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Secrets of the Dead: Hannibal in the Alps 

Premieres Tuesday, April 10 at 8-9 p.m. on PBS (check local listings) 

Streams April 11 via pbs.org/secrets and PBS apps 

 

Synopsis 
 
Hannibal, one of history’s most famous generals, achieved what the Romans thought to be 
impossible. With a vast army of 30,000 troops, 15,000 horses and 37 war elephants, he 
crossed the mighty Alps in only 16 days to launch an attack on Rome from the north. For 
more than 2,000 years, nobody has been able to prove which of the four possible routes 
Hannibal took across the Alps, and no physical evidence of Hannibal’s army has ever been 
found…until now. In Secrets of the Dead: Hannibal in the Alps, a team of experts – 
explorers, archaeologists, and scientists - combine state-of-the-art technology, ancient texts, 
and a recreation of the route itself to prove conclusively where Hannibal’s army made it 
across the Alps - and exactly how and where he did it. 

 

Notable Talent:  Dr. Eve MacDonald, historian and Hannibal expert 
   Dr. Tori Herridge, elephant expert 
   Bill Mahaney, lead scientist and geologist 

Stephanie Carter, Secrets of the Dead executive producer 

 
Noteworthy Facts 

• The famous crossing of the Alps occurred in 218 BC, a period when Carthage and 
Rome were competing for world dominance. Hannibal traversed the mountains--
once thought uncrossable--with a force of more than 30,000 soldiers, 15,000 cavalry 
and most famous of all - 37 elephants.  



• Hannibal’s invasion over the Alps sent shockwaves through the ancient world - for 15 
long years he waged a campaign of annihilation throughout Italy. 

• The Alps are 80,000 square miles of desolate, hostile mountain terrain, and not a 
single obvious trace exists of the extraordinary events that took place there more than 
2,000 years ago. Four main routes have been in contention as the route Hannibal 
took, but the Col de la Traversette, the highest and most dangerous route, is the one 
proven in the film to have been used. 

• Elephants’ feet are uniquely structured to adjust to whatever environment they’re in 
and they are extremely efficient in how they use their muscles, making them perfect 
creatures for long-distance travel.  

• It took nine days to reach the high top of the mountain. On the climb, donkeys 
carried 220 pounds of hay, enough food to feed one horse for 20 days. But the 
numerous horses as well as the appetites of the elephants meant that food supplies 
quickly ran out. Many men and animals died on the final leg over the pass.   

 

Buzzworthy Moments 

• Hannibal rested his army for a few days at key points along the route. The experts 
find evidence of the army’s presence in a distressed layer of soil which contained 
extremely high levels of compounds normally found in horse manure – indicating a 
large number of horses spent time there.     

• Hannibal crossed the Alps with 37 African war elephants. The film visits an elephant 
trainer who shows how they might have been controlled, and a 1959 experimental 
archaeological test of an elephant crossing the Alps indicates they were able to cross 
the rocky terrain.  

• Hannibal’s elite cavalry was led by the Numidians, and these riders and their horses 
were an essential part of Hannibal’s victories. The riders were lightly clad and 
famously rode without saddles or bridles.  A horse trainer shows us the methods 
these cavalrymen used to control their horses.  

• Prior to climbing the mountains, one of the major obstacles in Hannibal’s path was 
the River Rhone, the largest European river emptying into the Mediterranean. Once 
across the river, the army was attacked by Celtic tribesman at the gorge and suffered 
huge losses. Mountaineers show us this path and how the attack may have occurred.  
 

Short TV Listing 

Uncover the mystery of how Hannibal crossed the near-impregnable Alps to attack Rome. 

Long TV Listing 

Follow a team of experts as they solve the enduring mystery of exactly where Hannibal and 
his troops crossed the Alps to launch a surprise attack on Rome. 
 
Running Time: 60 minutes 
 
Series Overview 

At the intersection of science and history, Secrets of the Dead uses the latest scientific 
discoveries to challenge prevailing ideas and throw fresh light on unexplained historical 
events.  
 
Production Credits 



Secrets of the Dead: Hannibal in the Alps is a production of Lion Television in 

association with THIRTEEN Productions LLC for WNET. Directed by Giulia Clark. Stephanie 

Carter is executive producer for Secrets of the Dead.  
 
Underwriters 

Funding for Secrets of the Dead is provided by the Corporation for Public Broadcasting, 
and by public television viewers.  
 
About WNET 
WNET is America’s flagship PBS station and parent company of THIRTEEN and WLIW21. WNET 
also operates NJTV, the statewide public media network in New Jersey. Through its broadcast 
channels, three cable services (THIRTEEN PBSKids, Create and World) and online streaming 
sites, WNET brings quality arts, education and public affairs programming to more than five 
million viewers each week. WNET produces and presents such acclaimed PBS series as Nature, 
Great Performances, American Masters, PBS NewsHour Weekend and a range of documentaries, 
children’s programs, and local news and cultural offerings. WNET’s groundbreaking series for 
children and young adults include Get the Math, Oh Noah! and Cyberchase as well as Mission US, 
the award-winning interactive history game. WNET highlights the tri-state’s unique culture and 
diverse communities through NYC-ARTS, Theater Close-Up, NJTV News with Mary Alice 
Williams and MetroFocus, the daily multi-platform news magazine focusing on the New York 
region. In addition, WNET produces online-only programming including the award-winning 
series about gender identity, First Person, and an intergenerational look at tech and pop culture, 
The Chatterbox with Kevin and Grandma Lill. In 2015, THIRTEEN launched Passport, an online 
streaming service which allows members to see new and archival THIRTEEN and PBS 
programming anytime, anywhere: www.thirteen.org/passport. 
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