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Finding Caesar in Spain

ALISTAIR FORREST merges ot awd fictrow im Hispania Ultersor.

As a young journalist 1 used to laugh with colleagues who joked:
“Never let the facts get in the way of a good story” Alas, 1 have
known some for whom this was a serous mantra, but none of them
are likely 10 grace the ranks of writers of historical ficnon.

You can't argue with facts, you can only weave your story around
them, Bue first you have 1o dig them up like the gems they are, and
that 1s 2 daunting prospect unless you are a 100-year-old historian
whose life has been devored to study. And debut novelises like me
need a large dose of luck to go with the bard graft,

My good fortune came about when I moved
to Spain n 2005 with a burning passion to
write historical ficoon, an enthusiasm that
dulled cach evening under the weight of 2
very demanding day job as editor of four
magarines. The house my wife and T chose
stands amad well-tended olive groves in an
upland valley opposite Monda, a charmang
village in the Sicrea de ks Nieves Narvral
Park not far inland from Marbella | knew
that here T could find the freedom of
thought to write 2 novel based on a character
whose intelligence and engincening skills
could influcnce the outcome of ancient
warfare against the odds, Tt was a faidy loose
wlea that needed a home in those clusve
histonical facts,

My wife and 1 have inquisitrve mands, but we quickly realsed how liete
we knew about the history, customs and culture of our new region.
As we empoyed 2 glass of Rioja on the terrace, we Jooked across the
valley to the whitewashed houses of Monda and its imposing castle,
surrounded by breath-taking views of the mountains. We logged on
and began to find out more - and discovered that none other than
Julins Cacsar had led cight crack legions nght through the valley 1o
Monda (then called Munda) to finally defeat the sons of Pompey.
He probably stood m our garden, long before st was populated with
palms, olives, and almonds.

Not bong after this epiphany, 1 read the final book in Coan Iggulden'’s
Emperor sencs, Tée Gads of War, hoping to learn something from
his account of the Bartle of Munda. It wasnt there. The author
explaned in his historical note: “For reasons of plot and length, 1
have omitted barttles :n Spain and Africa as Julus and his generals
crushed legions loyal 10 Pompey™ 1 am glad he did this because one
of the greatest modern fction writers dealing with this period had
left me with a blank canvas. | could find nothing in recent fiction that
would influence me beyond my own imaginanons and the “feel” of
the location where it all happened.

Moada today - the Pompesan legions were probably
arvayed where the neasest buildings are sssated and
10 the right in feost of the Ml where the Moorish

castle now stands

There was a small problem though. Many histonans believe that the
Battle of Munda took place near Osuna, which bies some fifty miles
to the nocthwest. But facts need corroborating, and the communaty
of our Monda is adamant that it was here that Caesar’s Populares
finally defeated the Pompeian Optimates. As the Spanish don’t deal
in facts so much as rised vouces, | took that as proof enough ~ 1if
there is a difference of opinion, then T have the choice to opt for one
or the other. Or put another way, never let a disputed fact get in the
way of 2 good story!

And so to research. This took two forms,
walking and reading. There 15 a small section of
Roman road leading oward Moada — enough
of an histoncal site to halt the progress of a
new road — and in the town there are ancient
springs that never dry up and woukd have made
thas a logcal ancient settdement. The town
woukl also bave been casily defended in 2 siege
ath ample water and a steep inchine to where
carly palisades and Roman walls could have
been. A Moorish castle now stands on a steep
hill above the town, and although local folklore
says there was a fort there in ancent umes,
this cannot be proved. The remnams of the
Optimates army ook refuge behind the walls of
Munxda and were under sicge for several weeks,

The lic of the land marches an eyewitness account. Cacsar’s own
“official” history of the campaign’ states: “The two camps were
divided from one another by a plain about five miles n extent, so
that Pompey, in consequence of the town’s clevared position, and
the nature of the country, enjoyed a double defence. Across this
valley ran a nvuler, which rendered the approach to the mountain
extremely difficult, because it foemed a deep morass on the right™
Stretching northeast from the town of Monda, toward modern day
Coin (Lacibis in Roman times), s what coukd be rermed a broad
upland valley where famuly-owned olrve groves clothe a senies of Jow
hillocks. In front of Monda there 1s a brook, dry in summer, with a
marshy area o the right as you Jook from this valley, In 45 BCE there
would have been no olive trees as these have been planted in ordered
rows over the past centuey of 50 — it woukl have resembled a plain
amad the mountains — and on the town side of the brook is a steep
incline, the ideal ground for Gnacus Pompey to stand his ground and
hope to draw Cacsar on,

While the docation threw up some difficultses, the bartle itself did
not. Though his work has been questioned by some histonians, |
trusted the account of Appian of Alexandma’ (€.95-¢.165) who has
a passage in which Caesar is goaded by Gnaeus Pompey. The young
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gemers] accused Caesar of cowardice, prompting a dogree of rage
that ultimatcly ked Cacsar to personally thrast has way to the from
line ar Munda and exhort his mroops 1o vicrory. Caesar was unusually
brueal in bus hast barde. He believed he was aght, his pansence had ran
out, anx] he had been called 2 coand

Orher early accounss of the battle can be found i Applae and Cassius
Dio’s Roeman Histoey,” which no doabt rely on Cacsar’s woek 5 their
prmary source. Together with Cacsars former kegate Tites Labienus,
who had defocted to the Optimates cause probably
because be had been overlooked for promotion, the
Poenpey beothers arrayed thesr forces on the muang
knd before Munda, using the brook as a nataml
obstacle, Cacsar'’s cight legions were outnambered
by the thimeen of the Opamates, bur the later
coontsined 3 hiepe number of rroe Jocal rocrats,
There was a Jong stand-off as Caesar waited in vain
for the larger army to advance onto flar ground,
bt eventually he lost patience and sounded the
advarce. The fighting was savage and bloody, with
Caesar himself advancing to the front kne to exhort
his men to coursge and ferocny.

Cassius Dio's accoant of the bartle includes thes
"All would have penished or ar saghifall they would
have parted with bonours even, had not Bogud,
who was somewhere outside the conflice, set out for
Pompey's camp, whereupon Labienus, observing thas, left his stason
and procecded against him. Poenper’s men, then, supposing him to
be mn fagh, lost hease™ In the shasgivter that folloraad, Cacsar Bets
tharty thossand Pompeaans dead and a meagre one thousand of his
own men. Needless to say 1 have left these figures out of Libertes —
who was counnng?

Having researched the Batde of Munda, s causes and its effect
on the politics of Rome, 1t was time w0 weave the stoey arousx]
the faces. Before the Roenans came, the community was peobably
based on the sple things m life Ske buntang, amimal husbandry,
arable crops, baking beead, and brewing, A lifestyle that remained
unchanged in inland Andabacia until EC money buile new soads for
other Europeans to venture away from the Costas! That is the poine
~ thas happened i the 1* century BCE when the Celubenan and
Phoenician population came under the influence of the Romans, and
towns Bee Munds became important sascllite settlements in support
of larger cities bke Conduba (Cordoba) and Gades (Cadix), often at
the intersection of existing trade routes.

Rather than sssume a collection of Pythonesque yokels whipping up
rebellion and asking “Whar have the Romans done for us?”, 1 chase
instead 10 develop the theme of an indigenous people who were
creative and inmventive in their own nghe, They understood herberaft
and lacked noching for a full, healthy life. The bero in Likertar is
not 2 warnior but & thinker. He & appalled st the horror that Rome
beings ro his hometoamn, bat he warms to the vounger of the Pospay
beothers, Sextus

In my research, | found myself liking the younger Poenpey. Following
the dsaseer of Munda, he went oo to become 2 successfal pirate,
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whach indicares a cerain degree of filkal amgst sance hus father, Pompey
the Great, had dealt with the carlier parate theeat so convincingly n
67 BCE, My bking for the young Sextus had nothing o do with
the Pirates of the Canibbezn phenomenon our chiklren raved about,
although I have to confess his character i i places somewhat Depp
like. Sexrus became a successful pirate in the sense that he attmacted
many escaped shives and created 2 strong persoaal navy that defeared
the fiects of Augustas reice before Agrippa's success against bum at
Naulochas in 536 BCE. For me, his sense of fun and adventure would
make the perfect foal for the more thougheful hera,
Mekjare. And this is where | Bave taken 2 nsk wiath
the facts — the invention of embeyoee Mome code,
the retractable keel, and the torpedo (please stay
with mel).

Pushing boundarics like ths could be regarded
as dangerous for a nonscientist whose bastory
qualificanons amount to an A-evel in the subgect
arxl & ple of well-thumbed paperbacks by Bernard
Cornwell, Conn Iggelkden, and Simon  Scarroms:
Actually there are many more than these three, and
I'm mot kight on rescarch thanks 1o the insermnet and
my wife's Bbragy. Bot wepedosr Be geneke, scicntist

cntcs!

My love affair with the wechnology of ancent
warfare bogan with a shight exasperation at the
ubiquitous shickl wall as a grunc-and-shove soluton 1o hostlines.
Sare, the Romans used numerous contrapaons as carly amempes
at weapons of mass destroctioa bur, spart from Greek fise and
Hasmnibal's elephants, there seemad to be Betle inmovation to enliven
the pages of pee-gunpowder histoncal fiction,

1 began by asking ey scientist brother foe kdeas, He bas a track record
of madcap inventions that have made money for someone else, but
bas head was in the microchap as the solunon for everything and |
don't think he even heard the question. And T Sunked physcs at
school. Spenning logs on level ground with tenssoned ropes, as a
method of negating cavalry charges or breakang closed mnks of foot
soldiers, was my starting point. Later this somewhat disastrous idea
was schipted as a method of carching a wikl boar in Libertar ~ but
noree 1 had the germ of an idea
about spin and thruse.

The inevitable diaspoea after
the bartle takes Sextus 10 Sicily
where he begins o build his
naton, Melgart §
across the seas in scarch of his
enshived family By chance he is
$hi|w. recked in Su’d! on ks way
1 Rome, where be helps Sextus
by developing the Sea Spear. ]
have the onginal drawings — ny
oun — in which | allowad ooy

pirase anx]

mown  Roeman  comtraptions

sach as ballistac, and ropes. As

a Pt of an ancaont track, ongnally
my uncoovinceg science faled

Roman, leading wp 1o Moada
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me, so did Melgart’s Sea Spear. But we both persevered unul at last

the thick wooden spears were launched spinning to put two Roman
galleys out of action,

Morse code? Sunshine hours are abundant in Andalucia, allowing
a system of flashed signals from mountain peak to mountain peak,
with apologies to Samuel Morse!* The retractable keel? My research
showed that some small Mediterrancan fishing boats contained
a waterproofed box built to the level of the gunwale, into which
seawater could fill via holes in the hull of the boat. This was used to
keep fish alive and fresh until landed. Melgart develops this container
to allow him to lower and lift a shaped wooden ‘wing” (keel) and sail
closer to the wind. Of course, he loses the race despite his invention
because he capsizes. Such is life!

I know the pitfalls —~ they’re called eagle-eyed historians and
knowledgeable enthusiasts. 1f accountants, plumbers, and lawyers
dress up as Romans on weekends and re-enact famous Roman battles,
and read every Scarrow, Iggulden, and Saylor novel ten minutes after
the presses run, what chance has a fanciful first-timer like me? I know
they’ll be after me. For example, I had four references to tomatoes in
the proof copy because the locals eat mountains of tomatoes with
their pork and sea bass in these parts. Thank God 1 read an HNS
review of an earlier tomato victim’s book before the final copies
went to the shops!

Yes, sound research is a prerequisite, and lots of it, but we never stop
learning. Or as Harry 8. Truman put it: “It’s what you learn after you
know it all that counts.”

But I stll have the novelist’s get-out clause. We make stuff up and
apologise later, usually to our partner or the bank manager. So to
those who insist the Battle of Munda took place at Osuna rather than
modern day Monda, I say this: You're wrong. I found an old Polaroid
of Julius Caesar dressed in full batde regalia when 1 was digging in
my garden.

Notes

1. Julius Caesar’s The Spanish War — while this work has been auributed
to Caesar, it was probably written by an officer who was involved in the
campaign. Available online at hup://wwwonline-literature.com/caesar/
spanishwar (translators: W. A. McDevitte and W. S. Bohn).

2. Histories of Appian, English translation by
Horace White, first published in 1913 as part
of the Loeb Classical Library, available online
at  hop://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/
Roman/Texts/Appian.

3. Cassius Dio’s Roman History (Locb Classical
Library) is also available ar hup://penclope.
uchicago.edu.

4. Samuel E B, Morse (1791-1872) developed
“lightning wires” and “Morse code”, an
clectronic alphabet that could carry messages.

Alistair Forrest bas worked as a fournalisi, editor, and principal of a PR company in
the UK. His first novel, Libertas, is published in February 2009 by Onaertor2000. He
dives in Spain with bis wife Lynda; between thens they hare five children.
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