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Aeneas

 


Biography

 


Human and
divine

Aeneas (12th century BC) is a legendary figure, featured in Greek and
Roman mythology. Born from Anchises and Venus, the goddess of
beauty, he was the son-in –law and cousin of Priam – king of Troy –
from his father’s side; he was also prince of the
Dardanians.

Aeneas was an
extraordinary warrior and took part in the final part of the war
that ravaged his hometown; the Romans have traditionally considered
him as their progenitor.

After running away from Troy, Aeneas made
an adventurous journey – described by Virgil in his epic
masterpiece called Aeneid – to the
shores of Latium, where he founded Lavinium, while his son Ascanius
created the town of Alba Longa, the cradle of future
Rome.

His father was
an amazingly handsome man and his love with Venus was punished by
Jupiter out of jealousy; so the god crippled Achises, who was also
guilty of disclosing his sacrilegious affair.

Aeneas was born
on Mount Ida, surrounded by nymphs and the centaur Chiron. He grew
up to become a strong and brave man; then, he married king Priam’s
daughter, Creusa, who gave him his son Ascanius.

Aeneas
initially decided not to take part in the war against the Achaeans,
as he disapproved of Paris’ behaviour and Helen’s abduction. But
when Achilles, coming from abroad, robbed the herds that Aeneas
left to pasture on his native mountain, he decided to join Paris
and the valiant Hector in the fight.

 


The Trojan
War

Aeneas killed many enemy warriors,
including the fearsome brothers Crethon and


Orsilochus, the valiant
Aphareus, and Medon, who replaced Philoctetes in leading the
Achaean ships.

When the Greeks
were about to defeat Troy, Aeneas had a dream in which he foresaw
the destiny of the city and his mission to found a new and glorious
race in another land. So, the hero took his old and crippled father
Anchises on his back, he took Ascanius’ hand and left with his
wife, Creusa. However, while escaping, Creusa was caught by flames
and died. After a while, she appeared to him in a dream and told
him to continue his journey.

Virgil’s
account of the following years is full of twists and adventures,
first in Thrace and then in Crete, always looking for his future
land, until another dream showed him that the final destination was
in Italy.

So, the Trojans
landed at Erice, in Sicily, where Anchises died and then started
sailing again. A terrible storm unleashed by Juno – who had always
been hostile to the Trojans – made them crash on the Northern
shores of Africa. Here, in the city of Carthage – a future
arch-enemy of Rome – Aeneas fell in love with Dido, the Queen of
the city; then, Hermes reminded him of his duty and he resumed his
journey, renouncing the queen’s love.

After roaming
about the peninsula for a long time and going in the underworld –
where he had important revelations, Aeneas finally reached the
Tiber mouth, the place he was destined to find.

 


Landing in
Latium

Those lands
belonged to the Latins, whose king gave his only daughter Lavinia
to Aeneas, just as an oracle had foresaw. This event unleashed the
wrath of another suitor, Turnus, the powerful king of the
Rutulians. The excuse was the killing of a stag by Ascanius.

Aeneas won this epic battle, which ends
Virgil’s Aeneid, also
thanks to the weapons built by Vulcan – the god of fire and metal
forging – upon request of his mother Venus, so he was able to
prevail on his new land.

According to
tradition, after a four-year reign, he died during a battle against
the Etruscans, a population that was traditionally hostile to the
future Romans. Amidst lightning bolts and thunders, Aeneas was
welcomed to Mount Olympus. The first great hero of Roman history
went back to his origins, ensuring Rome a brilliant destiny
protected by the benevolent gaze of the gods.

 


Great
Battles

 


In Troy,
against Diomedes and Achilles

Aeneas’ valour
in battle was extraordinary, second only to the unrivalled Hector.
Favourite son of the Olympus, he was often helped by the gods
during his battles.

After the fight
between Menelaus and Paris, Aeneas got on a war chariot and faced
his enemies together with Pandarus. The Greek Diomedes succeeded in
killing Pandarus and the other Achaeans showed no mercy for the
corpse and tried to take him to their camp. But Aeneas jumped off
the chariot and defended his friend’s body with his spear and
shield, almost roaring like a lion. Nobody was allowed to get
close, and anyone who tried got killed.

During the
fight with the very strong Diomedes, Aeneas got wounded by a rock
that he had thrown at him, but he got rescued by Venus who
intervened to help him. Then, Diomedes impudently dared to attack
the goddess, so that Apollo had to come down to defend both and
shelter the wounded hero in his temple of Pergamos, where he was
carefully healed.

After Patroclus
was killed, Achilles threw himself back into the battle. Aeneas
challenged the Greek demigod and flung his spear at him, missing
the target. Then, Achilles responded by throwing his spear that hit
Aeneas’ bronze and leather round shield, piercing it and making it
sound like a drum. Nobody could challenge Achilles, so the gods
intervened once again to keep Aeneas from being killed. A thick fog
sent by Poseidon closed around him and brought him to the back
lines of the army, saving him.

 


In Latium

Upon his
arrival in Latium, Aeneas immediately faced a very strong rival.
Turnus, king of the Rutulians, soon showed his bellicosity.
Frustrated for being anticipated in the conquest of the beautiful
Lavinia, he seized the first opportunity he had to unleash his
wrath upon the Trojans. He gathered his men and challenged them,
while Aeneas was going up the river Tiber to meet Evander, king of
the Arcadians and Aeneas’ friend.+

While Aeneas
was arranging his alliance with the Etruscans, the Trojan camp was
besieged by 1400 Rutulians and, in spite of Nisus’ and Euryalus’
courage – who tried to reach Aeneas to report what was happening
but were discovered and murdered – the Trojans in the camp suffered
the Rutulians’ attack.

The slaughter
had already started when Aeneas – with his men and the support of
the Etruscans led by Tarchon and the Arcadians led by Pallas –
managed to rescue his comrades. The fight was making many victims
and Turnus was slaughtering his enemies. Even Pallas, one of
Aeneas’ loyal friends, was killed by him.

Seeing his
friend dead, the Trojan leader was filled with anger and, losing
the self-control that had always characterized him, he was blinded
with rage and thirst for revenge. He threw himself against
Tarquitus, a valiant enemy: he killed and beheaded him, throwing
his dead body in a river. Then, he attacked Mezentius – a Rutulian
officer – who was seriously wounded and his son Lausus, who had
come to rescue his father. Then, Aeneas’ sword placated, while Juno
rescued Turnus, saving him from Aeneas’ incredible wrath.

Aeneas paid his
funeral honours to Pallas and then led his men against the Latins’
town. The Rutulians troops, led by the surviving Turnus and Camilla
– the warrior queen of the Volscians – prepared for the battle. The
horsemen led by Turnus attacked the Trojan infantrymen, while
Camilla – leading her men – attacked the Etruscans. Another epic
battle followed.

Camilla died,
so Turnus decided to end the battle with a personal duel with
Aeneas. The Trojan hero soon defeated the Rutulian king and, after
considering sparing his life, killed him.

 


Ancient
Sources

Apollodorus, Epitome; Homer, Iliad;
Livy, History of Rome from its foundation; Ovidius, Metamorphoses; Virgil, Aeneid

 


~~~~

 


Ascanius

 


Biography

 


Running away
from Troy

Son of the mythical Aeneas – the Trojan
hero who survived the Trojan War (circa 12th century BC) and ancestor of the founders of Rome
and the Roman line – Ascanius inherited his father’s determination,
virtue, courage and fear of the gods.

In Virgil’s
times, Ascanius was also known by the name of Iulus. Therefore, he
originated the Gens Giulia, the glorious Roman line that included
some very important people like Gaius Julius Caesar and Octavian
August, the first Roman emperor.

Ascanius’
mother, Creusa, daughter of Priam and Aeneas’ first wife, died
while leaving the town of Troy ravaged by the fire set by the
Greeks. According to Virgil’s tale, during this terrible night,
young Ascanius was wrapped by a mysterious tongue of flame sent by
the gods to protect him. With his father Aeneas, he took the long
journey to the shores of Latium where the king of the Latins
welcomed Trojan exiles.

 


The origins of
Rome

Here, while
hunting, Ascanius killed a stag by mistake; the stag belonged to
Sylvia, a Latin maiden. This caused the wrath of many shepherds,
followed by many courtiers. The fight caused the death of Sylvia’s
brother, Almon, who was mortally wounded by an arrow in his
throat.

The story goes
that this death was the reason to start a war between Latins and
Trojans, during which Ascanius killed Numanus, Turnus’
brother-in-law. Turnus was the king of the Rutulians, a pre-Roman
population living on the shores of Latium and an enemy of the
Romans. Their main town was Ardea.

Upon Aeneas’
death, Ascanius founded Alba Longa, which was ruled by him until
his death and then by Aeneas’ other son, Silvius. According to
tradition, Ascanius was the ancestor of the founders of Rome,
Romulus and Remus.

 


Great
Battles

 


The war against
the Rutulians

In the violent
battle between the Trojans and the Italic tribes, Turnus (king of
the Rutulians) showed up at the Trojan camp blinded by rage and led
his men in a furious attack. The Trojans tried to defend themselves
but one of their two towers was set on fire and collapsed.

Meanwhile,
during the battle, Ascanius wounded Numanus, Turnus’
brother-in-law, who started making fun of the Romans in spite of
his wound, saying they were not fit for war. At that point,
Ascanius was overwhelmed with rage and killed him with his arrow,
causing panic in the enemy’s lines.

 


Ancient
Sources

Livy, History of Rome from Its
Foundation;
Virgil, Aeneid

 


~~~~

 


6th century BC

 


~~~~

 


Horatius
Cocles

 


Biography

 


A legendary
figure

Horatius Cocles (6th century BC) was a legendary figure in Roman
history. Descendant of the Horatii triplets, he defended the bridge
that led to Rome all by himself when Lars Porsenna attempted
reaching the city.

His sacrifice for his country was often
recalled during the history of Rome. His brave example still
inspired the soldiers of the Empire in the 2nd century AD to resist the enemy hordes and defend
the Roman borders.

The Latin name Cocles means
one-eyed. Dionysius of
Halicarnassus reports that he was appointed consul not only because
he was crippled because of the wounds suffered during the battle
against the Etruscans.

 


The Etruscan
threat

Porsenna’s
Etruscan army were preparing to besiege the city of Rome. After
occupying the Janiculum hill and forcing the Romans to leave their
fields and escaping within the city walls, the invaders decided to
go on along the western shore of the Tiber and cross the Sublicius
bridge to complete their invasion of Rome.

The Romans
responded by destroying the bridge, which had been specifically
built in wood so that it could be easily destroyed if necessary for
the safety of the city.

Many citizens escaped. Spurius Larcius and Titus Herminius
– future consuls of Rome - were
by Horatius’ side, so he asked them to find the courage to help him
in this feat: they started to pull down the bridge, until a very
small part of it was left.

Then, Horatius
ordered his friends to retreat and find a safe place, while he
would fight till the end to stop Porsenna’s advance on his own,
like a true hero. The Etruscan were impressed by his courage, but
the battle was extremely hard.

 


Back to
Rome

Polybius
reports that, after successfully completing his task, Horatius
plunged into the Tiber wearing his armour and drowned. Livy, on the
other hand, reports that not only Horatius did manage to reach the
shore safe and sound, but he also managed to go back to Rome and
the city immediately showed its gratitude for his heroic
gesture.

The whole city was extremely grateful, and
a statue was erected to Horatius Cocles. In order to allow him to
live happily the rest of his life, he was given as much of the public land as he himself could
plough around in one day.

Thanks to the
valour shown by him and by another hero against the Etruscans –
Mucius Scaevola – the Romans succeeded in fighting back Porsenna’s
invasion.

 


Ancient
Sources

Dionysius of Halicarnassus,
Roman
Antiquities;
Livy, History of Rome from Its Foundation; Polybius, The Histories; Valerius Maximus, Memorable Deeds and Sayings

 


~~~~

 


Lucius Iunius
Brutus

(545-509
BC)

 


Biography

 


The founder of
the Roman Republic

Lucius Iunius
Brutus (545 BC circa – 509 BC), belonging to the famous Junia
family, was the founder of the Roman Republic and one of its first
consuls.

Related to the
tyrant Tarquinius Superbus, Brutus gave more importance to Rome
than to kinship, showing great patriotism. A paragon of
determination and flawless honesty, he represented the archetype of
the Roman politician and soldier, devoted to the City and to the
sacredness of the family.

The amazing
republican tradition of Rome started in 509 BC with the revolt that
managed to subvert the monarchic regime that had ruled over the
City until then. This popular movement was led by Lucius Iunius
Brutus who, thanks to a ploy, became the bearer of the need for
justice of the whole population.

 


The
stratagem

According to
tradition, Brutus and Tarquinius Superbus – the last Roman king –
were already on very bad terms. Brutus’ father, a skilful senator,
had opposed the coronation of Tarquinius so, when he finally became
king, he had his revenge and had him killed.

Many Roman
patricians were bound to end the same way, as the tyrant aimed to
get rid of all his opponents. Thus, Brutus (which is Latin for
“stupid”) played dumb to survive this carnage; he also managed to
worm his way in Tarquinius’ family, as he was considered as
completely harmless.

His tasks included taking the hateful
monarch’s sons to the Oracle of Delphi to ask the Pythias –
Apollo’s priestesses – who would rule over Rome after their
father’s death. The Oracle
responded the next person to kiss his mother would become
king.

Brutus, who was
not stupid at all, understood that the word “Mother” – chosen by
the god Apollo – meant Earth, the mother of all living creatures,
and pretended to trip and kissed the ground.

 


His revenge on
Tarquinius

The main cause
– which reminded Brutus of his duty and led him to make something
that would change the history of Rome for good – was an act of
violence committed by Sextus Tarquinius – the king’s son – against
Lucretia, a relative of Brutus’.

After being
raped and threatened by Sextus and believing that this event
dishonoured her and her family, she stabbed herself in front of her
husband and father who begged her to stop.

In front of the
dead body of the beautiful Lucretia, Brutus decided that the time
had come to banish the tyrant and led a popular revolt that forced
the king to go back to Rome, as he was involved in a fight with a
nearby tribe. However, when he got back, he found a united
population against him led by Brutus.

Acclaimed by
his fellow citizens, he declared power to be back in the hands of
the Senate and forced the king into exile.

 


The later
years

A sad event
characterized his later years. His very own son Tullius, probably
with one of his brothers, conspired with Tarquinius Superbus to
have the tyrant back on the throne, but a loyal servant informed
him about these shameful plans.

Although the
people demanded mercy for the young man, his father was adamant and
– because the Republic came before his own loved ones – he ordered
to have him imprisoned and then killed.

In 509 BC,
Brutus was appointed consul along with Lucius Tarquinius
Collatinus, Lucretia’s widower, and fought against the Etruscans
who had allied with the Tarquins in their last attempt to restore
them to power in Rome. During the last battle to defend Rome, he
was wounded to death by Arruns, Tarquinius’ son.

 


Ancient
Sources

Cicero, Letters to Atticus; Livy, History of Rome from Its
Foundation

 


~~~~

 


Mucius
Scaevola

(530 BC)

 


Biography

 


A heroic
deed

Mucius Scaevola
(original name; Mucius Cordus; VII – VI century BC) was a legendary
hero of Roman History. A young Roman nobleman, he distinguished
himself by the bravery and self-abnegation with which he defended
Rome against Etruscan invaders. He earned the name of
Scaevola – meaning “left-handed” in Latin – when he
put an end to the siege laid by Porsena and his troops with a
heroic deed.

The historical
events surrounding the episode that made Scaevola famous took place
around 308 BC, when the army led by Porsena, the Etruscan king of
Clusium, besieged Rome.

Mucius then
volunteered to go on a mission against Porsena: the Senate granted
him their approval, and young Mucius sneaked into the enemy’s camp.
Here he found Porsena distributing wages to his soldiers. At the
first opportunity, Mucius approached the Etruscan general and
stabbed him.

 


A fatal
error

Indeed he who
had fallen down pierced was not Porsena, but his scribe. The
Etruscan guards captured Mucius and took him in front of Porsena.
Mucius, who did not certainly lack courage, revealed his real
intent and the designated victim to the Etruscan king.

While
confessing his plan, he walked to a sacrificial fire and thrust the
hand that had made such a fatal error into the blazing flame,
holding it unflinchingly, until its flesh was consumed.

“Mucius
exclaimed: ‘Here you are; see how meaningless is a the body to
those who can foresee their path of glory!’ Then, he thrust his
right hand into the fire on the sacrifice altar, leaving it to burn
like his soul had become estranged to sense. Astonished by such
courage, the king jumped off his seat, ordered the youth to be
taken away from the altar and said: ‘Now leave, as you dared more
violence on yourself than I meant. I would have applauded your
courage, if it had been intended for my country; I shall release
you, following our war costumes, and let you depart from here safe
and sound’.” (Livy, History of Rome from its Foundation, II,
XII)

Porsena was so
impressed by Mucius’ bravery that he ordered him to be released.
Mucius, still eager to defeat the enemy, daringly declared that he
was only one of the three hundred young noble Romans who had
solemnly sworn to kill the king. Even if he had failed, at least
one of the remaining two hundred and ninety-nine would succeed.

Porsena was
astonished; frightened by the potential threat of the Roman
aristocracy, he decided to take a step back.

“Mucius, who
was then named Scaevola for the loss of his right hand, was
released and followed by some messengers Porsena had sent to Rome;
the king had been so upset both by the danger he had been exposed
to – and from which he had been spared only by Mucius’ mistake –
and the possibility of being exposed to it as many times as were
the youth who had sworn to kill him, that he made some peace
proposals to the Romans.” (Livy, History of Rome from its
Foundation, II, XIII)

Seeing this
reaction, Mucius Scaevola then negotiated a peace agreement between
Etruscans and Romans and persuaded the enemy to return to the town
of Clusium.

 


Ancient
Sources

Florus,
Epitome of Roman History; Livy, History of Rome from Its
Foundation; Plutarch, Life of Publicola

 


~~~~

 



Coriolanus

(527-490
BC)

 


Biography

 


A valiant
general

Gaius Marcius
Coriolanus, 527?-490? BC, a descendant of the ancient and patrician
Gens Marcia, a family with Sabine origins, was a valiant general
who played a crucial role in the war that the Romans won against
the Volscians. Also famous for his courage in battle, however he
lacked moderation and ended his life away from home.

In 493 BC,
leading the Roman army, Coriolanus conquered the Volscian town of
Corioli: thanks to the valour he showed during this war, he gained
the toponymic title Coriolanus, which became his surname. Due to
his great success against the Volscians, he was also promoted and
rewarded with the laurel wreath.

 


For and against
Rome

However, his
political inclinations brought him several enemies, as he was
definitely against granting more rights to the plebs like many
people in Rome required. During the frequent struggles carried out
by the plebeians to claim a more important role in the political
life of the City, Rome was forced to import wheat from nearby
cities at very high prices. Coriolanus denounced this situation
very firmly and risked being lynched by the people.

As a result of
these events, Coriolanus was put on trial and even the Senate left
him to his fate. Exiled from Rome in 491 BC when Marcus Minucius
Augurinus and Aulus Sempronius Atratinus were consuls, and smitten
with deep rancour, he fled to the very Volscians he had defeated.
Then, after convincing king Attius Tullius, he led them against
Rome out of revenge as he believed the City had been very
ungrateful.

His terrible
wrath was only calmed by the supplications of his old mother
Veturia and his wife Volumnia who, a few miles from Rome, convinced
him to give up his awful plans and go back. However, after
Coriolanus decided to listen to the women’s prayers, the Volscians
saw him as a traitor and murdered him.

 


Great
Battles

 


The Conquest of
Corioli

493 BC. For the
final conquest of Corioli, a Volscian city, the contribution of the
young patrician Gaius Marcius was crucial. Not only did he resist
the attack of the inhabitants of Corioli that during the siege set
out a huge battle, but he also led his troops inside the city,
laying it to waste.

The feat of
Marcius and his men was so important that it outshone the fame of
the consul in charge at the time. The conquest of Corioli
represented a crucial event in the strengthening of Rome, as the
strategic occupation of this town allowed the Romans to access the
Pontine plains through a passage opened between the territories of
Aricia and Ardea.

 


Ancient
Sources

Eutropius, Breviarium ab Urbe
condita; Livy,
History of Rome
from Its Foundation;
Plutarch, Parallel Lives

 


~~~~

 



Cincinnatus

(520 BC)

 


Biography

 


A traditional
figure

Lucius Quinctius Cincinnatus (520 BC circa
– 439 BC circa) was a Roman politician. Born before the
Res
Publica, he was elected
consul and dictator twice, and was always able to save Rome in very
difficult times. A traditional figure in Roman history, Cincinnatus
is famous for his modesty, sense of duty and devotion for his land.
He was chosen as the plenipotentiary ruler of the city when he was
in his eighties.

He belonged to
the gens Quinctia family from Alba Longa and included among the
major Roman families after the Roman conquest.

His top-level political career started in
460 BC, when he was elected consul suffectus (i.e., temporary) replacing the consul Publius
Valerius Publicola, dead during the battles with the rebels led by
Appius Herdonius. Cincinnatus had some personal matters pending and
did not hesitate to show his resentment. As a matter of fact, on
that occasion, he railed against the plebeian tribune who committed
perjury during a trial against his son.

Later, he told
the Senate that – in order to restore the balance with the
neighbouring population – it was necessary to set up an expedition
against the Volsci and the Aequians. The Tribunes, who had not been
consulted on this matter, felt ignored and opposed it in any
possible way. So Cincinnatus stubbornly refused another mandate
offered by the patricians and went back to farm his 4-juger
land.

 


A special
invitation

One year later, Rome needed him again. The
Romans had started a war against the Aequians, but the
consul Lucius Minucius
Esquilinus Augurinus –
who was leading the army – was besieged within his own camp,
surrounded by enemies. Even the other consul, Gaius Nautius Rutilus
– who was fighting against the Sabines – appeared to be unfit for
his task.

Thus, the Romans – who had created the
dictatorship to face this kind of crises – unanimously decided to
elect a dictator.
Cincinnatus looked perfect for this position.

History goes
that the senators went to visit him in the Prata Quinctia, the
lands owned by his family for generations, and asked him to wear
his toga, which was necessary for such an important meeting.
Cincinnatus ordered his wife, Racilia, to bring him the traditional
garment; he wiped the sweat from working the land and heard the
senators’ invitation.

 


His first
dictatorship

Cincinnatus
immediately set out to work. The most urgent matter was the war
against the Aequians. In a few hours he gathered an army and led it
to the Roman camp, where the consul was still held hostage.

The subsequent famous Battle of Mount
Algidus made history. It was a complete success. Not only did
Cincinnatus set Lucius
Minucius Esquilinus Augurinus free; he also defeated the Aequians completely, distributed
the loot to his men and punished the consul who behaved so
inefficiently, forcing him to resign.

Although he
achieved a great success, Cincinnatus – after celebrating his
triumph – resigned from his dictatorship only sixteen days after
the start of his mandate.

 


Dictator
again

After more than
ten years, in 439 BC, Rome needed him once again. Cincinnatus was
appointed dictator to contrast the rise of Spurius Maelius, a very
wealthy plebeian – called “the Knight” by historian Livy – who
wanted to become king.

Thanks to a
skilful political strategy, Cincinnatus managed to preserve the
structure of the State and protect the Republic in a very short
time. While being brought to trial, Maelious tried to resist the
arrest and was killed; upon hearing the news, Cincinnatus did not
flinch, knowing that the Republican values had been protected.

 


Great
Battles

 


Battle of Mount
Algidus

458 BC. The Aequians had been besieging
consul Lucius Minucius
Esquilinus Augurinus in
his own camp on Mount Algidus for three days. Cincinnatus, having
all the power in his hands, headed towards Mount Algidus and –
thanks to forced marches – reached it by the same night.

After arranging
his soldiers in a long line around the enemy camp, he ordered to
dig a ditch and build a fence. Then, the trumpets blared and the
Aequains knew they were surrounded. The Roman soldiers in the camp
– besieged until then – understood that their fellow citizens were
there to help them and attacked the Aequians from behind, as they
were heading towards the rescuers.

At dawn, the
fence ordered by Cincinnatus was ready. Without letting his men
rest for a minute, Lucius Quinctius Cincinnatus ordered them to
attack. Lucius Minucius’ troops had not finished their attack yet
when a terrible fury stormed into the camp. The Aequians understood
they were helpless and immediately begged for mercy.

 


Ancient
Sources

Livy, History of Rome from Its
Foundation
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5th century BC

 


~~~~

 


Marcus Furius
Camillus

(446-365
BC)

 


Biography

 


Pater
Patriae

Marcus Furius Camillus (ca. 446 – 365 BC)
was a Roman statesman and extraordinary general, a legendary
character. He was appointed censor and triumphed four times. He was
five times Dictator and showed a remarkable personality, being able
to improve the fortunes of the City. Because of his influence on
the history of Rome, he was called Pater Patriae and honoured with the title of Second Founder of
Rome.

A descendant of
the famous Furii lineage – from the Latin town of Tusculum – he
showed his great valour when he was just sixteen years old,
fighting against the Volsci and the Aequi in the great Battle of
the lake Regillus. A few years later, he distinguished himself
again against the Etruscans, occupying the town of Veii, which had
been unsuccessfully besieged for ten years.

In order to solve this difficult
situation, Furius
ordered his men to dig under the tall walls of the town and to use
the sewage system to take the enemy by surprise. Camillus was
extremely hard on the people of Veii, ordering to slaughter the
entire adult male population and to make slaves of all women and
children. Back in Rome – with a very large plunder – the general
was celebrated with a magnificent triumph that lasted four
days.

Apparently,
however, Camillus wanted to offer a significant share of the loot
to the gods to thank them, and another share to the State to
balance the great expenses incurred on account of the several wars.
This decision caused great tensions among the citizens and within
the Senate, so that an inquiry was set up.

 


Self-imposed
exile

Camillus’
military achievements were outstanding. After subduing Veienti and
Falisci, the whole Italian peninsula looked up to his victories.
Aequi, Volsci and other populations of Latium asked Rome to enter
into negotiations, as they preferred peaceful settlements rather
than war. Rome almost doubled its territory in a few years,
distributing most of those lands to poorer citizens and becoming
the most important and powerful nation in central Italy.

However,
probably due to the envy caused by his extraordinary triumph,
Rome’s gratitude to Furius started to decrease soon. The
accusations of distributing the loot from Veii in an unfair way –
he was also accused of embezzlement – became so heavy that he opted
for the exile in the nearby town of Ardea.

When the Gauls
– after the Battle of the Allia – besieged the Romans, reducing
them to a last garrison resisting on the Capitoline Hill, Camillus
interrupted his self-imposed exile. He was appointed Dictator and
took command of the Roman army, defeating the invaders and throwing
them out of his native soil.

According to
Eutropius, he chased and slaughtered them, getting back all the
gold given by the Romans as well as all the military insignia
stolen from Rome. Thanks to this heroic action, Camillus was
triumphed again and called “second Romulus”, that is Second Founder
of Rome.

 


The last years
leading the city

After the
terrible invasion by the Gauls, Camillus played a major role in a
courageous reconstruction of the city, gouding – with his
proverbial firmness – the peasants into staying where their roots
stood, as they wanted to move to nearby Veii. In the following
years, he successfully faced Aequi, Volsci and Estruscans and, in
367 BC, another violent raid by the Gauls. Two years later, he was
affected by the plague when he was 81 years old and died in his
beloved City.

 


Great
Battles

 


The siege of
Veii

396 BC. When
Camillus was appointed Dictator to solve the difficult issue of the
siege of Veii, which had been lasting for several years, the tables
turned completely for the Romans. Camillus was a commander that was
able to motivate his troops, who obeyed him blindly, thanks to a
charisma that was acknowledged by everyone, including those who
criticized him.

First of all,
he ordered to set up two teams of diggers, each consisting of six
members, that – working at a fast pace – succeeded in making those
passages under the town walls made famous by historians. Then, when
they had to launch the final attack, he sent some squads under the
walls as a diversion, in order to take the population of Veii by
surprise.

According to
legend, the tunnel made by the Romans came up under the temple of
goddess Juno, who was receiving a sacrifice when the Romans stormed
into the town. The Romans got into the temple and performed the
rite themselves, and then they opened the town gates to their
fellow soldiers. The town was ravaged and the troops had finally
the chance to vent their frustration caused by a long and pointless
siege. Their commander had finally led them to victory.

After ordering
his men to put an end to the slaughter, Camillus realized the loot
was very rich, even more than he expected. However, its
distribution would bring him several political problems and got
ready for a magnificent triumph, which many people considered even
blasphemous, probably because they were envious of his quick
action. Camillus’ generosity and his military skilfulness were not
rewarded with the necessary gratitude and that great victory soon
turned into a bitter sentence for him.

 


The war against
the Gauls

390 BC. The
Gauls had already reached the town of Clusium, after invading most
of Etruria. The nearby populations asked Rome for help. So, the
City sent its ambassadors but the negotiations went awry and, in
July, the Gauls decided to attack Rome.

After the disastrous Battle of the Allia –
where the Romans were totally defeated, marking the
18th
July as dies nefastus
(ill-omened day) in the Roman
calendar – Rome, now
lacking any kind of defence, was routed while most of the Roman
army retreated in the town of Veii. Only a heroic garrison –
besieged on the Capitoline Hill – put up a gallant resistance, led
by Marcus Manlius Capitolinus. This is the event related to the
famous Capitoline geese that saved the city with their cackling.
However, the fight between Romans and Gauls appeared totally
uneven, so the Senate decided to trade freedom with a considerable
amount of gold.

Meanwhile, the
Gauls besieged and looted the nearby towns, collecting a
considerable plunder. These towns included Ardea, a few dozen
kilometres from Rome, where Camillus was spending his self-imposed
exile. When the Gauls set out to attack Ardea, Camillus led the
local forces and immediately prepared a defence force. In order to
motivate them against the enemy, Camillus told his men that the
Gauls were terrible enemies who slaughtered their victims and,
exploiting the greed with which they were splitting the loot,
surprised them in their camp during the night, making a
carnage.

 


After this
extremely successful event, Camillus became the leader of all the
exiled Romans until – thanks to a messenger who succeeded in
reaching the besieged Capitoline Hill – he was officially appointed
Dictator by the Roman Senate, and therefore the highest military
leader. His action – leading 12 thousand men and other troops who
joined him in the meantime – had immediate consequence. Camillus
stormed the Gallic leader, Brennus, just when he was receiving the
agreed amount of gold.

It was a total
success for Camillus and, after seven months of occupation, the
Gauls were forced to retreat. Not content with the first battle,
Camillus chased the Gauls on the way to the town of Gabii,
vanquishing them once again. Thus, he restored the honour lost by
Rome in the Battle of the Allia and removed the Gauls from the
City.

 


Ancient
Sources

Livy, History of Rome from Its
Foundation;
Plutarch, Life of Camillus

 


~~~~

 


Curtius

(400 BC)

 


Biography

 


A legendary
hero

Marcus Curtius
(dead in Rome in 362 BC). A legendary hero for republican Rome, his
name is related to the extraordinary sacrifice he made by offering
his life. He was a valiant soldier, belonging to the Curtia Gens,
an ancient family with Sabine origins.

According to
Livy, in 362 BC a chasm opened in the Roman Forum and all the
attempts to fill it proved unsuccessful. Whatever the citizens put
in it, everything was just sucked into the abyss. So they asked the
Augurs for help about this disturbing phenomenon, and they said
that nothing could close that chasm in the heart of Rome until its
people offered the most precious thing of all to the gods. Thus,
Curtius – who was already famous for his courage in battle and
aware of the task that was awaiting him – devoted himself to the
gods and decided to sacrifice his own life.

He knew that
the most precious thing for Romans was their value in battle. So,
as a real soldier, he took his weapons and threw himself in the
chasm with his horse. As this was exactly what the gods wanted, the
chasm closed right behind him.

According to tradition, the place where
Curtius sacrificed himself now hosts the Lacus Curtius, on the Sacred Road, between the Curia
and the Forum Rostra, in eternal memory of a saviour of the
Country.

 


Ancient
Sources

Livy, History of Rome from Its
Foundation;
Pliny the Elder,
Natural
History

 


 


~~~~

 


4th century BC

 


~~~~

 


Titus Manlius
Imperiosus Torquatus

(390 BC)

 


Biography

 


A main figure
in the Samnite Wars

Titus Manlius Imperiosus Torquatus
(4th
century BC) was a great Roman
general, renowned for his rigid discipline. He was appointed consul
three times as well as Dictator. A main figure in the Samnite Wars,
he offered his fellow citizens and descendants some extraordinary
examples of military valour and faultless honesty, sacrificing any
personal benefit.

His father
Lucius was appointed Dictator in 363 BC, but he was accused by the
plebeian tribunes of preparing the city – against their will – for
a war that he considered impending and necessary. He was also
accused of banishing his son Titus from Rome, on account of his
alleged speaking difficulties, forcing him to perform manual works
in the countryside.

Upon hearing of these accusations, that he considered
as insulting towards his father, Titus went back to Rome and to the home of the tribune
Marcus Pomponius, who was the main spy. Once they were alone, Titus
drew his hidden dagger and threatened to kill the tribune unless he
made a public statement to withdraw those false
accusations.

Thanks to this
act, Titus Manlius became famous in Rome and his reputation grew,
so that his crystal-clear filial love was rewarded with the
appointment as military tribune in the same year.

 


His valour in
battle

In 361 BC,
Titus Manlius distinguished himself with the army of Quintius
Poenus, who had been appointed Dictator to face the formidable
Gauls led by Brennus. During the battle, one of the Gauls suggested
a fight face-to-face. He was really a giant, with an almost
superhuman strength, feared by everybody.

When Manlius
noticed that none of his fellow soldiers dared to challenge him, he
offered himself for the fight and – although he was physically much
smaller than him – managed to defeat him with powerful blows to the
groin and stomach.

After killing him, Manlius picked up
the torque (an
ornament) worn by the Barbarian and wore it around his neck, thus
gaining the name Torquatus, which he passed down to his
descendants.

In 353 BC, he
was appointed Dictator and prepared to attack Caere, an important
city of Etruria, but they responded by sending envoys and an
agreement was reached. Therefore Manlius, who wanted to contribute
to the strengthening of Rome, aimed his armies against the Falisci;
however, they avoided the fight and left their own land
unprotected. Then, in 347 BC and 345 BC he was appointed
consul.

 


The clash with
the Latins

He was awarded
the third and last consulship in 340 BC. At the time, the
representatives of the Latin League were determined to try to reach
the same status of Rome. Titus Manlius particularly rejected one of
the requests made by Annius, representative of the several Latin
populations. Upon the firm denial of Manlius, Annius flew into a
rage and offended Jupiter, who had been consulted for the specific
matter by the Roman representative.

In response to
such a reckless and irreverent behaviour, the Roman consul not only
confirmed his decision, but he also promised Annius and all the
Latins that he would behave in the same way towards all of them.
Thus, the Romans joined forces with the Samnites and declared war
on the Latins.

The clash was
very hard. Titus Manlius and his colleague, Publius Decius Mus,
understood that they could get the best from their men only by
restoring the old codes of conduct in the battle: nobody was
allowed or leave their place during the fight, on pain of death by
the Roman officers.

Even Manlius’
son, a valiant youth but seeking personal glory, failed to obey the
orders. While the rest of the army was orderly deployed, he and
some of his fellow soldiers left their post and led an attack to
the Latins. They killed many enemies and collected a considerable
plunder. The young man candidly went back to the camp with his
friends, showing the outcome of the raid.

 




Manlius’
discipline

Titus Manlius gathered the whole legion.
The decision he was about to make would make him go down in history
for his strong will and loyalty towards Rome, whose welfare should
overcome any personal affection and longing for material things, a
typical example of those imperia manliana that became a paragon of rigour in the Roman
tradition. His son made
a mistake and had to be punished. He indicted him for what he had
done and, before his frightened legions, ordered that he was put to
death.

Manlius was so
ashamed by his son’s conduct that he even refused to take part in
the funeral service; however, once back in Rome, his fellow
citizens did not like this behaviour, which they considered
excessive. Manlius was disappointed by the ungratefulness of his
people, but kept on sticking to his beliefs, even refusing the
Censorship he was offered later.

After the
legendary sacrifice of his colleague Decius Mus, Titus Manlius
distinguished himself against the Latins, defeating them once again
in the crucial battle of Trifanum in 339 BC, successfully ending
the war for the benefit of the Roman Republic.

 


Great
Battles

 


The Battle of
Trifanum

In 339 BC, the
Romans – led by Titus Manlius Torquatus and Publius Decius Mus –
decided to face the Latin populations united in the Latin League.
There were many conflicts before the Battle of Trifanum. Before the
final clash, Decius Mus – a colleague of Manlius’ – had a dream,
which suggested him to sacrifice himself and go down in history as
a paragon of valour. Thanks to his heroic gesture, the Romans –
brilliantly led by Manlius – managed to defeat the enemy
coalition.

It was a very
hard battle and the outcome stayed uncertain for a long time.
Following the clash, the surviving Latins tried to rebuild under
the lead of Numicius; however, with a very clever move, Manlius and
his men managed to defeat them once and for all, preventing them
from making a real attack.

There were also
revolts in some towns and several raids were made on towns under
the Roman rule – including Ardea and Ostia – but the following
year, 338 BC, the Romans finally managed to disband the Latin
League and confirm their leadership on the region.

 


Ancient
Sources

Appian, Samnite War; Cicero, On Duties; Eutropio, Breviarium ab Urbe condita; Livy, History of Rome from Its Foundation; Seneca, On Benefits; Valerius Maximus, Memorable Deeds and Sayings
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Publius Decius
Mus

(d. 295
BC)

 


Biography

 


Famous for his
sacrifice

Publius Decius Mus (d. 295 BC), the son
of Publius Decius Mus,
one of the first plebeians who achieved the position of consul, was
also a consul for four times, a censor and an extremely valiant
warrior. He is famous for his sacrifice that allowed the Romans to
defeat the Senones Gauls and the Samnites.

Born in a family of men who were soon
famous thanks to their military value, both father and son shared
the same inclination for sacrifice, in accordance with that special
idea that Romans used to call devotio.

In the case of extremely serious events,
the commander could decide to sacrifice himself to the gods in
order to receive the necessary favours and change the outcome. He
wore the toga praetexta,
got on his horse and, holding a javelin, pronounced the complex
formula of the devotio. After
performing this rite, he could violently throw himself against the
enemy lines to achieve the most glorious death for a warrior.
Decius Mus’ father sacrificed himself in the Battle of the Veseris
river, while his son followed his example against
Pyrrhus.

Elected consul for the first time in 312
BC together with Marcus Valerius Maximus Corvinus.
When war broke out with the Samnites,
Mus had to stay in Rome due to an illness and it was his colleague
who was sent to lead the Roman legions in the
battles.

In 309 BC, Rome needed a Dictator – in the
person of Lucius Papirius Cursor – and, under his rule, Decius Mus
served the Republic as a legatus. The following year, he became consul again, this time
with Quintus Fabius Maximus Rullianus. Together, they fought and
defeated the Samnites (Second Samnite War). In 306, Decius Mus was
elected magister equitum by the Dictator Cornelius Scipio Barbatus.

 


A glorious
end

In 297 BC, when
Mus and Rullianus were re-elected consuls, the Samnites were still
the main enemies. So the Third Samnite War broke off, where Rome
had to face a remarkable coalition including Etruscans, Samnites,
Umbrians and Gauls.

When Rullianus was elected consul again in
295 BC, he accepted provided that Decius Mus would be his colleague
again, so he was elected consul for the fourth time. This time,
Publius Decius Mus was able to fight and performed the
heroic devotio, leading
his men to victory.

 


Great
Battles

 


Battle of
Sentinum

295 BC. The
plans of the anti-Roman coalition included a pincer movement from
North and North-East to crush the legions. The commander was the
Samnite Gellius Egnatius. The Romans were commanded by Decio Mus
and Rullianus.

Mus, leading
the left flank, was opposite the Gauls. The latter, storming the
camp with chariots of bowmen, attacked cruelly and caused panic in
Mus’ men. The Samnites were clearly surrounding the Romans.

Thus, Decius Mus – seeing the enemies
closing in on his men – pronounced the ritual of
devotio
and charged into the enemy
lines, entering the fray full-armed. Decius’ sacrifice impressed
the enemies and, thanks to the valour shown by Rullianus and the
Roman soldiers – encouraged by this gesture – the battle ended with
the victory of Rome and their loyal allies, the Piceni.

Gellius
Egnatius died in a desperate attempt to save his camp, which were
overcome by the Roman fury. 25 thousand Gaul and Samnite soldiers
died, 8 thousand were made prisoners while Rome suffered a loss of
8 thousand soldiers.

Rome did not
conquer any new territory by this victory, but it confirmed its
power and boasted it all over the peninsula. All of Italy was now
Roman: the Samnites were subdued, the Gauls had lost their best
commanders and they would soon leave Italy from the plains north of
the Apennine.

 


Ancient
Sources

Livy, History of Rome from Its
Foundation; Valerius
Maximus, Memorable Deeds and Sayings
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Curius
Dentatus

(330-270
BC)

 


Biography

 


An important
politician

Manius Curius Dentatus (330-270 BC) was a
general and important politician of the Roman Republic. He was born
a plebeian, distinguished himself for his great courage in the war
against the Samnites, and had access to the whole
cursus
honorum. He was called
Dentatus (“toothy”) because he was born with teeth.

Manius Curius
Dentatus made his first appearance on the Roman political scene as
a plebeian tribune, between 295 and 291 BC. The following year, he
gained the prestigious office of consul, showing great ability both
as an administrator and as a military commander against the
Samnites and the Sabines, deserving two triumphs in the same
year.

In his capacity as praetor,
consul
suffectus (“temporary
consul”), and finally dictator in 284 BC, he governed Rome,
managing to stop the advance of the Celts and reverse the outcome
of the Battle of Arretium, where Lucius Caecilius Metellus Denter
had been soundly defeated.

Appointed
consul again in 275 BC, he managed to repel Pyrrhus, king of
Epirus, once and for all in the famous Battle of Beneventum. He
also defeated the Lucanians the following year and was finally
appointed censor in 272 BC.

 


A paragon of
virtue

In civil life, Dentatus was in charge of
some great public works, including the construction of the second
aqueduct in Rome, the Anio Vetus, which was possible thanks to the war plunder from the
victory against Pyrrhus. In 271 BC, he started the construction of
a canal to completely drain the lake Velino, allowing its stagnant
waters to flow.

He led a frugal
life and had an incorruptible spirit, so that he became a role
model even for Cato the Censor. The story goes that, when the
Samnites sent their ambassadors with gifts to persuade him to be
more accommodating towards them, they found him sitting on a simple
stool, eating turnips from a wooden bowl. He obviously refused
their gifts and, smiling, said that Curius Dentatus was a man who’d
rather give orders to rich people than be rich like them; he also
told them to tell their superiors that he could not be defeated
with weapons nor corrupted with money.

 


Great
Battles

 


Battle of
Beneventum

275 BC. In the early
3rd
century BC, the Roman
expansionist designs started to include the cities of the Magna
Graecia. The people from Tarentum – leading other colonies of
Southern Italy – asked Pyrrhus of Epirus for help to defend them.
Pyrrhus saw this request as an extraordinary chance to lay his
hands on Southern Italy, Sicily, and, possibly, Africa.

So, landed in
Italy in 280 BC with a very strong army, he challenged the Romans
and defeated them in Heraclea and Asculum. After an interlude in
Sicily, in 275 BC, Pyrrhus went back to the peninsula with an army
that now included the Samnites. The Romans were prepared, this
time. They had already conquered many towns in Southern Italy and
were waiting for him in Maleventum, a town in Campania.

The Roman
18-thousand-man army was led by Manius Curius Dentatus, now a very
appreciated and experienced general. Pyrrhus had more soldiers
(about 25 thousand), a strong Macedonian cavalry, Greek hoplites,
skilful bowmen and slingsmen. Moreover, as in Heraclea – that time
with a disastrous outcome – he had a large number of elephants.
However, this time the Romans treasured their previous defeats and
faced Pyrrhus’ amazing army with lucidity and smartness.

The king of
Epirus tried to take the Romans by surprise at night, but his plan
failed because he made some mistakes, revealing his strategy to
Dentatus. So, the two armies faced each other in the open. At
Dentatus’ signal, the Roman bowmen shot fire-lit arrows against the
pachyderms that, frightened by the fire, created confusion among
the Epirotes. Dentatus himself wounded one of them.

 


Thanks to a
continuous sequence of attacks, they exhausted the enemy cavalry,
while the Roman infantry broke through the advancing Macedonian
phalanx, piercing them with a long succession of javelin throwing.
Then, the gladius-equipped legionaries broke through these lines
and showed their skills in hand-to-hand fighting.

The second and
third lines of the legions gave the final blow, wiping out the
Macedonian force by hitting them on their flanks, thus vanquishing
the enemy from the East.

According to
history, 23 thousand enemies were killed and more than one thousand
were made prisoners. Four elephants were taken to Rome alive and
shown to the amazed citizens. This sweeping victory forced Pyrrhus
to go back to Epirus, whereas Tarentum – still resisting the Romans
– surrendered in 272 BC. All Southern Italy was now Roman and the
town of Maleventum, where the great Manius Curius Dentatus led such
a successful battle, was proudly renamed Beneventum as the Romans
believed that the former name meant “the site of bad events” and
changed it to “good event”.

 


Ancient
Sources

Pliny the Elder, Natural History; Plutarch, Cato the Elder; Plutarch, Pyrrhus
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Fabricius
Luscinus

(310 BC)

 


Biography

 


A great
warrior

Gaius Fabricius Luscinus
(3rd
century BC), son of Gaius, was
the first member of the gens Fabricia to move to Rome from
Aletrium, town of the Hernici and loyal ally of Rome since 306 BC.
He was a great warrior and distinguished himself for his valour as
well as his exemplary honesty.

His first
important task dates back to 284 BC, when he was sent as an
ambassador to Tarentum, where he managed to settle peace. Then,
Luscinus was appointed consul for the first time in 282 BC. His
great military and diplomatic skills gave him a crucial role in the
complex expansion policy that Rome promoted within the Italian
peninsula, and particularly towards Southern Italy.

There were many populations occupying
those territories and regular attacks were launched for several
years. Behind these warlike actions – that represented a serious
danger for Rome – there was certainly the longa manus (“hidden hand”) of the city of Tarentum, which had
been worrying for a long time about the strengthening of Rome and
its domination aims. Leading the Roman legions, during that year,
Luscinus headed southwards and defeated the army of Tarentum, as
well as the Bruttians,
Lucanians and
Samnites, achieving a
well-deserved triumph. On that occasion, the Samnites offered him
some gifts to celebrate the peace between the two populations, but
Luscinus disdainfully refused them. This kind of behaviour made him
a model of great austerity and rigour. His insensitivity to
material riches gave him almost a legendary aura.

 


Face to face
with Pyrrhus

After the
scorching defeat suffered by the Romans at Eraclea in 280 BC,
Fabricius Luscinus was sent to negotiate the release of the
prisoners with Pyrrhus. The latter tried to bribe him several times
– apparently by offering him huge amounts of silver or even a
fourth of his reign so that he would talk the Senate into settling
peace – but, impressed by his firm honesty, the king of Epirus
freed the Roman prisoners without receiving any kind of ransom.
History goes that Luscinus himself warned the king about a treason
attempt by the king’s personal doctor.

Luscinus was
appointed consul a second time in 278 BC, again with Quintus
Aemilius Papus, and once again he carried a successful fight
against the Italic populations. After Pyrrhus left the peninsula,
he led the legions that defeated the army of Tarentum. Finally, in
275 BC, he was appointed censor. His incredible integrity never
allowed him to seek wealth for himself, but he was always focused
on his country. Despite being often lured by very rich men and
statesmen, Luscinus always refused their offers in the name of
honesty and sobriety, so that he ended his life in poverty and his
funeral was paid by the State.

 


Great
Battles

 


The liberation
of Thurii

The town of
Thurii had been invaded by the Lucanians and, not being able to
face the oppressors on its own, asked Rome for help. As soon as
Rome was liberated from the Senones, who had already sacked Rome
under Brennus’ rule, the Romans sent some legions led by Luscinus
to help the invaded town.

According to Valerius Maximus, during the
liberation of Thurii in 282 BC, 20 thousand Lucanians and Bruttians
were slaughtered and 5 thousand soldiers were imprisoned. Luscinus
succeeded in inciting his legions so much that, according to
tradition, they thought that the furor of the god Mars surrounded and roused them in the heat of
the battle.

Some ancient
chronicle even mentions the appearance of the god of war and patron
of the Romans, under the guise of a young and extraordinarily tall
soldier, who disappeared when the battle was over. However, it is
very likely that that strong general was Luscinus himself.

 


Ancient
Sources

Dante Alighieri, De Monarchia; Dante Alighieri, Divine Comedy –
Purgatory;
Eutropius, Breviarium ab Urbe
condita; Livy,
History of Rome
from Its Foundation;
Sextus Julius Frontinus, Stratagems; Valerius Maximus, Memorable Deeds and Sayings
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3rd century BC

 


~~~~

 


Atilius
Regulus

(299-250
BC)

 


Biography

 


Sacrifice for
Rome

Marcus Atilius
Regulus (Sora or Balsorano, 299 BC – 250 BC ca.) was a Roman
general and consul. His fame is due to some battles in which he
gallantly distinguished himself and also due to an episode,
shrouded in legend, remembered as an act of great bravery and
patriotism. In order to advantage Rome, he did not hesitate to
sacrifice himself and undergo terrible sufferings.

Marcus Atilius
Regulus was elected consul in 267 BC. Not long ago, Pyrrhus, king
of Epirus, had been driven out and also the town of Taranto had
been subdued. With the help of his colleague Lucius Julius Libo,
Regulus took the lead of the legions stationed in Apulia and
Lucania, ensuring Rome a large part of these territories.

Among the towns
conquered, there was the strategic Brindisi, a seaport that could
guarantee the control over the Adriatic Sea and the real
possibility to embark on an expansion towards the East.

 


Against the
Carthaginians

On the account
of these successes, Regulus was re-elected consul in 256 BC, i.e.
during the eight year of the First Punic War. Together with the
other consul Lucius Manlius Vulso Longus, he built a fleet of at
least 230 ships and 100 thousand men, and he led the clash against
a Carthaginian fleet of equal dimension at Cape Ecnomus. Success
was propitious to him and Regulus and his legions could land at
Kelibia. Regulus’ farsightedness was to divert the war – that was
going on for too long with serious losses on both sides and whose
outcome was still uncertain – to Africa.

Also on the
mainland, Regulus managed to beat the Punics at Adys, a victory
that allowed him to occupy the city of Tunis. After the great
success of the operation, a part of the Roman army was recalled to
Rome under the command of Lucius Manlius Vulso Longus, while
Atilius Regulus started to negotiate the peace talks. Regulus
imposed very strict terms, forcing the enemies to an unconditional
surrender. Convinced to be able to face Romans again, the City
Synedrium rejected the harsh conditions and decided for an all-out
resistance.

In the
meantime, Carthage had been restructured by a Spartan strategist of
great experience named Xanthippus. A total reorganization of the
Punic troops enabled them to face the halved Roman legions and to
defeat them near Tunis. Atilius Regulus suffered a harsh defeat: 5
hundred legionaries were made prisoners and 12 thousand died. The
general himself was captured, whereas only 2 thousand of his men
managed to flee to Kelibia.

 


A new
chance

Many years
passed marked by cruel fights between the two great powers.
Preferred battlegrounds were Sicily and the sea and both sides
suffered heavy losses. After his long period of captivity, which
resulted not to be decisive for the outcome of the conflict,
Regulus was sent to Rome with the precise intent to convince the
Romans to negotiate a peace. If his mission had been unsuccessful,
the Carthaginians, on his return, would have sentenced him to
death.

During his
imprisonment, Regulus deeply investigated the problems and
weaknesses of the historic enemy and, once back in Rome, strongly
urged a last attack against the Punics. He was well aware of the
serious crisis the enemy was facing and, therefore, he firmly
believed that a targeted and powerful action would finally let
Carthage surrender. Extremely motivated, he spurred the Romans to
marshal their strength and to neutralize once and for all the
Carthaginians.

 


The end of a
fatherland’s hero

According to
legend, on returning to Carthage, Atilius Regulus was first
tortured and then executed. Amongst the many torments he went
through, tradition reported he went blind with indescribable agony
having his eyelids cut and that he was encased in the famous barrel
lined with spikes and then made it roll down a hill slope.

Whatever the
factual truths were, his example has been many times quoted by
historians and ancient men of intellect as a paragon of
faithfulness to the word given and unshakable determination. Thanks
to his intervention, together with an unquestionable heroic
attitude, Rome rediscovered the necessary drive to resolve the
conflict after 23 years of fierce fighting and to end the first of
the Punic Wars, i.e. the fist decisive step towards the complete
supremacy over the Mediterranean.

 


Great
Battles

 


The Battle of
Cape Ecnomus

256 BC. The
historian Polybius described this battle as one of the most
important of the ancient world. The deployment of craft and
soldiers was massive. Both lines counted over 350 ships each and at
least 130 thousand men. Although both Carthaginians and Romans were
equipped with quinqueremes, the Roman ones – somehow shorter of
experience – were rather clumsy and slow, especially if compared to
the sophisticated Punic vessels, which had inspired the Roman fleet
itself.

Carthaginian ships, extremely quick and
skilfully steered, had rostra in the prow’s keel, a kind of offence
weapon to ram and defeat the enemy. Notwithstanding the
disadvantage, the Romans were equipped with boarding devices
mounted on the prow, called also corvus, working as real drawbridges ca. 10 meters high and
provided with an iron spike at the end to be easily lowered down
and firmly fastened to the main decks of the rival ships. The
marines were particularly numerous on the Roman ships and this
could turn the naval battle into a hand to hand fighting in which
Romans were practically invincible.

The previous
naval clashes between the two adversaries had always ended in a
tie, though Carthage was slowly moving into Sicily, conquering
strategic territories for the Romans. Now the time had come for a
final clash. In the summer of 256 BC, the Romans, after leaving
Messana, rounded Cape Pachynus and headed for Ecnomus. The
formation of the Capitoline flee was organized into three rows of
ships arrayed in a wedge with a concave vertex, to resist attacks
on multiple fronts. In the middle, protected on three sides, the
heavy cargos advanced. The two consuls were in command of the
flanks. The Carthaginians, instead, displayed most of the flee in a
single line supported by two flanks. The centre was led by the
admiral Hamilcar, whereas the quickest and most powerful ships were
given to Hanno, in the right flank. Both Hamilcar and Hanno have
been defeated by the Romans in past battles. The Punics, with the
large extension of their lines, believed they could easily surround
the solid Roman deployment and literally undo it with their
frightening rostra.

 


As soon as the struggle started, Atilius
Regulus and Vulso Longus pointed against the opponent deployment.
The Carthaginians, led by Hamilcar, staged a retreat with the aim
of drawing the best Roman ships in the open sea. The ships of the
two consuls actually followed them, while those in the back slowly
advanced, keeping in close formation. At this point the two
Carthaginian flanks broke through and attacked respectively cargo
ships and the rearguard of the Roman wedge. The Carthaginians had
already encountered the device of corvus in the Battle of Milazzo and therefore they performed an
outflanking manoeuvre to surprise the Roman ships in the
flanks.

Even the
transport ships, heavy and not suitable for fighting, were forced
to combat and Hanno, with the superior agility of his quinqueremes,
seemed to get the better of the battle. In short, all the ships got
involved in the fight and what Polybius describes is an
unbelievable image with three separate battles taking place at the
same time off Cape Ecnomus. In the long run, probably Hanno and his
men would have triumphed over the enemy, but the Carthaginians did
not take into account the incredible willpower of the Romans. After
a fierce struggle, the ships of Regulus and Longus forced
Hamilcar’s navy to seek safety in flight – this time a real one
–.

The two
squadrons, commanded by the consuls and without losing their
spirit, moved for the other battle that was taking place in the
background, and where thanks to their fierce defense the Roman rear
opposed a superior resistance. Longus rushed at the opponent left
wing, while Regulus attacked Hanno and his ships. The Roman fury
crashed down the enemy restlessly, and shortly the rival flee was
captured and sunk. It was an unparalleled triumph, but still for
many years to come, the results of the First Punic War were
undecided.

 


Ancient
Sources

Eutropius, Breviarium ab Urbe
condita;
Polybius, The Histories
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Fabius
Maximus

(275-203
BC)

 


Biography

 


The Great
Cunctator

Quintus Fabius Maximus Verrucosus
Cunctator (Rome 275 BC – Rome 203 BC) was a Roman politician and
general. A patrician belonging to the gens Fabia, he was Consul five times (from 233 BC to
209 BC) and twice Dictator, in 221 and again in 217 BC. In 230 BC,
he was also elected Censor. Plutarch describes him as a
self-controlled and peaceful man, both with actions and
words.

Member of the ancient gens Fabia, a glorious dynasty, he successfully took
part in the First Punic War and was rewarded with a brilliant
political career. In 233 BC, during his first consulship, he
achieved important military successes over the Ligurians, a Gallic
tribe that he forced to go back to the Alps. The following year,
being a stubborn defender of the upper class, he opposed the
agrarian reforms suggested by Gaius Flaminius, a tribune of the
plebs. Rewarded for his valour and his political determination, in
218 BC, he was sent as an ambassador to Carthage after the Punic
attack to Saguntum, which would trigger the Second Punic
War.

 


A sensible
commander

During the
infamous battle of Lake Trasimene, the Romans were harshly beaten.
The consul Gaius Flaminius was killed and panic swept Rome, which
was feeling on the brink of a precipice by then. In order to remedy
this serious situation, Fabius Maximus was appointed Dictator, as
he was an extremely expert man, appreciated by many.

With a firm hand, Fabius ordered some
important measures, including paying homage to the gods that he
felt the City had neglected lately. From a military point of view,
the new Dictator was also aware of the Carthaginians’ superiority,
so he deliberately avoided to face them directly. He preferred
using a tactic against the valiant general Hannibal that gained him
the nickname of Cunctator, i.e.
the one who played for time.

 


Internal
troubles

This kind of combat – which aimed to
stress the enemy and to eat away its resources – achieved several
and substantial results, but it was opposed in Rome by a strong
faction led by Marcus Minucius
Rufus, Fabius Maximus’ main denigrator. In fact, the Romans seemed to believe that such
a defensive technique was not worthy of their valour and that the
several sacrifices ordered by Fabius Maximus were rather a sign of
weakness. The Senate agreed with these objections and avoided
granting full powers to Fabius Maximus, preferring a more
aggressive behaviour.

A minor but successful attack led by
Minucius, in his capacity as magister equitum, in the absence of Fabius Maximus and against his
orders, fooled the Romans that they needed quite another strategy.
However, right after that, Minucius himself was victim of an enemy
ambush and Fabius Maximus had to go and rescue him.

 


Strategic
vision

After the
crushing defeat in Cannae – suffered by Gaius Terentius Varro
because he used a tactic that was the contrary of Fabius Maximus’ –
the Senate decided to trust him again, finally persuaded that his
attitude was the best at that particular moment in history. Thanks
to his attacks that managed to exhaust the enemy forces, he
achieved several successes. None of them was so sensational to
convince the public opinion, but they were always characterized by
effectiveness and significance just as it happened in Tarentum, a
Punic stronghold in Southern Italy, which was reconquered by
Maximus in 209 BC.

Fabius Maximus
was a crucial figure in the Roman Republic. He held several
offices, including that of leader of the Augurs and Pontifex
Maximus, a combination of posts that would not occur again until
Julius Caesar. He died in 203 BC, before seeing the Romans winning
once and for all against he Carthaginians.

 


Great
Battles

 


The strategy
against the Carthaginians’ advance

In order to
check Hannibal’s advance, Fabius Maximus acted with the greatest
prudence. The Carthaginians had started pillaging the countryside,
so he ordered its inhabitants to take shelter in the cities after
burning and destroying anything that could be useful to the
invaders. Fabius Maximus even used his own financial resources to
arrange the defence for Rome.

Anytime
Hannibal set out towards a new destination, the Romans turned up
before him to remind him that a large force was ready to face him,
making small ambushes but almost always avoiding a massive
attack.

 


Hannibal’s
trap

Due to their
disagreements, Fabius Maximus and Minucius lined up a part of the
army each, even pitching different camps. As soon as he was
informed of this internal conflict, Hannibal made his move and
provoked Minucius.

With a small maniple, he drew the
magister
equitum to the harsh
territory near Campobasso where most of the Carthaginians were
lurking. Minucius, who boasted of being brave but showed tactical
naivety several times, fell into the trap.

After all his
soldiers had been drawn into the gorges, Hannibal ordered his men
out of the caves where they were hiding. The Romans panicked. Many
were killed and several escaped.

However, Fabius
Maximus knew how hasty Minucius could get, so he kept ready to go
into action and kept his army lined up. As soon as he realized what
was happening, he timely ran to rescue Minucius and managed to turn
the conflict around, although with some effort. After this event,
Minucius admitted he was wrong and left the leadership of the whole
army to Fabius Maximus.

 


The conquest of
Tarentum

In 207 BC, the
Senate entrusted consul Fabius Maximus with the task of conquering
the city of Tarentum, which had opened its gates to the
Carthaginian invader three years earlier without being punished.
Fabius Maximus settled the camp west of the modern old town, and
mainly tried to cut all supplies to the city. But then, according
to Livy, the Roman general managed to seize the city thanks to a
stratagem.

Hannibal had
left a garrison of Bruttii soldiers inside the city, and their
commander was in love with a girl. The girl’s brother served under
the Romans. As soon as he knew this, Fabius ordered him to pretend
he was a deserter and enter the besieged city, in order to bring
the Bruttii on the Romans’ side. During the night, in agreement
with them, the Consul himself climbed over the unprotected walls
and opened the gates to his army, who were now able to ravage the
city that had betrayed Rome.

30 thousand
people from Tarentum were enslaved and the booty was huge,
amounting to 80 thousand libras of gold and several works of art.
In particular, a statue of Hercules was brought to Rome and put on
the Capitoline Hill where Fabius – who was self-controlled but not
modest – placed it side by side with a bronze statue portraying
himself on a horse.
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Marcus
Claudius Marcellus

(268-208
BC)

 


Biography

 


“Sword of
Rome”

Marcus Claudius Marcellus (circa 268 BC–
208 BC) was a great Roman general who played a crucial role during
the conquest of Gaul and the Second Punic War. Having killed the
Gallic leader Viridomarus in hand-to-hand combat, Marcellus earned
the spolia
opima, the most
prestigious award for military valour, which had been gained by two
other figures in Roman history only: Romolus and Aulus Cornelius
Cossus.

After
conquering the town of Syracuse, he died in battle becoming a
legendary figure, so much so that Livy often referred to him as the
“sword of Rome”.

 


Young
warrior

Little is known of Marcus Claudius Marcellus’ early
years. According to
Plutarch, he was already an extremely skilled commander as a young
man, following a strict physical discipline, who distinguished
himself as an ambitious warrior and was feared in hand-to-hand
combat. His warlike and impetuous temper was immediately
recognized, which made him very appreciated by his
colleagues.

History goes
that, when he was surrounded with his brother Otacilius, he saved
his brother’s life and valiantly fought off the enemies: having
saved the life of a Roman citizen, he earned the civic crown.

He was highly praised by his superior
officers in the army and, in 226 BC, he was appointed
curule
aedile of the Republic,
the first step of his great cursus honorum and symbol of the great respect he had earned. In fact, the
title of aedile was
generally reserved to upper-class citizens, whereas Marcellus had
plebeian origins. After being appointed Augur, in 222 BC, Marcellus
also gained his first consulship, becoming fully responsible for
the Roman Republic.

 


Against the
Gauls

The Gauls were threatening Rome. The
Insubrians and the Boii had been defeated in Telamon in 225 BC, but
the situation was still unstable. During the fourth year of
fighting, Marcellus was appointed consul together with Cornelius
Scipio Calvus. The Insubrians had already been driven back beyond
the river Po but Marcellus, who was not a consul yet at the
time, persuaded the two acting
consuls not to accept the terms of peace.

As soon as
Marcellus was appointed consul, the Insubrians gathered an army of
over 30 thousand men mainly consisting of allies and, after
crossing the river Po, they attacked Clastidium, a Roman
stronghold.

This
battlefield gave Marcellus the chance to show his great valour in a
hand-to-hand combat against the Gallic leader. Thanks to his
gesture and a model direction of the battle, the Gauls were
defeated and driven back beyond the Roman border.

 


Against the
Punics in Italy

In 216 BC,
third year of the Second Punic War, Marcellus was appointed
praetor. Up to that moment, Rome had suffered great losses and
needed a commander of his standard to turn the war around.

Just when
Marcellus was about to set sail towards Sicily, where he would
fight the Carthaginian fleet, his legions were summoned back to
Rome due to the devastating defeat in Cannae inflicted by
Hannibal.

On the orders
of the Senate, 1,500 of his men got back to Rome while he and his
remaining troops – joining the survivors of Cannae – camped in
Suessula, a town in the Campania region.

From this camp,
Marcellus led some attacks to free the nearby towns and countryside
from the Carthaginian’s grip, achieving a particularly good result
in Nola. Marcellus was the first Roman commander to be totally
successful against Hannibal.

His strategy
consisted in supporting the fence-sitting policy of Fabius Maximus,
while wearing the Punic strength down. Then, in 215 BC, the
Dictator Junius Pera appointed Marcellus proconsul after collecting
information on this difficult situation. Reappointed consul in 214
BC, his colleague being Fabius Maximus, he faced the Carthaginians
again and conquered the town of Casilium.

 


In Sicily

Following this triumph, Marcellus was sent
to Sicily where the focus of the dispute was moving. At the end of
the First Punic War, the island was totally under Roman control
but, upon the death of the king of Syracuse, his young
successor Hieronymous
allied with the Punics,
persuading many other towns to do so: the island was in
disarray.

Counting on a
force of three legions, Marcellus invaded the city of Leontini,
ordered the flagellation and beheading of 2 thousand
pro-Carthaginians and then besieged the city of Syracuse. The siege
went on for eighteen long months, also because of the ingenious
devices designed by Archimedes, the incredibly talented engineer
and inventor from Greece.

The city hosted
thousands of Roman deserters who offered the greatest resistance,
as they were perfectly aware of their awful fate if they had lost
the battle. While most of the army continued the siege, Marcellus
led one third of the army to conquer the cities of Helorus, Megara
and Herbessus.

After this
military campaign, aimed at undermining the city’s provisions and
external support, Syracuse finally surrendered also thanks to a
betrayal.

Marcellus’ successes continued, but the
Punics did not give up or left Sicily for good, as they still could
count on some important cities like Agrigentum. In
211 BC, Marcellus resigned from
command of the Sicilian province, thereby putting the praetor of
the region, Cornelius, in charge.

Upon his return to Rome, Marcellus was denied the
triumphal honors by the Senate, only receiving an ovatio.
The conflict would be closed two years later and not under
Marcellus’ command.

 


Hannibal on the
run

However, he was appointed consul for the
fourth time in 210 BC. Many people accused Marcellus of having had
an excessively brutal behaviour during his campaigns in
Sicily. Representatives of the
Sicilian cities presented themselves before the Senate to complain
about Marcellus’ atrocities.

Thus, Marcellus
was entrusted with the command of the region of Samnium where,
leading another army, he achieved more important victories over the
Carthaginians, bringing many strategic towns under the Roman rule.
Then, he learned that Gnaeus Fulvius’ army had been heavily beaten
by Hannibal, so he faced the Carthaginian general in Muro Lucano,
near Potenza.

The Roman
commander wanted to fight at all costs: due to the Carthaginian’s
strategy, it was not a clear victory but it managed to improve the
Romans’ morale. Hannibal’s tactics was shifty and Marcellus, after
this fight, had to chase him throughout Apulia.

 


Unexpected
demise

In 209 BC,
Marcellus was appointed proconsul again and still had to face
Hannibal in a series of clashes, most of which proved disastrous
for the Roman general. Even when the outcome seemed positive, the
losses were so impressive – also due to the use of the Carthaginian
pachyderms – that it was impossible to chase the losers.

The Senate was
forced to dismiss him from command, in spite of Marcellus’ firm
defence. However, he was still very appreciated by the City and
appointed consul for the fifth time. In this capacity, he took up
arms again for a new mission near Venusia, eager to settle the
score with Hannibal.

While he was on a reconnaissance mission,
leading about two hundred cavalrymen, Marcellus was ambushed by a
Numidian force. He was impaled
by a spear and immediately died.

Hannibal,
acknowledging the great valour of his rival, ordered that the body
be cremated and that the ashes be returned to his son into a silver
urn. So, due to an ambush that caught him almost off guard, one of
the greatest generals in Roman history died.

 


Great
Battles

 


Clastidium

1st March
222 BC. Viridomarus’ armour was shining on the battlefield,
colourful and worn by a giant. The Gallic leader was impressively
tall and strong but Marcellus, confident in his fighting skills,
decided not to back out and to conquer that marvellous armour at
all costs, so that he could dedicate it to the gods.

The Gauls had
already arranged a charge, making such a roar that the Roman
leader’s horse took fright.

However, being
an extremely skilled man, Marcellus managed to tame the animal and
turn the horse around, so that that movement seemed intentional
rather than a bad omen, as the soldiers could think.

Thus, Marcellus
ordered his men to charge without delay, ending up face to face
with the enemy leader almost immediately. Facing Viridomarus’
impressive and shining silhouette, Marcellus did not lose his
proverbial willpower and threw his spear. The accurate and powerful
shot pierced the armour and unsaddled the horseman. Then, Marcellus
got off his horse and hit his enemy with two more terrible blows,
killing him. According to Roman tradition, only a general who had
killed another general could do what Marcellus was about to do. He
touched Viridomarus’ weapons, almost as if they were a sacred
object, invoked Jupiter Feretrius and dedicated the spoils to the
god.

This event had
an incredible impact on the troops’ morale and the Roman forces
quickly vanquished the Gauls, managing to overcome a strong and
large enemy with a limited number of men.

The Insubrians
were driven back towards a river (probably the river Po) and many
ended up drowning, while the survivors were killed one by one.

 


Siege of
Syracuse

213-211 BC. It
was necessary to move the centre of operations to Sicily. After
conquering Leontini, Marcellus headed towards Syracuse, settling
just over a mile from the city.

Impressing
walls encircled the whole city, defending Ortigia and the districts
over the sea in particular. At this point, Marcellus was leading a
fleet of sixty quinqueremes, with several siege machines. Some of
these ships were tied to one another to serve as basis for ladders
to be leaned against the ramparts. Thus, the soldiers on the ships
could directly fight with the besieged.

It looked like
a brilliant plan, also considering that it included bowmen and
slingsmen shooting a significant number of projectiles beyond the
walls before the attack. But the Romans had not considered
Archimedes, one of the most brilliant geniuses of antiquity.
Although he was already seventy years old, the creative talent of
the Greek inventor had not stopped producing amazing devices.

Having unwarily
approached the walls of Syracuse, the Romans were greeted by a
dreadful shower of huge rocks – some of which weighted up to 300
kilos – while the Carthaginians let down long and strong chains
with iron hooks from the loopholes.

These hooks
were used to harpoon the ships, lift them and the let them fall
causing great damages. The impact was huge and Syracuse appeared to
be totally unconquerable. The defence was so effective that, as
soon as the Romans saw something coming out of the walls, even from
a distance, they preferred retreating.

 


In the spring
of 212, after a 18-month siege, the fate of the battle was still
uncertain. Marcellus had left Appian in charge of the siege and
made several expeditions to the surrounding areas, but the general
outcome was not likely to change in spite of the achievements.

However, one
day, one soldier noticed that the wall near the Galeagra tower was
lower than in other parts and was easier to attack. Penetrating
even in just one small area would bring the ultimate success.

A Carthaginian
deserter told the Romans when they could attack to find the lesser
resistance. A big festival in honour of Diana was scheduled for the
next following days. Marcellus prepared with the utmost care and
took advantage of the euphoria of the festival.

Once inside the
city walls, and after killing the few sentries, the Roman leader
sounded the trumpets and the citizens, suddenly awakened, panicked.
All the districts surrendered one after the other except Acradina,
which offered some resistance.

Hippocrates and
Epicydes, the Syracuse leaders, managed to resist until an epidemic
broke out on both fronts, causing very serious losses among the
Syracusans and Punics. The last to surrender was the Carthaginian
fleet, led by Bomilcar. When Marcellus set sail to his ships, the
Punic leader turned his fleet about and sailed towards Taranto,
without even getting into a battle.

The city was
laid to waste, each of its streets was pillaged. The Romans acted
with great cruelty and the victims included even the brilliant
Archimedes, killed by a stupid soldier who probably did not even
recognize him. Marcellus, who thought very highly of Archimedes,
treated the soldier like a sacrilegious person and, in an attempt
to compensate for that awful and meaningless murder, showered the
inventor’s relatives with favours and rewards.
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Scipio
Africanus

(235-183
BC)

 


Biography

 


An
extraordinary strategist

Publius Cornelius Scipio Africanus The
Elder (Rome, 235 BC – Liternum, 183 BC) was a Roman general and
statesman of unquestionable value, an extraordinary strategist and
one of the major figures in Roman history. He belonged to
the gens Cornelia,
an ancient and influential patrician family, and he proved to be
the only one able to push the Carthaginian danger away from
Italy.

He had the
fortune and honour to face Hannibal, one of the greatest generals
of all time, and the enormous ability to defeat him, not by chance
or good luck, but exclusively because of his superior military
valour and lucidity.

His strategic
vision, which allowed him to take into account faraway lands and to
expand the frontiers of the Roman supremacy, aroused a widespread
hostility that probably made his last days particularly bitter.

 


His youth

Scipio’s valour
made him a leading figure of the time chronicles when he was only
17 when, during the defeat of Ticinus (218 BC), the first actual
conflict between Hannibal and the Romans, he rescued his father who
had been seriously wounded in battle. It was his father, at that
time chief of the Roman army, who pled the civic crown for his son
for the great valour showed. But Scipio unpretentiously refused the
award.

As military
tribune he suffered the disaster of Cannae (216 BC), trying his
best to rescue the surviving Roman legionaries and take them to
Canosa, where he managed to reorganize the army. On that occasion,
he distinguished himself for his skills.

He used to
listen very carefully to other warriors’ reports in order to
reconstruct the Carthaginian’s strategies while he firmly
withstanding the escape attempts manifested by many of his
colleagues.

 


Achievements in
Spain

The population
felt great affection for this young commander. It is said that the
gods talked to him and his brother Lucius in dreams.

He was appointed aedile at the age of 22,
the second step of the cursus honorum towards the office of consul. Only two years later, in 211
BC, the Senate, in contrast with tradition and recognizing Scipio’s
extraordinary skills, honoured him with the imperium proconsulare
and sent him to Spain, where
both his father and uncle had died during the Second Punic War,
leaving a very endangered situation unsolved.

Actually, no
one else had volunteered for the mission but Scipio’s military
temper, devoted to offensive tactics since his early achievements,
could take advantage of those circumstances.

Thanks to his
contribution, the Romans took advantage of the internal divisions
of the Carthaginians and sided with the autochthonous populations.
Scipio’s triumph was crystal clear. His stay in Spain, at the head
of 11 thousand men and a well equipped fleet, turned out to be
extremely positive.

The first
conquest was Carthago Nova (modern Cartagena) in 209 BC, a town
which he himself declared to count as the entire Iberian peninsula,
while the following year, in Baecula, he defeated Hasdrubal Barca,
Hannibal’s brother marching at his side.

Although he did
not manage to stop him, Scipio was successful in driving the
Carthaginians out of Spain. In Ilipa, he destroyed two Carthaginian
troops and finally he conquered the town of Cadiz in 206 BC, making
it a Roman ally. The Iberian peninsula was Roman at last.

 


Great plans

He was welcomed
to Rome by a hailing population and by the Senate that promptly
offered him the consulship and the province of Sicily, where the
survivors of Cannae’s defeat were forced to a partial exile until
Hannibal would be sent away from Italy.

They were
nearly 15 thousand men, eager to redeem the honour of Rome and
their own. Furthermore, being in Sicily, Scipio could better
finalize an attack policy against Hannibal in his own land, Africa,
using the Island as an operational base.

In his own
country Fabius Maximus, also knows as the Cunctator (the Delayer),
was firmly opposing such a daring policy and, thanks to the
prestige he had gained in the Senate, he managed to cut down the
economic and military reinforcements destined to Scipio.

However, upon
the request of the gallant victor of Spain, the Italian towns
granted him their support with enthusiasm and provided crafts and
about 7 thousand volunteers coming from Etruria and Latium that,
together with the survivors of Cannae, allowed him to set up an
extremely valiant fleet and army.

 


The African
triumph

So, in 205 BC,
leading a not so numerous but definitely determined army, Scipio
landed in Utica. Hannibal was not there as he was busy with his
military campaign in Italy.

Scipio’s move
clearly aimed to recall the Carthaginian general back to Africa.
Scipio had formed an alliance with the Numidian king Massinissa,
whose nephew Massiva had been generously released by Publius
Cornelius during the Spanish campaign, and he triumphed with a
great victory in the Battle of the Great Plains (203 BC).

The following
year, he gave full vent to all his power and strategic skills at
Naraggara (Zama), inflicting the Carthaginians a pitched defeat,
which managed to end of the Second Punic War.

Thanks to the
amazing successes achieved with his offensive policy, Scipio was
welcomed with an extraordinary triumph and, in memory of this
victorious campaign, he received the nickname of Africanus, a
tradition that would involve many more generals after him.

 


Expansion
towards East

Elected censor
in 199 BC and once again consul in 194 BC, he promoted an expansion
policy towards the East, in open contrast with the conservative
party.

On account of
the embitterment of the contrasts with Antiochus III of Syria,
where Hannibal had found refuge and was planning an anti-Roman
counterattack with, Publius Cornelius Scipio and his brother Lucius
took the command of the army and of the diplomatic delegation.

In Ephesus,
Scipio confronted Hannibal again but words had no effect, so they
took up arms. In 190 BC, the Romans were ready for war once again.
For the first time a Roman army passed the Strait of the
Dardanelles.

The Roman
legions led by Africanus were victorious in Magnesia and in 188 BC
again with the peace of Apamea. Antiochus withdrew behind the
mountains of Taurus and Rome occupied Greece and Asia Minor with
just one masterly stroke.

 


Return to
Rome

In his homeland
he was welcomed by many senators who were worried by his increasing
prestige, and he was almost accused of corruption in more than one
occasion, in spite of a huge plunder and several conquests achieved
for Rome. No official trials followed, nevertheless both Publius
Cornelius and his brother Lucius underwent a rash judgment, even
obscure in some respects.

The great
general’s reaction, full of disappointment, was to abandon his
beloved town and retreat to his country-house in Liternum where,
owing to the nasty diseases he caught during his military career,
he passed away before his time.

 


Great
Battles

 


The seize of
Cartagena

209 BC. The
leadership of Publius Cornelius in Spain, inherited by his father
and uncle, brought about a substantial change. The young Scipio
wanted to trigger a situation of “constant war”, quite different
from the previous strategy that included warlike episodes followed
by long waits.

Each detail was
taken into account: the conditions of troops, the relations with
local populations and even with the prisoners. Thanks to a targeted
policy of alliances, the Carthaginians were progressively isolated
and finally driven away from the Iberian peninsula.

After landing
in Marseille, Scipio’s first target was Cartagena, a town
positioned in the heartland of the Carthaginian rule in Spain and a
stronghold that even the Punics considered unconquerable. It
represented their main economic centre and they thought the Romans
would never dare to attack it.

Moreover,
Cartagena was protected by the sea on two sides and by a lagoon on
another. Nevertheless, Scipio showed he was extremely resourceful –
which made him a legendary commander – and took advantage of the
low tide on the lagoon. Having convinced his men that the
phenomenon was a sign of the gods’ approval, he led them to a
complex offensive plan.

While the
majority of his men were attacking the town walls, other 500
soldiers, equipped with long ladders driven into the ground of the
dry lagoon, assaulted the town from the less protected side.
Therefore, the small contingent entered the town and opened the
gates to their fellow soldiers who burst in, while Scipio directly
headed for the fortress to force his opponent to yield.

Conquering
Cartagena basically meant to get hold of the whole of Spain. Scipio
showed no sign of cruelty and concentrated on tangible aspects and
political outcomes rather than a savage hatred of the enemy. As a
matter of fact, prisoners were treated generously as witnessed by
contemporary chronicles.

 


Battle of
Ilipa

206 BC.
Scipio’s strategy before the final Battle of Ilipa was to combat
Hasdrubal and Mago separately. These were Hannibal’s younger
brothers, left over there to garrison the Iberian peninsula. In 207
BC, Scipio had already sent Silanus to lead the Roman troops
against Mago.

On that
occasion, attacking the Punic camp by surprise, the Romans managed
to put to enemies to rout and then knocked them out. Nevertheless,
Scipio’s plan of facing Hasdrubal alone failed, because soon after
his two enemies succeeded in rejoining and organizing a powerful
army.

In 206 BC,
Hasdrubal and Mago Barca took refuge in Ilipa where they could put
together the surviving armies and enlist new local allies. Both
fronts could count on considerable forces. The Carthaginians
boasted 70 thousand infantrymen, 4 thousand cavalrymen and 32
elephants.

As for Scipio,
he managed to recruit many natives and so he deployed 45 thousand
infantrymen and 4 thousand cavalrymen. Mago, eagerly willing to
avenge his previous defeat, riskily attacked the Roman camp but his
cavalrymen, whose majority were Numidians, were pushed back by the
Romans who, on their war-horses, not only brilliantly faced the
raid but charged the rival flank causing them considerable
losses.

The conflict
went on for several days, characterized by minor clashes until
Scipio decided for a blitz attack. The battle was cruel and made
several victims.

Not content
with having defeated them, Scipio ordered to pursuit the enemies,
slaughtering several Carthaginians. There were only few survivors,
including Hannibal’s brothers who took refuge in Gades.

Nonetheless,
they had lost Spain and, while Mago was trying to reach the
Balearic Islands and then Liguria to join Hannibal in Italy,
Hasdrubal was sadly returning to Carthage, in order to establish
new alliances in Africa.

 


Campaign of
Africa

204-202 BC.
Although lacking the substantial support of the Senate, in 204 BC,
Publius Cornelius Scipio managed to gather a suitable army for his
African plans. The Carthaginian army was awaiting his enemy in
Emporia, but Scipio landed with his fleet in Utica because of
unexpected fog.

Here, he was joined by Massinissa, the
Numidian prince he had been in good terms with for a long time, and
his quick cavalry. As a matter of fact, he did not succeed in
conquering Utica as he had planned, and after some minor fights he
decided to winter in the castra cornelia (Cornelius’ fortifications) that had been arranged
for the army.

The first part
of Scipio’s plan was to get to know the enemy’s field better.
Throughout the winter, he sent envoys and scouts until he decided
to attack at the beginning of the new season. At night, while the
ships were getting under way to create a diversion, his men
attacked Syphax’ camp, a Numidian prince and ally of the
Carthaginians, setting the fences made of wood and rushes on
fire.

It was an
inescapable trap. Those who left the camp in order to escape fire
or help others were massacred by the Romans. Nearly 50 thousand
men, Numidians and Carthaginians, perished under the Roman attack
and 5 thousand of them were made prisoners, though Syphax and
Hasdrubal managed to escape.

The conquest of
the enemy camp was so clever, accurate and almost costless that it
went down in history as the most extraordinary military plan
designed and carried out by Scipio, and it opened one of the most
triumphant campaigns in the history of Rome.

After some
other minor clashes and the seizure of Tunis, a crucial town for
the supply of reinforcements to the Punic capital, Carthage asked
to sign a peace treaty. The terms imposed by Scipio were not meant
to show no mercy to the defeated but were rather strict anyway.
Prisoners had to be released and Carthage had to withdraw from
Italy and Spain, handing over all the warships.

However, the
parties actually reached only an armistice that lasted less than
two years. Hannibal, summoned to his homeland, was already about to
leave Italy to get ready for the final battle.

 


Battle of
Zama

18th October
202 BC. The truce settled in 203 BC was coming to an end. An event
stirred up the souls and created the conditions for a new ignition
of the conflict. Owing to a storm, two hundred Roman cargo-ships,
that had left Sicily to provide Scipio and his men with supplies,
ended up landing on the Carthaginian coast. The Punics, relying on
Hannibal’s imminent arrival and breaking every rule, seized and
plundered them. Therefore, Scipio sent his envoys and not only were
they rejected but, on their way back, they were even
ambushed.

The news of
Hannibal’s return immediately reached Scipio: now there were enough
reasons to re-open hostilities. In order to irritate the adversary,
Scipio devastated the valley of the river Bagradas, blocking most
of the provisions directed to the Punic capital.

In the
meantime, Hannibal was restoring the troops back from Italy,
recruiting thousands of new Numidian cavalrymen and sending his
scouts to the Roman camps. The Carthaginian general also tried to
come to peace terms but, according to Scipio, Hannibal’s conditions
were nothing more than what the Romans already had; thus, drawing
the enemy army to a vast plain where he knew his legions could
combat at their best, he challenged Hannibal.

On 18th October 202 BC, in the plain between the towns of Naraggara
and Zama, two among the greatest generals of all time were getting
ready for a battle, which would change the destiny of the Western
World. At the break of the following day, the two armies were
deployed.

 


The V and VI
legions were led by Scipio, together with many allies and
Numidians. Apparently, the Roman army consisted of 36 thousand men
and over 4600 cavalrymen.

Hannibal’s
soldiers were greater in number, they probably reached 50 thousand
units, and 80 powerful elephants. Men coming from Spain, Numidians,
Gauls, Ligurians, Macedonians, and Bruttii from the south of Italy
had joined the African general, who was managed to have a strong
and central leadership on soldiers that belonged to very different
ethnic groups, with different languages and different reasons to
fight.

Scipio deployed
three lines of infantrymen, one behind the other, and closed by the
cavalry on the sides: on the right the Numidians of Massinissa, on
the left the men led by Gaius Laelius, the loyal lieutenant
supported by the Senate. Scipio knew about the presence of the
elephants and created some corridors among his men to avoid that
the charge of elephants could make major damages.

As for
Hannibal, he deployed the elephants in the first line, followed by
the light infantrymen. In the rear, there were the veterans and, on
the sides, symmetrically facing the Roman positions, the two units
of the cavalry.

Scipio started
the fight. He ordered his men to play trumpets and horns to
frighten the elephants. The noise was so terrible that the
elephants went out of control, throwing the Carthaginian army into
disarray. Retreating towards the Hannibal’s troops, the animals
literally stamped on the first line of light soldiers, who had no
time to take shelter, while the rest of the elephants pointing
against the Romans killed just a few of them, thanks to the
corridors created by Scipio.

Meanwhile, the
Roman general ordered Massinissa and his cavalry men to charge. The
Carthaginian cavalry was brought to its knees, pressed on both
sides by Massinissa and the furious retreat of the elephants, until
Gaius Laelius clashed on them and inflicted the crushing blow.

 


At this point,
Hannibal ordered the second line of infantrymen to advance. The
clash between the Roman and Carthaginian troops was deafening. In
the bloody hand-to-hand fighting, the legions could shortly turn
the battle into favourable and drove back Hannibal’s men. While the
Roman front was advancing united, the many units obeying the order
of the Carthaginians were breaking up, most of the times standing
in the way of their own fellow soldiers. The Romans showed instead
a better organization and cohesion. The first and second lines of
the Carthaginian infantry had been broken up, but Hannibal’s
veterans were ready to attack from the rearguard.

At that point,
the battlefield was rough and slippery due to the large amount of
bodies and blood, and the soldiers were getting ready for the final
battle. The impact between Hannibal’s men, fresh and arrayed in the
last line, and the Romans, already worn out but excited by success,
was dreadful and both sides always preferred to retreat. The fight
was long and constantly open until, after getting rid of the first
adversaries, Laeius and Massinissa arrived with their cavalry.

The cavalry
vice was ineluctable and caused a massacre. Only a few survived and
even those who escaped the heat of the fight were then chased and
finished. Hannibal, together with a bunch of cavalrymen, managed to
escape to Agrumeto.

In the end, the
outcome was clear: the Roman victims were 1500, but the Punics had
lost 20 thousand men and almost as many were made prisoners. The
Second Punic War was over and Carthage was literally on its
knees.
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Cato the
Elder

(234-149
BC)

 


Biography

 


An
extraordinary example of the Roman spirit

Marcus Porcius Cato (in epigraphs referred
to as M·PORCIVS·M·F·CATO; Tusculum, 234 BC circa – 149 BC) was a
Roman general and statesman with a remarkable moral stature. He was
surnamed “the Censor” (Censor), but also Sapiens (Wise), Priscus (Ancient), Maior (the
Elder) to distinguish him from his great-grandson, Cato the
Younger. His crystal-clear cursus honorum makes him an extraordinary example of the Roman spirit and
political and civil farsightedness.

Although
without patrician origins, Cato came from a well-off family with an
agricultural tradition. He followed in his ancestors’ footsteps
until serving in the Roman army and he was the first in his family
to take public offices.

In 204 BC, he
worked in Africa as a Quaestor, under Scipio Africanus; however,
they had several quarrels, mainly due to the extremely comfortable
life led by the famous general, which was not very suitable for a
soldier.

After leaving
Scipio, he went to Sardinia where he was appointed Praetor and
fought against the usurers. Finally, he went to Spain where – as a
proconsul – he distinguished himself for his strong and very
successful leadership, until he was rewarded with a Roman triumph
in 194 BC.

Three years later, he was a military
tribune in the army of Manius Acilius Glabrio, fighting in the war
against Antiochus III the Great of Syria and distinguishing himself
in the Battle of
Thermopylae during that
same year. After serving Rome as a soldier in the farthest
provinces of the Republic, Cato decided to go back to Rome, where
he played a crucial role in the moral renewal that aimed to bring
Rome back to its original glory.

 


Election as
consul and censor

His political
career went along with his military career, until he was elected
consul in 195 BC. Then, he was elected censor in 184 BC. In Rome,
the position of the censor was one of the highest and prestigious
offices. This office was active from 443 BC to 350 AD, and was open
to plebeians since 339 BC.

During their
five-year office, the censors were responsible for taking a census
of the population, checking the citizens’ public income statement
and taking care of the public morals of individuals and of the
whole community. They also decided who deserved to become a
senator.

 


Cato the
moralizer

In his position as curator morum, Cato identified one of the main threats
in the Hellenistic culture, which was spreading in the City and –
according to him – corrupting the real Roman spirit. He was
disgusted by anything that came from abroad, especially from
Greece. However, there were also many Roman citizens who were
judged disgraceful by him and had to renounce public offices
because of his accusations.

In Cato’s
opinion, Rome was supposed to triumph over everything and impose
its traditions. So, when he was almost eighty years old, he incited
his fellow citizens to face the Third Punic War, which would
destroy Carthage. Although he did not have any other public office
after being a censor, he still had a great influence as a senator
on every aspect of the Roman life.

Even though he
disdained Greek philosophical and literary influences until the end
of his life, Cato was also an extraordinary orator, historian and
writer of treaties, a sublime example of ancient Roman literature.
He was very famous for his speeches in the Senate, for which Cicero
did not hesitated to define him as the first great Roman
orator.

 


Great
Battles

 


Hispanic
Campaign

197 BC. Cato
was a model soldier first. During the Hispanic Campaign he was
admired for his simple and disciplined lifestyle, sharing his food
and work with private soldiers.

The Hispanic
Campaign was very difficult. In 197 BC, Hispania Citerior was
reduced to subjection with unprecedented ability and efficiency.
Cato’s strategic skills showed a great difference in comparison
with the Roman generals who had already faced these challenging
territories, without being as successful. There were many carnages
and ravaged towns, so that he – absolutely not prone to self-praise
– boasted of occupying more towns than the number of days spent in
Spain.

 


The Battle of
Thermopylae

191 BC. In his
capacity as military tribune of the consul Manius Acilius Glabrio,
Cato had to face the invasion of Greece by the Seleucids, led by
King Antiochus III the Great.

A crucial event was the Battle of
Thermopylae, where Cato distinguished himself for his
extraordinary valour and great strategic lucidity. First of all,
taking everyone by surprise, he faced an outpost of auxiliaries in
the mountainous region of Aetolia; they were hired by Antiochus and
stationed on top of Mount Oeta, thinking they were safe
there.

Then, after
defeating the first enemies in their own natural environment, he
quickly descended to the royal camp, causing panic among the
Seleucids. The action was so perfect and fast that the Romans
achieved an unprecedented success; and so did Cato, whose merits
for the victory were completely acknowledged by Glabrio.

The
Censor-to-be was also so quick in going back to Rome to report his
success in front of the amazed senators that Lucius Cornelius
Scipio – who left a few days before him – got to Rome when the news
had already spread out and Cato was rightfully praised.
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