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AFTER DREPANA

The Battle of Drepana in 249 B.c. marks the most significant defeat of Roman naval
forces at the hands of their Carthaginian opponents during the First Punic War.
Attempting to take the Punic fleet in the harbour of Drepana by surprise, the consul
P. Claudius Pulcher sailed with his ships from Lilybaeum (a Carthaginian stronghold
under Roman siege since the previous year) about midnight, and reached Drepana at
dawn. Yet, owing to swift and level-headed counter-measures taken by the Punic com-
mander, Adherbal, the unfolding fight — partly in the harbour, mostly off the shore —
turned into a fiasco for the Romans.! The consul got away; he returned to Rome,
where the Senate instructed him to appoint a dictator.> How soon he returned, and by
what route, is the question.

Frontinus (Strat. 2.13.9) has a story about how, after the rout, Claudius escaped with
his remaining ships: compelled to force his way through the enemy’s positions, he
ordered his remaining 20 ships to be decked out as if coming from a victory, and the
Carthaginians, supposing that the Romans had won the battle, in terror allowed him
to pass:

P. Claudius, navali proelio superatus a Poenis, cum per hostium praesidia necesse haberet erum-
pere, reliquas viginti naves tamquam victrices iussit ornari; atque ita Poenis existimantibus
superiores fuisse acie nostros terribilis excessit.

The ruse has been called ‘fantastic’,® and rightly so, if taken to describe a breakout
through the Punic forces in the course of the battle itself. Nor will it help to postulate
that, after his victory, Adherbal sent some of his ships to intercept the fleeing
Romans and block their escape route: for this, the Carthaginians would first have had
to overtake them as they ran south from Drepana along the coast (thus Polyb.
1.51.11: @dpunoe Tpog PLYNV, Grd TV VLOVOL®V TTapd TV YV €EeliEac), then exe-
cute a 180-degree turn to face north and engage them. There is no room in Polybius’
account for such a manoeuvre, and one has trouble visualizing how the consul, in the
confusion and panic of the rout, could have got all his surviving vessels — not just
his flagship — to adopt that ruse in unison, and in time to be effective.

And how could the men in Adherbal’s ships fail to notice that they were winning,
and the Romans turning tail, or that they had just crushed the Roman fleet, whose
retreating remnants they were chasing down, trying to prevent them from getting

! Polyb. 1.49-51; Diod. Sic. 24.1.5; Liv. Per. 19; Eutr. 2.26.1; Oros. 4.10.3; Schol. Bob. 90.1-3
Stangl; cf. Gell. 10.6.2; Flor. 1.18.29. The Roman fleet strength and losses are discussed below.

2 FC=Inscrltal 13.1.42-3; Liv. Per. 19; Suet. Tib. 2.2.

3 J.H. Thiel, A History of Roman Sea-power before the Second Punic War (Amsterdam, 1954), 278
n. 712; see also J.F. Lazenby, The First Punic War: A Military History (Stanford, CA, 1996), 136:
‘most improbable’.
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away? This might be conceivable — barely — if Claudius had led his fleet from the van
and, together with the 30 ships ‘in his vicinity’ (kol cVv oOTd TeEPl TPLAKOVTO ViiES,
oinep &tuxov &yylg ovoar, Polyb. 1.51.11) that escaped, been forced to fight his
way out from north to south along the entire length of the battle zone, with the Punic
vessels at its southern end not certain how things had turned out up north. But
Polybius tells us explicitly (1.50.5-6) that the consul in his flagship had been bringing
up the rear and had taken his position on the left (that is, southern) flank of the Roman
line, bows facing out to sea and sterns towards the shore, while Adherbal manoeuvred
into position exactly opposite him, on the extreme right (again, southern) flank of the
Punic line.* To make good their escape, the Romans had to turn left — just as
Polybius says — and run to the south, where there were no more enemy ships.
However, no amount of flying victory garlands could have made the Carthaginians
opposing them — including Adherbal himself! — or any from that same fleet sent after
them believe that Claudius had won the battle.

As with many of the stratagems compiled by Frontinus, neither the provenance nor
the historical authenticity of Claudius’ ruse is susceptible to proof. Livy and Caesar are
known purveyors of exempla, and mining of an earlier collection can be assumed with
near certainty.> Claudian family lore could be surmised, although, given the relentless
blackening of Pulcher’s reputation in virtually all surviving references to the man
(save, notably, Polybius’), it is difficult to imagine how this episode would have been
accepted into the wider tradition without some other authority to lend it credence.
Errors of fact (mostly names and places) are not unheard of in Frontinus’ collection,
and the anecdotal character of many a stratagem is obvious enough; but one is hard-
pressed to find another example of a ruse that, within the apparent context of its
being employed, makes no sense at all. As long as it is assumed that the praesidia
through which Claudius needed to pass were Punic ships that had taken part in the
Battle of Drepana, the stratagem described here is plainly unworkable: it seems fanciful,
and unbelievable. Yet, before rejecting it as a mere fiction, we ought to examine whether
the battle is, indeed, what Frontinus had in mind. Perhaps the context is not what it
seems; and perhaps another can be found that makes the story plausible.

Frontinus organized Book 2 of the Strategemata in two sections: ea quae in ipso
proelio agi solent, et deinde ea quae post proelium (2 pr. 1), corresponding, respectively,
to 2.1-8 and 2.9-13. Claudius’ ruse appears in the second group, quae post proelium
agenda sunt (2 pr. 3), in chapter 13, de effugiendo. Consideration of its placement
alone should alert us to the possibility that it was not employed during the actual battle.

Of eleven stratagems listed under de effugiendo, five clearly represent manoeuvres
not designed to escape an ongoing fight but ones initiated after combat has ended,
and separated from the rout by a space of hours or days:

(1) Strat. 2.13.3: Q. Sertorius, defeated in battle by Q. Metellus Pius and judging that he could
not withdraw safely, ordered his soldiers to disperse, after first telling them in what location he
wanted them to re-assemble. This evidently belongs after the Battle of Segontia (76 B.c.), the
only one between Metellus and Sertorius; from Appian it is clear that the dispersal did not
occur in the immediate wake of the battle, since, on the day after, Sertorius tried to attack

* The movements and positioning of the respective forces during the battle are not in doubt: see e.g.
Thiel (n. 3), 275-81; F.W. Walbank, 4 Historical Commentary on Polybius (Oxford, 1957-79),
1.112-15; Lazenby (n. 3), 133-6.

5 See A. Kappelmacher, ‘Tulius (243)’, RE 10.1 (1917-18), 591-606, at 599-600; G. Bendz (ed.),
Frontin: Kriegslisten (Berlin, 1963; Darmstadt, 19873), 7.
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Metellus’ camp (BCiv. 1.110.516). Evidently, the incident represents a strategic decision made
and executed in the days following the defeat, not a means to escape from the battle itself.®

(2) Strat. 2.13.4: In the same manner as Sertorius, the Lusitanian leader Viriatus evaded Roman
forces and overcame difficult terrain by dispersing his army, then re-assembling it.

(3) Strat. 2.13.6: Atllerdain 49 B.c., Afranius, retreating from and hard-pressed by Caesar, pitched
camp; when Caesar did the same and sent his men out to forage, Afranius suddenly gave the signal
to resume the march. From Caesar’s account we know that he erected not only a camp but also tents,
taking his time — a mistake he would not repeat after this incident (BCiv. 1.80.3, 81.2); he notes
specifically that the enemy hoped to exploit the interval created by his cavalry’s re-assignment
to foraging duties (spem nacti morae discessu nostrorum equitum).

(4) Strat. 2.13.8: Having suffered defeat in Epirus (in 200 B.c.), Philip V of Macedon obtained
from the Romans a truce to bury his dead; on account of this, their guards were less vigilant,
thus enabling him to carry out his retreat. In Livy’s narrative (31.37.11-12, 38.9-39.3), the
king returned to his camp after the battle, and towards sunset sent a herald to request the
truce. Intent on a relaxing evening, the consul, P. Sulpicius Galba, postponed the matter
until morning; Philip meanwhile had a night and part of the following day to effect his with-
drawal, setting out from his camp quietly about the second watch. In Dio’s version — as in
Frontinus’ — the truce was granted before Philip made his move (fr. 58.3).

(5) Strat. 2.13.11: Defeated by Caesar (in 51 B.c.), Commius the Atrebate on his flight from
Gaul to Britain reached the ocean while the wind was favourable, but during low tide; he
ordered his stranded ships to set sail nevertheless, and Caesar, seeing the canvas billow
from afar, concluded that Commius had escaped, and abandoned his pursuit. The incident
must have occurred some time — weeks or months — after Commius’ last stand and subsequent
arrangement with Caesar’s lieutenant, Antonius ([Caes.] BGall. 8.48.1—9).7

Hence, in nearly half of the instances in this section, a significant interval occurred
between the stratagem and the combat operations that ultimately prompted it. What of
Claudius Pulcher’s?

Praesidium occurs 31 times in the collection. On about half of the occasions, it
denotes a garrison or occupation force;® five times, an escort or other form of protec-
tion;? four times, a force guarding a harbour or other installation;!° and twice each, rein-
forcements (2.9.2; 3.14.1) or a force holding a position as part of ongoing operations
(1.4.9a, 10.3). The common denominator in all cases is one of guarding, holding, or pro-
tecting. In no instance — setting aside the one under discussion — does the word denote a
force actually engaged in battle.

In over forty references to warships, Frontinus employs praesidium on just three
other occasions:

(6) Strat. 1.4.14: The Athenian Chabrias, unable to approach the harbour of Samos when a hos-
tile naval guard force was blocking his way (obstante navali hostium praesidio), sent a few of
his ships ahead with orders to sail past the harbour, believing — correctly — that those who were
on guard (qui in statione erant) would pursue them; thus his fleet made port without difficulty.

¢ Plutarch (Vit. Pomp. 19.6-7) reports the same stratagem, but after the Battle of the Sucro against
Pompeius — either from confusion or because his narrative in that Life had no room for what happened
at Segontia: see C.F. Konrad, Plutarch’s Sertorius: A Historical Commentary (Chapel Hill, NC, and
London, 1994), 176.

7 On Commius’ later career as king of the Atrebates in Britain, see F. Miinzer, ‘Commius’, RE 4.1
(1900), 770-1.

8 Strat. 1.4.13,8.11; 2.11.1, 11.2; 3 pr.2,24,3.6,6.1,64,9.2,10.7, 12.2, 16.5, 17.1; 4.7.22.

o Strat. 2.5.31, 7.14; 3.11.2; 4.1.5, 7.35.

10 Strat. 1.4.14; 3.9.5, 10.8, 13.6.
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(7) Strat. 3.10.8: About to attack a city located on the coast, the Athenian commander Chares
ordered the fastest of his ships to sail past the enemy’s guard forces (praeter hostilia praesidia),
while holding his fleet hidden behind a headland. As soon as the ship came into sight and all the
patrol vessels guarding the harbour flew off in its pursuit, Chares with his fleet sailed into the
undefended port and seized the city as well.

(8) Strat. 2.7.14: When the Aetolians (in 191 B.c.) were holding some Roman allied ships under
siege at Ambracia, M. Porcius Cato (cos. 195 and now a military tribune) approached unexpect-
edly in a single boat, without an escort of any kind (quamquam nihil secum praesidii haberet),
and began to issue commands with shouts and gestures, thus making it appear as if he were
summoning the ships of a fleet coming up behind him. The Aetolians fell for the ruse: unwilling
to face a superior Roman force, they lifted the blockade.

The ships in (6) and (7) are acting in a defensive manner, blocking access to a port
or shoreline: they pose no parallel to a hypothetical attempt to prevent the remnants
of an already defeated enemy from leaving the battle zone. Praesidium here clearly
represents, albeit in a particular setting, the basic protective sense of the word: there
is no suggestion of battle. In (8), it simply means an escort.

Only once besides the passage in question is praesidium combined with erumpere:

(9) Strat. 4.5.7: Sempronius Tuditanus et Cn. Octavius tribuni militum omnibus fusis ad
Cannas, cum in minoribus castris circumsederentur, suaserunt commilitonibus stringerent gla-
dios et per hostium praesidia erumperent secum, id sibi animi esse, etiamsi nemini ad erumpen-
dum audacia fuisset, affirmantes: de cunctantibus XII omnino equitibus, L peditibus, qui
comitari sustinerent repertis incolumes Canusium pervenerunt.

The story is well known from Livy. During the night after Cannae, a few of the 6,000 or
so survivors that had sought refuge in the smaller camp broke out and made their way to
the larger camp, and from there with many others to Canusium and safety; although sur-
rounded by Hannibal’s army, the Roman camps were not yet actively besieged, and the
only attempt to interfere with the escape of those in the smaller camp came from a
Numidian cavalry patrol.!' Hence praesidia here denotes an obstacle to escape, but
hardly a concerted effort to block such a move: per hos, qui inordinati atque incompositi
obstrepunt portis, erumpamus, as Livy’s Sempronius put it (22.50.8).

Frontinus’ wording is nearly identical to the Drepana passage (cum per hostium
praesidia necesse haberet erumpere: per hostium praesidia erumperent secum); what
about the context? The Romans at Cannae are not fighting their way out of a losing
or lost battle, against enemy forces intent on preventing their escaping the battle
field: they attempt to make their way to permanent safety a considerable time after
the battle has ended, from a location of temporary safety out of the actual battle
zone, as a conscious and planned effort, and against enemy patrols that present danger
if encountered, but not a force specifically tasked with blocking their escape.

Besides the two passages already discussed, erumpere (or eruptio, vel sim.) is found
on 21 occasions. Ten times it signifies a sortie made at the siege of a town or other for-
tified place;'? five times, an attack launched from a fortified place against an advancing

! Livy 22.50.4-12; cf. 22.49.13, 52.4. Livy ignores Octavius, and makes the number of escapees
from the lesser camp about 600 (22.50.11), against Frontinus’ 62. The latter’s version evidently did
not come from Livy, but nothing warrants the assumption that his source(s) represented the situation in
a materially different way. On the much-debated authenticity of Book 4 of the Strategemata, see most
recently J.B. Campbell and N. Purcell, ‘lulius Frontinus, Sextus’, OCD* (2012), 762-3, judging
doubts ‘probably unjustified’.

"2 Strat. 1.5.23, 5.27; 2.6.5; 3 pr. 3, 10.1, 104, 17.3, 17.4, 17.8, 17.9.
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enemy;'3 twice, a sudden manoeuvre during a battle (2.3.10, 12.1). In another two
instances (1.5.10, 5.14=4.5.9), the word describes the breakout of a force surrounded
by the enemy in difficult terrain; twice more in the same situation it specifically refers
to the penetration or avoidance of enemy patrols and pickets (stationes).

(10) Strat. 1.5.12 (= 4.5.8, with erupit for perrupit): When C. Fonteius Crassus, having set out
in Spain for plunder with 3,000 men, was surrounded by Hasdrubal in unfavourable terrain, he
communicated his plan to only the senior officers, and at nightfall, at which time this would be
least expected, broke through the pickets of the enemy (incipiente nocte, quo tempore minime
exspectabatur, per stationes hostium perrupit).

(11) Strat. 1.5.16: On campaign in Liguria, the consul L. (immo Q.) Minucius with his army was
bottled up by the enemy in a narrow pass. He ordered his Numidian cavalry to probe the occu-
pied exits (Numidas ... iussit adequitare faucibus, quae tenebantur), and the enemy posted
guards so as not to be harrassed (intenti hostes, ne lacesserentur, stationem obiecerunt).
Instead of attacking, the Numidians put on a rousing display of falling off their mounts and
similar examples of inept horsemanship, prompting the enemy pickets to leave their posts for
a better view. Gradually drawing closer, the Numidians suddenly spurred their horses and
charged through the now disordered enemy lines (Numidae paulatim succedentes additis cal-
caribus per intermissa_hostium stationes eruperunt), and proceeded to set fire to the fields
beyond, thus forcing the Ligurians to withdraw and protect their homes.!#

As in (9), the situations in (10) and (11) involve a force not engaged in battle but pre-
vented from moving freely by the enemy surrounding it; successful breakout requires
getting past patrols and pickets, not a full-scale encounter with the enemy. Clearly,
Frontinus can use praesidia as a synonym for stationes in such cases (as also in [6],
above). We now have four instances of nearly identical wording (cum per hostium prae-
sidia necesse haberet erumpere; per hostium praesidia erumperent secum; per stationes
hostium perrupit/erupit; per hostium stationes eruperunt). Three of them feature nearly
identical scenarios and may therefore offer the key to the fourth: the ruse that Frontinus
ascribes to Claudius after Drepana.

The Punic praesidia in this scenario cannot have known the outcome of that battle:
hence they were not ships in Adherbal’s fleet. It follows that Frontinus was not describ-
ing the consul’s escape from the actual battle; indeed, his entire usage of praesidium and
erumpere militates against such an attribution. If we but allow praesidia its natural and
common meaning in that author, we have the answer: naval squadrons protecting
Carthaginian strongholds along the coast of Sicily (or on neighbouring islands) that
could intercept Claudius and his remaining ships. There cannot have been many such
locations by 249, besides Drepana itself. There were no Punic warships in the vicinity
of Lilybaeum; otherwise, the attack on Drepana could never have entailed an element of
surprise. The only attested naval base in Sicily itself was at Heracleia Minoa, in
Carthaginian hands since before the war.!> Some fortified positions may have existed
between Drepana and Panormus — chiefly Heircte with its harbour.!® And the
Aegates Islands were still Punic.

" Strat. 2.5.4; 3.10.7, 17.1, 17.2, 17.5.

4 Cf. Liv. 35.11.2-13, telling the story in greater detail. Frontinus contains nothing not in Livy.

15 Polyb. 1.18.2, 19-20; cf. 1.19.11, 25.9, 30.1, 38.2, 53.7; Diod. Sic. 22.10.2; 23.8.1; Zonar. 8.10.

16 Polyb. 1.56.3-7, for a description. Diod. Sic. 23.20 implies that Heircte was Carthaginian in 252/1,
when a Roman attempt to take it by assault failed; Polybius’ xotodopfdver tov €ri thg Eipxtig
Aeyouevov tomov need not imply that Hamilcar, when occupying the place in 247, captured it from
the Romans by force.
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Frontinus reports another stratagem, similar to the one he ascribes to Claudius, that
allowed an inferior force to pass unmolested in front of an enemy fleet guarding the
shore. Fearing a Punic fleet lined up along the beach near Syracuse, the Spartans dressed
up ten captured Carthaginian ships as if victorious, and took their own vessels in tow
behind them; the enemy fell for the deception:

(12) Strat. 1.4.12, Lacedaemoniorum duces, cum Syracusas navigare destinassent et Poenorum
dispositam per litus classem timerent, decem Punicas naves, quas captivas habebant, veluti vic-
trices primas iusserunt agi, aut a latere iunctis aut puppe religatis suis: qua specie deceptis
Poenis transierunt.!”

The terms praesidia and stationes do not appear here, but given the parallels noted
above ([6], [7], [9]-[11]), either could without difficulty be applied to the Punic force
that the Spartans were trying to evade. As with Claudius’, the ruse relies on the enemy’s
ignorance of recent events; we have no grounds for dismissing it as fiction without
concrete indication to that effect.

One more thing follows: the ruse must have been employed before word of Drepana
could spread among the various Carthaginian naval stations — no more than a few days
after the battle. A measure of clarity may be obtained by closely examining the situation
that Claudius faced after escaping the cauldron off Drepana. The consul had got away by
running south from Drepana along the coast (Polyb. 1.51.11). Conceivably, he could
have turned west once out of sight of the enemy, then north, and passed Drepana at
a safe distance, to continue along the north coast to Panormus and Messana. But,
in a state of headlong flight, Lilybacum appears the most likely destination, and
Orosius says outright that this is where he went (Lilybaeum in castra confugit,
4.10.3). How many ships in all did Claudius have left by now?

He had sailed for Drepana novtt 1@ o1l (Polyb. 1.49.3), with the entire fleet.
Polybius eventually notes that ‘about thirty ships’ escaped, while the rest (tdv 8¢
Aowmdv), 93 in number, were captured (1.51.11-12). Both figures are frequently taken
to add up to the Roman total,'® despite Polybius’ reference to numerous ships being
rammed and sunk during the battle (1.51.7). The excerptor of Diodorus gives an overall
strength of 210, of which 117 were lost (24.1.5); by implication, 93 would have sur-
vived. That figure is common to all sources stating the Roman losses; either
Diodorus or, more likely, his excerptor somehow garbled its significance, mistaking it
for the number escaped instead of captured.!® Evidently Diodorus’ source (whether
Philinus or some other) had, like everyone else, 93 ships captured — hence, presumably,
about thirty escaped, and about ninety sunk. The sources likewise agree, it would seem,
on the number of ships that escaped — about thirty.?°

'7 The incident belongs in 396 B.c., when a Spartan squadron under Pharacidas came to the aid of
Dionysius I of Syracuse (Diod. Sic. 14.63.4; cf. Polyaenus 2.11).

18 E.g. W.W. Tarn, ‘The fleets of the First Punic War’, JHS 27 (1907), 48-60, at 54; Thiel (n. 3),
89-90, 270 n. 716; Walbank (n. 4), 1.103, 1.114; Lazenby (n. 3), 123-4, 133; explicitly thus Oros.
4.10.3.

19 Cf. Lazenby (n. 3), 133; and see Eutr. 2.26.1: 220 ships; 30 escaped, 90 captured, the rest (i.c.
100) sunk.

20 The only other surviving figure is the Bobbio scholiast’s note (90.1-3 Stangl) that 120 Roman
ships perished, without specifics or mention of vessels escaped. B. Bleckmann, Die rémische Nobilitdt
im Ersten Punischen Krieg (Berlin, 2002), 188 n. 2, insists that more ships than just the 30 with
Claudius escaped: misreading Oros. 4.10.3, he argues for a fleet of 200 ships, of which 120 were
sunk or captured, but the rest escaped. That defies all evidence.
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The Romans had launched the siege of Lilybaeum the previous year, with a fleet
given as numbering 200 (Polyb. 1.41.3; Oros. 4.10.2) or 240 (Diod. Sic. 24.1.1) war-
ships. As Polybius mentions no reduction in strength prior to Drepana, it would be
rational to assume that he still took this to be the size when Claudius sailed ‘with the
entire fleet’; if so, his numbers sunk (by implication), captured and escaped would be
in essential agreement with Diodorus. However, one of the consuls of 250 had returned
home early with his army (Zonar. 8.15); if the troops were transported by sea, as appears
to have been the prevailing practice, this would require a substantial part of the fleet at
Lilybaeum: hence Claudius may indeed have had only 120 ships available.?! (Polybius
omits the consul’s departure, and thus might easily have missed an occasion to note the
reduction in fleet strength.) The Diodorus excerpt has Claudius pick the 210 ‘best’ ships,
which may imply that up to 30 were left behind. If so, the reason is right there (‘best’):
those ships were not seaworthy or combat-ready (and, quite possibly, Claudius lacked
crews for them?2). There can be no question of his leaving a strong force to cover
Lilybaeum: the strike against Drepana was to be a swift affair (Polyb. 1.49.5), and to
ensure success he must concentrate his forces.?> In any case, the only Punic fleet that
could move on Lilybaecum was Adherbal’s, at Drepana.

At the moment of Claudius’ return, then, the Roman ships at Lilybaeum numbered at
least 30 and at most 60; but of the latter, barely half — the ones that had escaped the rout
— were fit for service. Immediately after the battle, the trierarch Hannibal son of
Hamilcar (who had led the previous year’s daring mission to run reinforcements into
Lilybaeum, Polyb. 1.44) with 30 ships raided the Roman supply depot at Panormus
and delivered much of its contents to the Punic garrison at Lilybaecum (Diod. Sic.
24.1.6): the Roman naval forces there apparently made no attempt to stop him. A
short time later, the new Carthaginian commander, Carthalo, attacked the Roman vessels
at Lilybaeum with 100 (or 120) ships, sank or otherwise destroyed a few, and dragged
off five.?* From both Polybius’ and Diodorus’ description of the action it is evident that
none of the Roman ships were manned and fighting back; the sole resistance came from
the land forces rushing to the shore in an attempt to save the vessels drawn up there. No
hint here that the consul was present and directing the Roman response, in contrast to
Himilco’s quick-witted sortie that kept the enemy from concentrating on the events
along the shore. Clearly, Carthalo’s raid was a complete success, and, just as clearly,
he found not many Roman ships at Lilybacum. Were the 30 survivors of Drepana
among them? So it has often been assumed,?’ even though plainly the evidence implies
nothing of the sort. And nothing suggests that the consul was still there.

A plausible context for the stratagem now emerges. If Claudius had need to get past
Punic praesidia within days of his defeat, he must have been attempting to leave
Lilybaeum. His destination is not hard to guess: the ruse gives us the opening
movements in the consul’s journey back to Rome.

21 See Lazenby (n. 3), 123. For the transport of armies, see M.G. Morgan, ‘Calendars and chron-
ology in the First Punic War’, Chiron 7 (1977), 89-117, at 97-8; and Lazenby (n. 3), 81-2.

22 Thiel (n. 3), 273, 280 n. 717, makes a strong case that the Roman fleet at Drepana was under-
manned in terms of rowers; Lazenby’s objections (n. 3), 132-3, are unpersuasive.

23 This was clearly seen by Tarn (n. 18), 54 n. 35.

24 Polyb. 1.53.3-6, noting some ships dragged off, others burnt or broken up. In Diod. Sic. 24.1.7,
Carthalo with 120 ships sinks several Roman ones: t@v 8¢ ve@v t@dv OppLovcAV €ig YNV dnEcnoce
névte. Clearly the excerptor did not understand what was going on: the five ships were dragged
off the beach, not on to it, and those at anchor must have been the ones sunk.

25 E.g. Tam (n. 18), 55; Thiel (n. 3), 282; Walbank (n. 4), 1.116.
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Why would Claudius go to Rome by sea at all, and so soon after the battle? We have
little direct information on the preferred means of transportation for Roman commanders
between Rome and Sicily during the First War. For those in command of fleets, enough
evidence exists to conclude that they usually went by sea, and a good case has been
made for the view that, after 260, Roman land forces were sent in like manner.2°
Polybius notes that the 10,000 fresh rowers sent to Lilybaeum in 249 were marched
there overland after being ferried across the straits (1.49.3); the unique detail suggests
that he did not consider it a routine operation. As for Claudius’ return, this in itself
proves nothing; but it militates against the assumption that he must have travelled
by land.

From a cryptic note in Polybius it can be inferred that the ships that had survived the
Battle of Drepana had reached Messana before the consul’s colleague, L. Tunius Pullus,
arrived there on his way to escort a huge convoy — some 800 cargo vessels — carrying sup-
plies to Lilybaeum, via Syracuse: having set out from Rome with 60 warships, [unius ‘took
under his command those of the ships that had gathered there from the camp and from the
rest of Sicily’ (&pikduevog €ig v Mecsonvny Kol TPocroBmdv 10 CUVVINKOTO TV
nTAolov Gmd e 100 oTPOTonESoL Kol Thg GAANG Zikeliag, 1.52.5-6).27 The ‘ships from
the camp’ have caused undue headache. Everywhere else in this part of Polybius’ narrative
(1.42-55), 10 otpordnedov invariably refers to the Roman camp and army besieging
Lilybaeum: it cannot possibly mean something different — and entirely unknown —
here.?® Yet it causes difficulty only when approached from a preconceived notion that,
if Lilybaeum is meant, the ships must have left it before Drepana, as no Roman ships
could have made it from Lilybaeum to Messana after the battle, with Adherbal’s (and
soon, Carthalo’s) fleet blocking the way.?? Of course, nothing prevented them from simply
sailing along the southern coast of Sicily, and past Syracuse to Messana. The ‘ships from
the camp’, then, can only be the survivors of Drepana, transferred to Messana before
Iunius’ arrival. There are no grounds for doubting, and plenty for believing, that
Claudius had sailed with them.

Conditions at Lilybaecum now were unenviable, to say the least. The Roman siege
works had been so thoroughly destroyed during the previous winter that all effort at
an active siege by assault, with engines, towers, ramps, and so forth, had been aban-
doned long before Claudius took command, and was never fully resumed: from now
on, the siege proceeded by a simple circumvallation designed to cut off Lilybacum
from all landward communications. Polybius is quite clear about that (1.48.9-11). At
the same time, there was no threat of a Carthaginian offensive by land: Adherbal at
Drepana lacked an army, and, while Himilco’s garrison had shown that it could take

26 Consuls in 260 (Polyb. 1.21.4), 256 (1.25.7), 255 (1.36.10, 37.1), 254 (1.38.6), 253 (1.39.1, 6),
250 (1.41.3), 249 (1.52.5-6) and 242 (1.59.8-9). For armies, see above, n. 21.

27 The warships picked up in Sicily — not all of them from the camp, clearly — brought his total to
about 120: Polyb. 1.52.5-6.

28 W.R. Paton’s Loeb translation (Cambridge, MA, and London, 1922; unchanged in the revision
by W.F. Walbank and C. Habicht, 2010), ‘the ships from Lilybaeum’, although — as often — more
periphrastic than precise, meets the substance of the matter. See Polyb. 1.42.8, 43.1, 48.10, 49.3,
esp. 52.5, 7 (on either side of the passage in question!), 53.4, 7, 55.8.

2% Thus e.g. Tarn (n. 18), 55 n. 38; Thiel (n. 3), 88 n. 84 (rejecting the words émd 10D GTPOTONTESOV
as ‘mak[ing] no sense’); Walbank (n. 4), 1.116; Lazenby (n. 3), 124 with n. 1 (‘it is surely impossible
that Claudius could have got any ships past Adherbal at Drepana after the latter’s victory”). B. Caven,
The Punic Wars (New York, 1980), 51, accepts the obvious implication of Polybius’ statement, argu-
ing — without discussing how — that these ships were transferred from Lilybaeum to Messana after the
battle off Drepana.
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care of itself, it was not equipped to take on the Romans in a pitched battle. On that
count, the consul’s continued presence was not required; his military tribunes could
handle what remained of the siege.

Things looked no better on the naval side. The thirty or so ships left in combat-ready
condition could not possibly hope to survive, let alone ward off a Carthaginian strike at
Lilybaeum by sea, the enemy fleet now numbering upwards of 170 ships.3® That strike
— Carthalo’s — came soon enough; what matters here is that it was entirely predictable,
as was the fact that any Roman vessel still at Lilybacum at that moment would probably
have been lost for good. On that count, too, the consul was not needed to preside over
the pending elimination of the remnants of his fleet. There was, however, an alternative.
The ships would be of infinitely greater use in Iunius’ fleet than here at Lilybaeum. To
try to take as many of them to safety as was feasible, before the Carthaginians attacked,
made eminently good sense, as did the consul’s decision to sail with them: there was noth-
ing left for him to do at Lilybacum.3! Nor could he indefinitely postpone reporting on the
disaster, painful though it was, to the Senate. With luck, he might persuade them to build
more ships; and he could carry home at least one prize: the magnificent fast quinquereme of
Hannibal ‘the Rhodian’. That storied vessel later served as the model for the new fleet built
in 242 (Polyb. 1.59.8) that would, on 10 March 241, destroy Carthage’s last fleet at the
Aegates Islands, and thus win the war.3? At some point, it must have been brought to
Rome. When, and by whom?

Polybius tells the story of the Punic blockade-runner known as Hannibal ‘the
Rhodian’ (1.46.4-47.10) in a long excursus inserted among his narrative of the siege
of Lilybaecum, between Himilco’s first assault (1.45) and the eventual firing of the
siege works during a gale (1.48). The latter clearly occurred in the consular year 250;
hence one would naturally conclude that the commander who put an end to the
Rhodian’s enterprising voyages was one of the consuls of that year. Zonaras (8.15),
however, not only mentions the Rhodian (as ‘Hanno’) after introducing the consuls
of 249, but expressly attributes his capture to Claudius Pulcher. Was he mistaken?
(He does, after all, get Hannibal’s name wrong.)33

In Polybius, the — unnamed — Roman consul who first encountered the Rhodian on his
initial run took an active part in the failed attempt to prevent the latter from leaving
Lilybaeum again (1.46.8—12); it is safe to conclude that a name was attached to the consul’s
person in Polybius’ (and Dio’s/Zonaras’) source, be it directly in this context, or on an earlier
occasion, when that Roman commander was introduced. Three scenarios thus remain: (a) the
name attached in our surviving authorities” source(s) was that of Claudius’ predecessor,
either C. Atilius Regulus or L. Manlius Vulso, and the Rhodian’s eventual capture took
place under the same commander; (b) the name attached was that of Claudius’ predecessor,
Atilius or Manlius, but the Rhodian’s capture occurred under his successor, P. Claudius
Pulcher; and (c) the name attached was that of Claudius throughout.

30 Carthalo had just arrived at Drepana with 70 ships (Polyb. 1.53.2), and Adherbal’s fleet may be
estimated at anywhere between 100 and 130: see Tarn (n. 18), 54; Thiel (n. 3), 90; Lazenby (n. 3),
133. Tarn (ibid.) surmised, plausibly enough, that Claudius knew already before the battle of
Carthalo’s reinforcements being on their way — indeed, that this intelligence had prompted him to
launch the attack on Drepana before they could arrive there.

3! Thus also Bleckmann (n. 20), 189, concluding that Claudius returned to Rome soon after the
battle, and noting — correctly — that the defeat had deprived him of any means to continue the war.

32 For the date, see Eutr. 2.27.3.

3 Thiel (n. 3), 270 n. 687, is inclined to reject Zonaras® information; similarly (by implication),
Lazenby (n. 3), 130-2.
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Now the Romans, in an effort to stop the blockade-running, had earlier tried to bar
the entrance to the harbour of Lilybaeum: in vain, as most of the material used to block
it was soon scattered by the current (1.47.4). In one area, however, a small sandbar even-
tually accumulated: a Punic quadrireme ran aground on it, was seized by the Romans,
and was used to overtake and capture the Rhodian (1.47.5-9). Polybius notes these
efforts at obstruction only here, in connection with individual blockade-runners; but it
is evident from Diodorus (24.1.1-2) that an initial attempt at shutting off the access
to the harbour had been undertaken right at the beginning of the siege, and another
after the arrival of the first Carthaginian relief expedition, led, it seems, by
Adherbal.?* In both instances, the current quickly defeated the effort.

Claudius’ first action on assuming command was to attempt the operation for a third
time, with the same lack of success as had been encountered before (kol mopoiofov
105 duvapelg ol v AMuévo €xmoev, Gonep Kol ol Tpd adTOV, Kol TOAV 1
0draocoa xoteokdpmice, Diod. Sic. 24.1.5). Polybius states clearly enough that, with
the Rhodian’s capture, the Romans faced no further problems from Punic
blockade-runners (oUtwg £xk®AVOOV TOVG KOTOTOAMUMVTIOG KOl TAEOVTOG €lg 10
ABotov, 1.47.10) in the period up to the Battle of Drepana, since they now had in
their possession two ships capable of intercepting anything afloat: the Rhodian’s quin-
quereme and the even faster quadrireme that had caught him. In consequence, the infor-
mation from Diodorus confirms scenario (b), for Claudius’ attempt at barring the
harbour entrance can only be the one reported, again without a name attached, by
Polybius — in other words, the one that resulted in the capture of the quadrireme, and
in turn of the Rhodian.

From the very first, the Roman fleet as a whole, even when still at full strength, had
proved singularly ineffectual at preventing the supply of the Punic garrison by sea (wit-
ness its embarrassing performance during Hannibal the trierarch’s run in 250: Polyb.
1.44). The capture of Hannibal ‘the Rhodian’ and the two fast ships it netted had put
an end at least to individual Punic blockade-running, and Claudius Pulcher could fairly
claim the credit for this feat. But within a few months the catastrophe at Drepana ren-
dered moot his one success: henceforth, the shattered Roman naval forces in western
Sicily were in no shape, with fast quinqueremes and faster quadriremes or without, to
stop the Carthaginians from supplying, by sea and openly — and in fleet strength —
their garrison at Lilybaecum. Had the Romans still been able to interdict such efforts
after Drepana, Lilybaeum could never have outlasted the siege of more than seven
years that was to come. As Polybius makes abundantly clear, Carthage now (and
even more so after Tunius’ shipwreck off Cape Pachynus) held complete control of
the sea, and used it to maintain her forces in Sicily — at Lilybaeum, Drepana, Eryx
and Heircte — even after most of her fleet was laid up by 244.35 When Lutatius
Catulus arrived in 242, he first seized the harbour at Drepana and the anchorages at

3 Thiel (n. 3), 263-6, and Lazenby (n. 3), 126, offer good reason to believe that the relief opera-
tions in Diod. Sic. 24.1.2 and Polyb. 1.44 are not one and the same, although certainty is impossible:
see Walbank (n. 4), 1.109.

35 Supply by sea: Polyb. 1.55.2-4, 56.7-11, 58.3, 59.5; see also Lazenby (n. 3), 150. On the with-
drawal of Punic naval forces from Sicily, see Polyb. 1.59.9; also Tarn (n. 18), 56; Thiel (n. 3), 296,
306-7; Lazenby (n. 3), 149. Although the Roman decision to abandon the war at sea did not become
official until 247, it is evident that no attempts were made in the preceding year to re-build the fleet, or
employ its remaining ships for anything but coastal defence in Italy and hiring out to privateers
(Zonar. 8.16; cf. Polyb. 1.55.2): see Thiel (n. 3), 293; and especially Bleckmann (n. 20), 192-3,
209-11.
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Lilybaeum (Polyb. 1.59.9): evidently, no Roman vessels had been keeping watch on
them.

As with the other Roman warships left at Lilybaeum, so with the Rhodian’s quinque-
reme: it was of no further use on this station. Against a supply in force, such as
Hannibal’s a few days after Drepana, a single ship was powerless, and Lilybacum
henceforth need not rely on individual blockade-runners, the Romans having lost the
means to maintain a blockade. To leave a ship as valuable as this behind and exposed
to enemy action would make no sense. If the quinquereme had still been there during
Carthalo’s raid, it surely would have shared the fate of those dragged off, or been
destroyed if recapture proved impossible: it was too well known in Carthage to be over-
looked. It did not spend the next seven years at Lilybaeum chasing blockade-runners, to
be brought to Rome only when the new fleet was being built. No doubt the consul took
it with him when he left for Rome.

Frontinus (Strat. 2.13.9) gives Claudius 20 ships for the journey past hostium prae-
sidia. The number may be just an error for the 30 he led back from Drepana;3¢ but once
it is understood that the stratagem does not describe Claudius’ escape from battle but his
movements in the aftermath, other explanations of the discrepancy become possible. A
handful of usable ships — perhaps 10 or so — may have been desired for dispatch duties;
more likely, if Frontinus’ number is in fact correct, Claudius now wanted his ships fully
manned, and could assemble complete crews for no more than 20.

Thus Claudius sailed from Lilybaeum with some 20 or 30 ships. The safest route
would have been along the south coast. One wonders, though: why take the ships all
the way to Messana, seeing that Tunius was going to put in at Syracuse anyway?
Why the stratagem in Frontinus? It strongly suggests that Claudius had to pass a superior
Punic force; but if any enemy ships were stationed at Heracleia at that moment, they
could hardly have outnumbered his. Valerius Maximus apparently placed his defeat at
the Aegates: this may be mere confusion for Drepana, but it is also possible that he
had read that name somewhere in connection with Claudius — we have no way of telling
which.37

If time was of the essence, the northern route became the obvious choice: once — if —
he reached Panormus, the consul in his flagship could sail directly to Rome, via the
Aeolian Isles, and send the rest of his force on to Messana; or he could order a vessel
to carry dispatches from Panormus to Rome, and wait with the others at Messana for
instructions from the Senate. It appears that Claudius took the northern route, and the
risk that came with it. (Whatever his faults, timidity was not one of them.)

The ruse described in Frontinus could not, of course, get him safely past Adherbal’s
fleet at Drepana: those Carthaginians knew who had won the battle. He must keep well
clear of the coast — which meant a course through the Aegates Islands, or even west
around them. How many Punic ships were stationed there we do not know, but more

36 Lazenby (n. 3), 136, by implication.

37 Val. Max. 1.4.3 Nep.: P. Claudius ... classem apud Aegates insulas cum multo rei pub. damno et
suo exitio amisit. Strictly speaking, it is the excerptor Nepotianus who places the consul’s demise at
the Aegates Islands; but it seems improbable that the excerptor would have inserted such a detail from
his own — mistaken — recollection of a notice in an entirely different section of Valerius Maximus.
(Obviously, the Aegates could not furnish any examples under the heading of this entry, de auspicio;
and Valerius himself seems to have had trouble locating events at them correctly: his reference [2.8.2]
to the actual battle off those islands, in 241 B.c., does not mention them, offering a vague apud
Siciliam instead; and what appears to be another reference to that battle at 1.3.2 Nep. erroneously
ascribes the victory to Catulus’ brother, C. Lutatius Cerco, cos. 241.)
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than 20 would be unsurprising; in fact, Carthalo with his 70 may already have arrived,
waiting for a fair wind to cross to Drepana. Having 70 transports to protect,8 the sight
of Claudius’ ships decked out as if in victory could well have made him hesitate.

Nor would the ruse deceive the Punic squadrons at the Aegates (or at Heircte or
Heracleia, for that matter) once word of the battle had got to them: two days or three
at most. We may assume that Claudius left Lilybaeum the day after his defeat at
Drepana. The news of what had happened would have been in Rome within a
week.3* According to Livy Per. 19, the Senate recalled Claudius, which would imply
that word of the disaster (whether through the consul’s report or some other means)
had arrived in Rome before he left Sicily; if so, he probably sent a dispatch from
Panormus and proceeded with the other ships to Messana. The Rhodian’s quinquereme,
in fact, would have been the perfect choice to carry the news to Rome: the sight of the
great prize might have softened the blow.

Texas A&M University C.F. KONRAD
konradc@tamu.edu

3% Diod. Sic. 24.1.7.

3 On average sailing speeds, see L. Casson, Ships and Seamanship in the Ancient World
(Princeton, NJ, 1971), 270-96. For the view that Claudius left promptly, see also Bleckmann
(n. 20), 189.
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