the Carthaginian army the right to evacuate Sicily with their arms and dignity, and for Carthage to pay Rome only modest war reparations. But when the peace treaty was sent to Rome for ratification, the popular assembly demanded much larger payments from Carthage. Carthage’s elders, tired of fighting, agreed to Rome’s terms. Hamilcar was livid, but he had to follow his orders from Carthage, which were to decommission his army and return home.

BACK IN AFRICA, however, things went from bad to worse for Carthage. Its mercenary armies, while under Carthaginian command in Sicily, had fought as coherent and disciplined units. But now they were milling around the countryside of Carthage, armed and as yet unpaid. They were a polyglot mob of Libyans from east of Carthage and Numidians from the west, of Gauls and Iberians and Greeks, of former slaves and gladiators and vagabonds. They were violent, frustrated, restless, and angry.

The Carthaginians, bankrupt from the war, without their former revenues from Sicily, and hard pressed by the indemnity they were now paying the Romans, could not pay the mercenaries’ arrears in full and tried to negotiate. But two of the mercenaries, a runaway slave from southern Italy named Spendius and a Libyan named Mathos, now declared themselves leaders of the mercenary army. Anybody who stood up to oppose them was pelted with stones by their supporters.8 Spendius and Mathos then attacked Carthage. What had begun as a pay dispute now became a brutal, bloody war for Carthage’s survival.

The Carthaginians hurriedly raised a small force of citizens and new mercenaries, but they were outnumbered. So they once again turned to Hamilcar. First he shared command with another general, then he took overall charge. He was now fighting against his own former soldiers, and they against their former commander. At first Hamilcar tried a subtle strategy of selective mercy toward captured mercenaries, so that the others might think there would be no recriminations if they deserted to Hamilcar’s side. But Spendius and Mathos understood Hamilcar’s plan and, in a calculated way, committed atrocities so vile as to make clemency by either side impossible. They tortured their Carthaginian prisoners, including a general, by cutting their hands off, castrating them, breaking their legs, and burying them alive. All the mercenaries, assuming recriminations, concluded that deserting was no longer an option.

As Spendius and Mathos seemed to desire, the war now became barbaric. When Hamilcar captured rebels, he had them trampled to death by his elephants. He trapped one mercenary force in a valley and starved them until they ate each other. Having captured Spendius and other mercenary leaders, Hamilcar marched on the last rebel holdout and crucified his prisoners in front of the city walls in full view of their comrades. Mathos, watching Spendius die on the cross, in turn captured a Carthaginian general and crucified him on the same cross for revenge. But Hamilcar was already crushing the last remnants of resistance. Mathos was paraded through Carthage and met a cruel end. The mercenary war was over.9

But Carthage got little relief from Hamilcar’s victory. The Romans, seeing their recent enemies exhausted and weak, broke their peace treaty and seized the Mediterranean islands of Sardinia and Corsica. Besides Sicily, these two islands had been the mainstay of Carthage’s trading economy. In a particularly gratuitous gesture, Rome also levied yet another, even bigger indemnity on Carthage.10

The Carthaginians, and especially Hamilcar, seethed with anger. But it was an impotent rage because Carthage had no armies, no money, and no will left to resist. The nation-state of Carthage, lord of the seas for hundreds of years, was forced into complete submission. For the rest of his life, Hamilcar remembered this humiliation.

HANNIBAL WAS A BOY when these atrocities and betrayals were occurring. We must assume that he would have seen his father brooding in frustration and erupting in terrifying bursts of wrath. He would have heard his father’s bitter monologues about honor, revenge, and the wickedness of Rome. And he must have felt the special and touching pride and hope that Hamilcar held for him, his firstborn son.

Hamilcar formed a new plan for Carthage’s future. It was to conquer Iberia, a savage land in the distant west, north of the entrance to the wider ocean. Iberia had vast mines of silver and gold that could mint the coins to repay Rome and still make Carthage rich again. Iberia’s tribesmen were fierce warriors who would make good soldiers for a new Carthaginian army. In short, Iberia seemed an ideal place to build a new Carthaginian empire from which, one day, that empire might strike back against Rome. Hannibal, nine years old by this time, wanted to be part of this adventure.

Hannibal’s young personality developed against this backdrop. Long before he could form his own values and worldview, he adopted those of his father. In that sense, Hamilcar and Hannibal were like most parents and children: part of one world, their own world, with a similar outlook on life. Most of us, while young, will define what success means and what failure looks like based on the values and example of our parents.

Some adolescents, like Hannibal and his brothers, try to emulate their parents. If their parents are successful, this puts pressure on the children to live up to that high standard. If the parents are not successful—if they have
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