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HANNIBAL'S PASSAGE OF THE ALPS1 

BY A. H. McDONALD 
Fellow and Senior Tutor o.f Clare College, Cambridge 

IR GAVIN DE BEER has brought his scientific knowledge and his 
natural ingenuity to bear on the perennial problem of the route 
which Hannibal followed in his famous march over the Alps. 

His book 1 will arouse interest and argument. Where he deals with 
Hannibal's elephants, the Alpine climate in 218 B.c., or the flow of the 
Isere and Durance, he is on his own ground, factual and instructive. 
But where he sets out his own theory about the route and this is the 
most challenging part of the book he steps outside his special field of 
expertness and is less reliable in his treatment of the historical evidence. 
In particular, he asserts his case so firmly, not to say dogmatically, that 
the reader who feels its difficulties more keenly than he does will find 
it unduly hard to gain a balanced view of the evidence. 

The main problem is to decide whether Hannibal reached his pass 
from the Durance or the Isere, and this depends upon where he turned 
towards .the Alps from the Rhone, at the place named in Polybius and 
Livy as the ' Island.' Sir Gavin places the ' Island ' at the junction 
of the Aygues with the Rhone, near Orange, and makes Hannibal move 
through the country of the Tric~stini, V ocontii, and Tricorii, via the 
Col de Grimone, to the Durance, and so to the pass of the Col de la 
Traversette. I quote his conclusion verbatim (p. 7 5) : ' The identi
fication of '' the Island '' with the land between the Rhone and the 
Aygues is a certainty, and in consequence, so is that of the crossing of 
the Rhone between Fourques and Aries. The delimitation of the 
territories of the Tricastini, the Vocontii, and the Tricorii is a certainty. 
The identification of " the ascent towards the Alps " with the Col de 
Grimone is a virtual certainty. That Hannibal's route lay through 
the middle reaches of the Durance, and that his pass was the Col de la 
Traversette are very high probabilities.' A glance at the list of other 
authors including good military historians who have handled the 
problem (pp. 108-10) will suggest that no one can be so definite as 
this. Indeed, only the reference to the Tricastini, etc., is anywhere 
near ' certain.' One need not set the crossing of the Rhone so far 
down the river as Aries. The ' Island ' may equally well have stood at 
the junction of the Isere and the Rhone. The route over the Col de 
Grimone to the Col de la Traversette raises difficulties of marching 
times and terrain that not even Sir Gavin can entirely discount (p. 71 ). 
But, having pointed out the need for caution .in reading -the book, let 
me come to the evidence. 

• 

1 Alps and Elephants, Hannibal's March. By Gavin de Beer. Pp. xv, 123. 
Sketches and map. Geoffrey Bles, London. 1955. 10s. 6d . 
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Our basic information about Hannibal's movements in the Rhone 
valley is found in Polybius and Livy. Their accounts agree closely, 
and the evidence for their historical sources here indicates that they 
owed their common material on the Carthaginian side to Silenus, a 
Greek who had accompanied Hannibal on his march, and on the 
Roman side to Fabius Pictor, a senator who took part in the Second 
Punic War and then described it. Polybius used Silenus and Fabius 
Pictor directly, while Livy received Silenus's information through the 
intermediate work of Coelius Antipater. We have to allow for the 
writers' attempts to interpret their material Polybius estimating 
average marching distances, and Coelius and Livy giving rhetorical 
colour which may exaggerate the original effect but, even so, where 
Polybius and Livy are in agreement their information has sound 
authority. The job of the historian is to apply it to the terrain. 

Sir Gavin will have Hannibal cross the Rhone from Fourques to 
Aries, and he places the ' Island ' at the junction of the Aygues with 
the Rhone near Orange. With regard to the crossing of the Rhone we 
may dismiss his assertion (p. 27) that ' nowhere else along its course 
can the details of Polybius 's description of the crossing be made to 
apply.' The evidence simply does not permit such statements. The 
marching times provide the best evidence for this problem. The 
speed of Hannibal's army in the Rhone valley, Sir Gavin remarks 

· (p. 25), is given by Polybius as 8o stades a day, that is, roughly 14 kilo
metres. In his note he is more careful : ' Hannibal's speed averages 
8o stadia ~ day ' (my italics). In fact, this average is for a steady march 
of 8oo stades up-river afte-r leaving the ' Island.' Before we use the 
estimate, we must consider the military situation before and after the 
crossing of the Rhone. · 

Hannibal, it will be recalled, based his strategy against Rome upon a 
decision to fight in Italy, with reinforcements from the Gauls of the Po 
valley, so as to concentrate the Romans' war effort against himself and 
prevent a direct attack upon Carthage itself. His aim, then, was to 
lead his army to Italy without losses. As he approached the Rhone, 
through territory that lay under the influence of Massilia, an old 
Roman ally, he would have increased his speed so as to avoid any 
engagement with Roman troops near the mouths of the river. After 
crossing the Rhone he would have kept up his speed in order to put a 
safe distance between himself and the pursuing Romans. An army 
as well trained as that of Hannibal, if there was need for haste, could 
readily have covered 2 5 kilometres a day in the favourable marching con
ditions of the country through which he was moving at this time. The 
~oman army, too, in hot pursuit through friendly territory, could have 
c:overed a similar distance daily. Later on, in bringing Hannibal from 
the Col de Grimone to the Col de la Traversette, Sir Gavin makes his 
vanguard average 20 kilometres a day for nine days, and is forced to 
remark (p. 71) : ' This is at a faster rate than the 8oo stadia ( 142 kilo
metres) which he marched " along the river " at) 14 kilometres a day. 
Th~s difference in speed may appear curious, but Polybius's accoul).t is 
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quite specific as regards distances and the time taken to cover them.' 
That is, Hannibal moved faster through the difficult country of the 
Alps themselves than in the straight march' along the river' ; which 
is quite unlikely. The reference to the vanguard i~ misleading : 
Hannibal would hardly have let his army string out on a march 
through hostile country. But, even granting that his troops could 
march 20 kilometres a day in the Alps, the military urgency for speed in 
approaching and leaving the Rhone crossing indicates that he covered 
more than the average I 4 kilometres per day. · It is unrealistic to ignore 
variations in speed, corresponding to the military situation on the 
Rhone. 

If Hannibal \vished to avoid a Roman army stationed at the eastern 
mouth of the Rhone, there was no military sense in crossing the river 
as low as Aries. On the contrary, he could march straight to the stretch 
above the points at which the Durance entered the Rhone and cross 
with the Durance between himself and the Romans. That is why so 
many military historians have set Hannibal 's crossing above Avignon, 
say, about Roquemaure or even higher. As the Aygues flows into this 
stretch of the Rhone, it would then be excluded from consideration 
. with reference to the ' Island.' If Hannibal moved by forced marches 
four days up to the Rhone, say, a distance of Ioo kilometres or a little 
more (depending on where one believes him to have crossed), this 
would bring him near to the junction of the Isere with the Rhone ; 

· vvhich is where the majority of critics have set the ' Island.' , 
Sir Gavin (p. 26) makes the four days' march from the crossing to 

the ' Island ' (in his view, from Aries to the Aygues) cover 62 kilo
metres. But Polybius states that Hannibal marched 1400 stades 
between the crossing of the Rhone and the ' ascent towards the Alps,' 
that is, via the ' Island.' He also states that the distance from the 
' Island ' to the ' ascent ' was 8oo stades. This leaves a distance of 
6oo stades, or I o6 kilometres, between the crossing of the Rhone and 
the ' Island.' What then becomes of Sir Gavin 's 62 kilometres and 
his reliance upon Polybius ? The evidence points to the Isere, not 
to the Aygues. Further, according to Sir Gavin (p. 28), the Roman 
army took three days from ' near the eastern mouth of the Rhone ' 
to reach the point of Hannibal's crossing : ' Scipio's army covered 
nearly 20 kilometres a day in addition to building an entrenched camp 
every night which Roman armies invariably did.' But from Fos at the 
eastern mouth of the Rhone to Aries is a bare 40 kilometres. Even if 
one does not argue from these places precisely, there is certainly not a 
three days' march at 20 kilometres daily. Incidentally, the Romans 
11eed not have spent much time over their camps, as they marched at 
speed through friendly territory ; but to take up Sir Gavin on his 
own argument even if the Romans did so, they had a capacity for 
forced marching well beyond that of the average 14 kilometres from 
which he argues in reference to Hannibal. Yet Hannibal's army was 
in better training than the Roman ]evies. From these points it will 
appear that Sir Gavin has done serious violence to what . must be 
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regarded as the soundest part of the military evidence in Polybius and 
Livy, that is, the marching times. 

There is only one condition on which we might accept Sir Gavin's 
compression o.f the estimates of distance, and that rests upon his claim 
to identify the Aygues as the river which Polybius connected with the 
' Island.' Both Polybius and Livy state that the ' Island ' was a piece 
of land lying at the junction of the Rhone and another river, which 
they named. We know the name only from copies of their work 
written as late as the 1oth and 1 rth centuries A.D. For Polybius the 
MSS. give the name as Skaras or Skoras, for Livy as Arar or Sarar. 
Since the two historians agree in so many details, which may be attri
buted to the original account of Silenus, we should expect to find them 
in agreement about the regular name of the river. But the copying 
and recopying of work by series of scribes leads inevitably to errors, 
even in ancient MSS., particularly in the case of unfamiliar place-names, 
where the context does not help the scribe to decipher his predecessor's 
handwriting. Any editor of a text based upon MSS. has 'to correct 
the mistakes that have crept in, and he does this in the light of the con
text, working back from the surviving form of the word. The edi~@rs 
of Polybius and Livy have accepted the evidence that points naturally 
to the Isere, which in Greek would have been Isaras and in Latin 
Isara. A glance at the readings noted above will show how easily 
they represent misreadings of Isaras and Isara respectively. That is 
why the modern editions print this name. 

In Chapter III Sir Gavin takes the editors severely to task and 
accuses them of ' falsifying ' the text. This is unfair. The larger 
editions, which anyone working on the problem should consult, give 
the readings of the MSS. and acknowledge the emendation, which is a 
legitimate one. Further, he confuses what the surviving MSS. present 
with what the historians themselves wrote. For example, with reference 
to the river (p. 14), he writes, ' Polybius called it the Skaras (or Skoras) 
and Livy the Arar'. In fact, we do not kno'\IV what the historians 
called the river : we only know what the MSS. have preserved of the 
name ; and the difference in the MSS. casts doubt on their readings. 
It is gratuitous to assume that the original story gave two names, of 
which Polybius happened to choose one and Livy has the other, simply 
in order to retain these readings, when they can be referred on grounds 
of sense and appearance to one name like Isaras. The evidence does 
not permit anyone to argue from the assumption that Skaras '\~Vas 
definitely the name of the river. 

For the next stage of Sir Gavin's argument, it will be best to quote 
verbatim (p. 21) : ' It is not difficult to recognise Polybius's Ska1"as in 
the medieval forms I carus, Aigarus, Equeris, Ecaris, etc., and I cannot 
understand why it has fallen to me to discover and point out the 
significance of this for the solution of the problem of Hannib~l's route. 
The change in the form of the name is in accordance 'vith the principles 
of Romance philology 'vhich provides many examples in Gaul of the 
prefixing of an e to words beginning with s followed by a consonant, as 
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in scala : escalier. The s then dropped out (as in stella : etoile ; 
schola : ecole) at a later date which in the south of France is found to 
have been about the 13th century. 'rhere can therefore be no doubt 
that Polybius's Skaras is the same river as that which was called Icarus 
in the Middle Ages.' The philological argument is quite unacceptable. 
One would expect to find the s still present in the early medieval forms 
of the name. The s probably dropped out in the 13th century, but 
in the North of France, and not, generally speaking, in Provence. 
Actually, in Provence, as Dr. P. Rickard kindly informs me, the s is 
still pronounced in modern dialects, and in the Vaucluse region (where 
the Aygues flows into the Rhone) thesis well preserved, e.g. eskolo for 
ecole. River names, moreover, are usually more conservative than 
common nouns. In any event, even if s dropped out, it would have 
continued to be indicated in spelling for centuries, just as it did in the 
North. The first part of the names cited above may in fact represent 
nothing more than aqua on its way to becoming Aigu·e and so Aygues. 
The original uncertainty of Skaras and the falsity of the philological 
argument combine to invalidate Sir Gavin's identification of Skaras 
with the Aygues, and this brings us back to the strict historical evidence. 

In final reference to the ' Island' we may consider Sir Gavin's dis
cussion of the Allobroges, an extensive tribe that occupied the country 
stretching northwards between the Rhone and the Isere and Alps. 
Both Polybius and Livy describe how Hannibal intervened in a struggle 
between two princes in the ' Island ' and put the elder in power. 
Polybius gives no names, but Livy refers to the elder prince as ' Braneus ' · 
(' Brancus ' is . an emendation) and to the people as Allobroges. Pre
viously in mentioning the ' Island ' Livy had said that the Allobroges 
lived in the neighbourhood (' incolunt prope '). Polybius tells us that 
because Hannibal was concerned about the prospect of passing thr0ugh 
the territory of the Allobroges, the prince escorted him up the river 
with his warriors ; the Allobroges held off while Hannibal was in the 
river valley, but as soon as the prince returned and Hannibal began the 
' ascent towards the Alps ' the Allobroges gathered to oppose him. Sir 
Gavin claims (p. 32) that Livy contradicts himself in making Allobroges 
first live near the ' Island ' and then actually live £n it, and concludes 
that Livy was mistaken in calling the inhabitants of the ' Island ' 
Allobroges, because Braneus escorted Hannibal in order to protect 
him aga£nst the Allobroges. His view (p. 24) is that, if the ' Island ' 
was not Allobrogian but the j1:1nction of the Isere and the Rhone was, 
the ' Island ' cannot be at this place ; and so he proceeds with his 
conclusion that it lay at the junction of the Aygues and the Rhone. 

This ingenious argument is open to question in detail and mislead
ing as a whole. Polybius often omits unfamiliar names that he does 
not consider essential to his account, e.g. Braneus at this point, and his 
silence about the inhabitants of the ' Island ' does not necessarily mean 
that they were not Allobroges. As has often been remarked, Livy's 
mention of the Allobroges in the neighbourhood of the ' Island ' is a 
general reference to the region, and does not exclude a particular. 
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reference to the ' Island ' as Allobrogian. When Braneus escorted 
Hannibal, this was not because Hannibal needed military help but in 
order to secure a safe passage for him by forestalling attack : that is, 
the Allobroges would not attack Braneus, whom we may therefore 
take as one of themselves. In any event, taking the references as 
a . whole, it is surely clear that the account preserved by Polybius and 
Livy has brought Hannibal to the territory of the Allobroges on the 
Isere. If he had stopped on the Aygues, nearly 100 kilometres down 
the Rhone, with oth~r tribes occupying the land in the neighbourhood, 
there would have been no point in all this reference to the Allobroges. 
Since Hannibal had to pass through the territory of the Allobroges, 
he must have reached the Isere, and Sir Gavin has no case for excluding 
the Isere route from his passage of the Alps. 

From the ' Island,' Polybius tells us, Hannibal marched Boo stades 
' up the river ' over level country, in no danger from the Allobroges 
until he began the ' ascent towards the Alps,' at which point they 
gathered to attack him. Livy, on the other hand, makes Hannibal 
turn left (' ad laevam ') and follow a route marked by reference to the 
Tricastini, Vocontii and Tricorii, until he reached the Durance ; 
after which he marched over level country(' campestri maxime itinere '), 
in peaceful conditions until he faced the Alps and the Gauls prepared 
to attack him. From here on Polybius and .Livy are in close agreement 
about the details of Hannibal's passage of the Alps. On the assump
tion that the dioceses of this part of France go qack to the ancient Gallic 
tribal territories, Sir Gavin (p. 35) connects the Tricastini with St. 
Paul-Trois-Chateaux, the Vocontii with Die and Vaison-la-Romaine, 
and the Tricorii with Gap, and so brings Hannibal from the Aygues 
by this route to the Durance in its middle reaches. There is little 
reason to doubt the main lines of this identification of the route 
mentioned by Livy. The problem is different and much more serious. 
For the account of Hannibal's movem.ents up to the ' Island' we have 
had the detailed agreement of Polybius and Livy, reflecting a single 
original source, Silenus ; and we shall find a similar agreement in 
detail between the two historians for the actual passage of the Alps·, 
from the same original source. Only at the pres.ent point do we meet 
any difficulty in their stories. Has Polybius omitted the section 
presented by .Livy ? Or has Livy added the section from another 
tradition entirely ? This is a question which we must answer before 
considering Sir Gavin's case. 

On the evidence there can only be one answer. Polybi~s may omit 
unfamiliar names that do not contribute to ~he understanding of his 
narrative ; but at this point, after his careful account of Hannibal's 
previous movements and before his equally careful description of the 
passage of the Alps, we cannot assume that he made Hannibal march 
without incident up 100 miles of level river valley if Silenus had taken 
him, elephants and all, across one of the great Alpine rivers, wh~n it 
was in spate. Polybius's omission shows that Livy's section was not 
in their common historical source. Further, if we set the ' Island ' 
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in the Allobrogian neighbourhood, on the Isere, as the references to 
the Allobroges indicate, Livy's statement that Hannibal turned ' to 
the left ' would lead him directly av1ay from the Tricastini, etc. This 
section, in fact, bears all the signs of an entirely different tradition, 
which took Hannibal across the Rhone presumably just above the point 
where the Durance flows in, and then made him follow a detour to the 
left, north of the regular Roman route up the lower Durance, so as to 
swing back later to its middle reaches. Isolating this section as an 
extraneQus insertion, we do not have to explain how Livy could have 
Hannibal marching over level c9untry after leaving the Durance, which 
is topographically absurd. It is here that Livy returns to the tradition 
of Silenus in agreement with Polybius, and he then remains as faithful 
to it as before. This is only one of many places where Livy uses the 
' scissors-and-paste ' method of combining different stories in order 
to achieve as much vivid description as possible. . 

If Sir Gavin wishes to lead Hannibal via the Tricastini, Voco~tii and 
Tricorii to the Durance, and so to the Col de la Traversette, he must 
separate this version completely from that connected with the ' Island.' 
In the ancient accounts, as in the modern theories, the difference lay 
between an Isere route via the ' Island ' and a Durance route via the 
Tricastini, etc. Livy's section (it has been pl,ausibly attributed to 
another of Livy's main authorities, Claudius Quadrigarius, a Gaul 
\Vriting Roman history in the time of Sulla) represents the Roman view, 
based upon the Romans' use of the Durance valleyas a route to Spain. 
If we accept Silenus as the source of the version common to both 
Polybius and Livy, this version, as that originally of a man who marched 
with Hannibal, will take precedence over the Roman one. Further, 
if we attempt to argue, as Sir Gavin does (p. 48), from the lists of Alpine 
passes given by Varro and Strabo, their evidence need only apply 
specifically to the Roman version. , 

If we separate Livy's section about the Durance from the other 
tradition connec-ted with the ' Island,' we must likewise separate it 
from the account of the subsequent passage of the Alps, where Polybius 
and Livy are again in agreement. This will anticipate the difficulties 
which Sir Gavin meets when he tries to relate its details to his route 
via the Col de Grimone to the Col de la Traversette. For instance, 
following Livy alone, he brings Hannibal up the Rhone through the 
territory of the Tricastini to the Drome, then up the Drome to the 
route over the Col de Grimone, through the edge of the territory of the 
Vocontii, and here he places the first battle with the Gauls, as described 
by Polybius an~ Livy. When Hannibal had crossed this pass, Sir 
Gavin continues (p. 41 ), he had entered the territory of the Tricorii. 
Yet, according to Livy, Hannibal had not only passed the Tricastini, 
Voc9ntii and Tricorii but crossed the Durance and marched undis
turbed over level country towards the Alps before he reached the site 
of this first battle. Sir Gavin should not mishandle the evidence thus . 

• 

There is no necessity at all to connect Grimone with Coelius Antipater's 
Cremonis iugum in reference to Hannibal's pass over the Alps. Livy 

• 



• 

IOO HANNIBAL'S PASSAGE OF THE ALPS 

definitely connects the Cremonis iugum with the Graian Alps, i.e. the 
Little St. Bernard Pass, where we find Mt. Cramont, and he pre
sumably knew the contemporary names of the Alpine passes. Also, · 
who would identify a main pass over the Alps with a minor sub-Alpine 
pass between the Rhone and the Durance ? Sir Gavin gives this 
argument as a ' reason ' (p. 39) but then (p. 41) refuses to press it. 

The difficulties accumulate, and need only brief mention. What are 
the Allobroges doing down among the Vocontii, when (in Sir Gavin's 
view) Hannibal had not approached their territory ? According to 
Polybius, the Allobroges occupied the heights commanding the defile 
of the first battle but retired at night to a neighbouring town. Sir 
Gavin sets this town in the region of La Batie-Montsaleon, about 
35 kilometres from the Col de Grimone. ' This neighbourhood,' he 
remarks (p. 6r) ' was therefore within Hannibal's reach on the second 
day of his march across the Alps.' But was it, at this distance, within 
the Gauls' reach for a night's rest in between holding the Col de 
Grimone by day ? Then he has Hannibal marching to Montdauphin in 
four days at 2 5 kilometres a day, and even penetrate the gorges of the 
Guil to Chateau-Queyras, and continue after a battle to the Col de la 
Traversette, at the same speed. One may not refer these distances 
only to the vanguard : Hannibal must have kept his troops together 
to protect his baggage train. Few will believe that Hannibal would 
have kept up this rate in such difficult country, and one would scarcely 
expect a critic who limits him to 14 kilometres a day in the earlier 
favourable conditions to be satisfied with the evidence. Sir Gavin's 
argument here is both inconsistent and unrealistic. The obvious 
implication, if we accept the timetable of Polybius and Livy, is that 
Hannibal cannot have come this way. 

Since Hannibal had trouble with the elephants in descending steeply 
from the pass over snow of the previous winter, Sir Gavin argues for a 
high pass, and in particular for the Col de la Traversette ( r o,ooo ft. ). 
But snow can lie in sheltered drifts certainly at 6,ooo.ft. The descent 
was by a narrow and precipitous path limiting the movement of the 
elephants, and one snowdrift of the kind described by Polybius and 
Livy, lying across the path, would have blocked the elephants. Similarly, 
the rock which Hannibal split with fire and vinegar need not have been 
large to present a fatal obstacle. Certainly Hannibal did not cross by 
one of the easier passes, but in terms of steepness and of the possibility 
of snow on the Italian side, the Col Clapier (8,173 ft.) challenges the 
Col de la Traversette. Both passes give a commanding view of the 
Po valley, which Hannibal showed to his troops. Sir Gavin states of 
the Col Clapier (p. 67) that it ' is only accessible from Modane in the 
valley of the Arc, a tributary of the Isere, by which route there is no 
documentary or scientific evidence that Hannibal went at all.' On 
the contrary it must be said with equal firmness the evidence for the 
location of the ' Island ' and for the presence of Allobroges along the 
route points to the Isere valley, and this brings the Col Clapier well 
into the picture. Finally, if Hannibal had crossed the · Col de la 
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Traversette he would have descended to Saluzzo, some 50 kilometres 
south of Turin among the Bagienni, too far away to be considered as 
reaching the territory of the Taurini (Livy) or that of the Insubrian 
confederation (Polybius ). We have to look rather to the valley of the 
Dora Riparia, which debauches on Turin, and this, too, points to the 
Col Clapier. Working on the agreement of Polybius and Livy for the 
tradition of Silenus and treating Livy's special insertion as another 
tradition entirely, good military historians have taken Hannibal up to 
the ' Island ' at the junction of the Isere and the Rhone, thence up the 
Isere valley, cutting across to the valley of the Arc, with a battle, and 
so up the Arc past Modane to the second battle and the Col Clapier. 
This route fits the timetable and the terrain, allowing for shorter 
distances each day than Polybius 's average where the going became 
hard and dangerous, and there is no sound reason for excluding it from 
consideration. 

Sir Gavin's treatment of the evidence has forced this review into 
detailed criticism, because it is not easy to break away from the emphasis 
of his interpretation. The best procedure would be to take Polybius 
and Livy in one hand, and Alps and Elephants in the other, reading the 
ancient historians first, and travel the Alpine passes, the Durance and 
the upper Isere. Then the ins~ructive parts of the book will show up 
to advantage, its weaknesses will become apparent, and the reader will 
thank Sir Gavin for bringing one of the most fascinating controversies 
to life once again. 
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