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          What was the importance of the East African elephant trade to the Ptolemaic Kingdom?
Red Sea Trade Prior to the Ptolemaic Kingdom
The essay focusses on the role of live elephants rather than the products of elephants, such as ivory. The Ptolemaic Kingdom existed from the death of Alexander in 323 BC to the death of Cleopatra VII in 30 BC. The essay will try to place the importance of this resource (war elephants) for the Ptolemaic kingdom in the Hellenistic world, including consideration of why the kingdoms of the Hellenistic world placed such a high importance on elephants.
Prior to the death of Alexander in 323 BC elephants were a potential military resource to the states of the Near Middle East. There is a risk that when we consider the use of elephants we do so through the perspective of the modern world. The variety and geographic range of elephants is much reduced since the ancient world. This has tended to take modern scholarship down a binary route in the nineteenth to mid twentieth century with the Indian elephant/African elephant duality and over the past twenty years to a three-way consideration of the availability of elephants when the reality may be more complex and nuanced. 

There is no evidence that the Ptolemaic kingdom used elephants as a means of labour as they were in the Indian sub-continent and further east as well as weapons of war. From modern records we can see that elephants as a source of labour can make a significant impact to non-industrial societies. In the early-1900s there were an estimated 100,000 (Elephas maximus indicus) domesticated elephants used in Thailand as labour
. 
The probable reasons for not utilising elephants as a source of labour include the expense in securing elephants. This made their role in Ptolemaic Egypt unviable economically with the availability of a plentiful human slave and peasant populations. The use of elephants was therefore limited to being a weapon of war and also a powerful status symbol in the world of the competing Hellenistic kingdoms.
In understanding the importance of elephants as a resource to the Ptolemaic kingdom, we can start by placing the use and thus trade within a timeframe context. When did it begin and when did it decline? By considering these two questions the drivers for this trade become clearer.

Elephants were not exploited in Achaemenid Egypt (525–404 BC and 343–332 BC), nor in the earlier Pharaonic Egypt (3100BC-525BC)
. Achaemenid Egypt, as with the whole of the Achaemenid empire, had access to the technology to exploit elephants and sources of elephants. There was the obvious land route from Persia to India, however, trade down the Red Sea was also available to Achaemenid Egypt. The opening up of the Suez Canal route by linking the passage from the Bitter Lakes to the Red Sea demonstrates Achaemenid interest in Red Sea trade and access to the East African resource of elephants. The Achaemenid Suez Canal enabling the development of trade from Egypt down the Red Sea to the sources of Ptolemaic elephant hunting was probably completed for the Achaemenids by Darius I, re-opening earlier versions of the canal
. However, this route completed earlier attempts at canal building, most notably that of Necko II pharaoh of the 26th Dynasty (610–595 BC), which finished possible earlier canals. Herodotus as well as informing us of this canal tells us that Necko II commissioned a voyage of discovery which took three years to complete sailing from the Red Sea to the mouth of the Nile travelling around Africa
. The first work on this canal began with Khakheperre Senusret II the fourth pharaoh of the Twelfth Dynasty of Egypt (1897 BC to 1878 BC), however this work may have been for the purpose of irrigation rather than to develop trade routes to east Africa.
Regardless of the opening of a canal at Suez the pharaonic Egyptian state was regularly trading with the area of Somalia, north east Ethiopia, the Red Sea coastland of Sudan, Eritrea and Djibouti. This region was known as the Land of Punt to the Pharaonic Egyptians. It is possible that this region also included parts of the south west of the Arabian Peninsula. The first recorded Egyptian expedition to the land of Punt was under Pharaoh Sahure of the Fifth Dynasty (first half of the 25th century BC). It is believed that Pharaoh Khufu of the Fourth Dynasty secured gold from Punt. Under Mentuhotep III (11th dynasty, ca. 2000 BC), Hannu an officer of the Pharaoh organised probably more than one journey to the land of Punt
. By the end of the New Kingdom trade with the land of Punt had declined.
Evidence of later trade from Egypt down the Red Sea to India comes from the Periplus of the Red Sea also called The Periplus of the Erythraean (Eritrean) Sea. The Periplus which documents the route, attributes the discovery of the route to Hippalus (1st century BC) 
. It is logical that Achaemenid Egypt was aware of the potential of this trade route.  However, the Persian Empire bordered the Indian Kingdoms to its east and had access by land to the supply of Indian war elephants and to Indian trade as a whole rather than developing new trade routes. Therefore, an Egyptian/Indian trade route was not developed until the establishment of the Ptolemaic kingdom. Not least, because a hostile Hellenistic Seleucid kingdom blocked trade overland between Ptolemaic Egypt and India. It also has to be recognised that elephants being living animals with all the frailty that entails may not have been able to survive sea transport from India to Egypt but could survive the shorter sea journey from the Horn of Africa to the Ptolemaic port of Bernika on the Red Sea.  

Use of Elephants in War
The first evidence of domestication of elephants for agricultural use comes from 4500BC in the Indus Valley. However, Lahri Choudhury believes that the commencement of domesticating elephants in India can be dated back to 6000BC on the basis of rock paintings
. War elephants had been used in India since the early Verdic period (1500-1200BC), in particular as a prestigious mount for generals but this was seen as a secondary to the preferred option of chariots reflecting the Bronze Age warfare recorded by Homer in the Iliad. Elephants were extensively used in the late Verdic period in India
.  This includes the description of the use of elephants in war in military manuals. The use of elephants is also attested in the major epic works of Indian literature dating to the earlier and later Verdic periods – the Rig Verda (1500-1000BC)
 and the Upanishads (900-500BC)
. As direct evidence of the importance of the use of elephants in war the built environment was constructed to facilitate their use. The main gate of Kusinagara in Ultar Pradesh, India was designed to allow war elephants access and was constructed circa 500 BC
.
Therefore, we can see that the use of elephants in warfare and symbolism of statehood or royalty was central to the states in the Indian subcontinent. This technology did not extend westward into the Achaemenid Persian kingdom until the crises brought on by the attack and victories of Alexander. Prior to this the Achaemenid kingdom had not seen the necessity to introduce this technology. There had been defeats previously for the kingdom, most notably when considering the later Hellenistic kingdom of the Ptolemais from the Greek tradition, of Marathon 490 BC, Salamis 480 BC and Plataea 479 BC
. The Achaemenid kingdom had subsequently used Greek hoplite as mercenaries but these defeats had not presented an existential threat to the Achaemenid kingdoms, a threat to its very existence. 
This had changed at the battle of Gaugamela 331BC, between Alexander and Darrius II, which required what was left of the Persian kingdom to strain its resources to the upmost and to introduce new technologies to its army such as caltrops
 (spiked anti-cavalry ground weapons) and older antiquated technologies such as the re-introduction to warfare of scythed chariots
. According to ancient sources the Persian army fielded between a million to a quarter of a million men but modern estimates range from 90,000 to 120,000 men. Importantly, Arrian lists fifteen elephants amongst the Persian forces. These elephants were placed in the centre of the Persian army but do not appear to have played a role in the conflict. Prior to the battle Arrian records a sacrifice to the God of Fear made by the Macedonian and Greek army because the presence of the elephants made such as impact on Alexanders army. 
Achaemenid Persian Distain of Elephants
The reluctance and late use of elephants by the Achaemenid Persians may relate to religious beliefs. The fifteen elephants present at the final battle of Achmaenid Persia were not present in the numbers used by their Indian neighbours to the east nor utilised aggressively and forcefully as the Indian king Porus did later against Alexander at the battle of Hydaspes 326 BC. Porus himself rode on an elephant rather than used a chariot as convention at the time would have expected for an Indian king. If the Achaemenid Persians had used elephants in numbers and aggressively as king Porus did at Battle of the Hydaspes the outcome of Alexanders wars of conquest may well have been different. 
The Zoroastrian religion divides animals into good and evil animals as it divides all existence into these two forces which are struggling against each other in a continual cataclysmic struggle. The Bundashisn
 mentions elephants as well as lions as being noxious creatures (as well as frogs and snakes) of Ahreman and the forces of evil and darkness in the universe. These animals of the force of darkness (Zoroastrians worshipped light/fire as opposed to darkness) were called xrafstar
. The Persians were no less devout in following the strictures of their religion as other faiths. It is probable that this religious belief prevented the spread of the use of elephants in either warfare or as a source of labour westward to Egypt and the adoption of its use earlier than by the Ptolemies in Egypt. This antipathy to elephants explains their very late adoption by the Achaemenids and the failure to use them at the battle of Gaugamela. Later in this essay we will consider the use of different types of elephant sub species. The now extinct Western Asiatic elephant (Elephas maximus asurus) had also been available to the Achaemenids in territory they directly controlled.
It should be noted that the later Sassanid Persians (224-641AD) who were Zoroastrians did use war elephants. Therefore, the lack of use of elephants by the earlier Achaemenids might not have been due to religious reasons but equally it is probable that the religious pronouncement against elephants was stronger in the Achaemenid kingdom. Religious constraints on behaviour changes over time, in particularly in the face of economic or other social necessities. It is probable that the later Sassanid Persians took account of the defeat of the earlier Achaemenid Persians and so the religious convention was later relaxed. Zoroastrianism changed over time as most religions have. 
Imperative to Ptolemaic War Elephants 
After Gaugamela the Macedonian/Greeks acquired elephants. Eighty war elephants were captured by Alexander at the battle of the Hydaspes and a further seventy which were intended to be reinforcements for Porus were given to him
. Diodorus states
Above nine thousand men were taken alive, together with eighty elephants. Porus himself was still breathing, and was turned over to the Indians for medical attention.
This was the beginning of the inclusion of elephants into the Macedonian Royal Army and we see in the Wars of the Diadochi or Successors to Alexander from 322 BC to 275 BC that elephants became a central feature of the armies. At the battles of Paraitacene in 317 BC and at Gabiene 316 BC in the Second War of the Diadochi elephants were used on both sides. In the Third War of the Diadochi elephants were again used at the battle of Gaza 312 BC where Demetrius lost all his elephants to light infantry with javelins, arrows and anti-elephant spikes. The Fourth War of the Diadochi 308–301 BC came to an end with the battle of Ipsus 301 BC.
At the battle of Ipsus Plutarch gives the size of Antigonus's army as 70,000 infantry, 10,000 cavalry and 75 war elephants. Whilst the opposing side of Cassander, Lysimachus and Seleucus I Nicator who supplied the elephants was 64,000 infantry,10,500 cavalry,120 scythed chariots and 400 elephants
. 

The war elephants proved decisive at this battle which brought to an end the Wars of the Diadochi. The elephants of Seleucus I Nicator were used effectively and intelligently on the battlefield blocking the successful return to the battle of the enemy cavalry rather than being used as a blunt instrument to bludgeon and be bludgeoned which is never going to be successful with intelligent creatures who might be tamed but are not domesticated. The Seleucids from the dynasties founder were the most successful inheritors of the empire of Alexander and the political position which Seleucus I Nicator established was in large part because of his ability to bring 400 war elephants to the battle of Ipsus. Seleucus I Nicator had received 500 war elephants from Chandragupta Maurya, at the conclusion of the Seleucid–Mauryan War 305-303 BC. In return Seleucus I Nicator gave the Punjab, Hindu Kush and parts of Afghanistan to Chandragupta Maury
 who built an empire which was to dominate the sub-continent of India. Whilst this exchange gave Seleucus I Nicator his victory at Ipsus it demonstrates the staggering value in which elephants were held which must be understood in regard to the later Ptolemaic trade to East Africa.
Elephants became part of the imagery of the political and military power of the Seleucids. The battle of Ipsus had brought the wars of the Diadochi to a virtual end but the invasion of Celtic tribes rampaged through Greece and Macedonia, inspiring superb sculpture with the figure and theme of the Dying Gaul, and into Anatolia. Here the Celtic rampage was brought to an end at the battle known as the Elephant Victory in 273 BC. Polybius records the victory of Antiochus I again through the clever use of elephants rather than by brute force. The continued dominance of central Anatolia by the Galatians (Celts) questions the significance and impact of this victory and to what extend it was a Seleucid propaganda piece. The Seleucids were to use the elephant symbol on their Tetradrachm coinage
. The elephant became a potent political symbol demonstrating military power and the economic and political power required to provide elephants. It could be considered that the war elephant had become the symbol of being a Hellenistic super power in the way in which nuclear weapons became the symbol of being a late twentieth century super power
. The Seleucids used the symbol of the war elephant to demonstrate their military power rather than other potent military forces in their possession which carried prestige in the Hellenistic world such as the silver shield phalangites inherited from Alexanders Macedonian Royal Army or the cataphracts which were in turn an inheritance from the late Achaemenid military revolution in the face of the Macedonian/Greek challenge. 
Until their later destruction by the Parthians from the east and the Romans from the west the main antagonists and challenge to the Seleucid kingdom was presented by Ptolemaic Egypt. Obviously, the Ptolemaic kingdom also fell to the rise of Rome. There were to be a tedious six wars between the Ptolemais and Seleucids which shed and wasted blood, money and effort to very little avail and only weakened the Hellenistic kingdoms to those threats from east and west mentioned above. (First Syrian War 274–271 BC, Second Syrian War 260–253 BC, Third Syrian War 246–241 BC, Fourth Syrian War 219–217 BC, Fifth Syrian War 202–195 BC, Sixth Syrian War 170–168 BC).
It was to match the military and political symbolism of being able to field a force of war elephants which led to the Ptolemais to develop their own source of elephants. The military arms race of the early Hellenistic period funded by the captured treasuries of the Achaemenid kingdom which had held and stored the tax and plunder incomes of the Persian kingdom was released to fund the Hellenistic powers which inherited those treasuries and revenues. If the Seleucids had war elephants the Ptolemais had to as well if they were to be serious political and military contenders. 
Sourcing Elephants
The elephant has a gestation period of twenty-two months. This means that breeding in captivity even in the modern world is not a successful method to maintain elephant numbers. The female elephant is ready to breed from the age of fourteen and male elephants usually breed from the age of fifty
. In captivity elephants do not usually breed beyond the third or fourth generation even in the modern world. This in part is why elephants are tamed but not really domesticated as with dogs, horses, ferrets, goats etc. The war elephant was also usually male. Female elephants would not stay in combat against male elephants and would turn and flee if placed in a fight against male elephants. Therefore, Ptolemaic Egypt had to secure access to stocks of non-domesticated elephants in order to have a force of war elephants. 
The elephant hunting programme of the Ptolemaic kingdom was linked to the political necessity to secure this supply of elephants. This paper explores the later decline in the hunting and transportation of these live elephants was arguably not due to the decline in population of these elephant stocks in the wild. Rather it was the result of the political and military imperative which was no longer present, as the threat of a Seleucid military with its own war elephants had receded. A modern analogy is the space race between the Soviet Union and the U.S.A. Expense and effort stopped when the political/military challenge declined. So, the Ptolemaic effort in securing elephants stopped when the political/military imperative was no longer there. 
The search and exploitation of East African elephants is set between the years 271 BC, the end of the First Syrian War and 207 – 186 BC the years of the Great Egyptian Revolt according to Burstien
. First the port of Philotera and then Ptolomies of the Hunt (Aqiq) were established. An indication of the resources that the Ptolemaic Kingdom was prepared to put into securing elephants. This was followed by the establishment of a new major port at Berenike instead of using the more northern Suez Canal route. The range of these hunting expeditions moved steadily southward reaching northern Somalia in the reign of Ptolemy IV
. Burstien gives the native Egyptian revolt of 207-186 BC as the cause in the decline of East African elephant hunting. Southern Egypt was lost as well as political alliances with the Kingdom of Kush which supported the native Egyptian revolt against the foreign Hellenic overlords. Whilst the practical problems of access routes to the supply of the elephant source was important. It may be considered that the earlier logistical efforts of the Ptolemais demonstrate the great effort that they undertook to secure elephants should the political and military imperative require it. The Ptolemaic state could have resumed the trade from a more northerly port and utilised the Suez Canal route again even with the difficulties the trade wind gave to the more northerly route.
Ending the Imperative 
It was the battle of Magnesia in 190 BC which changed the political and military world of the eastern Mediterranean and removed the Egyptian need for war elephants. Whilst later Antiochus IV had war elephants and this is recorded in the Parade at Daphne
 and was to use them in endeavouring to suppress the Jewish Maccabean Revolt. The Romans had forbidden the Seleucids from having war elephants in the Treaty of Apamea 188 BC which followed the Roman victory at Magnesia. Appian informs us that the Treaty of Apamea required the Seleucids to give up their territory in Europe (in Greece and Thrace), to retire from Asia Minor, which saw the growth of Pergamon and Rhodes (further weakening the Seleucids) and to pay 15000 silver talents in total. The Seleucids moved from being a super power of the ancient world to at best a regional power. Importantly the peace term of not maintaining war elephants was now required by the Romans of the Seleucids.
When Antiochus IV endeavoured to militarily advance against the Ptolemaic Kingdom with a force including elephants the Romans ordered the Seleucid King to retire. Gaius Popilius Laenas instructed his former friend, Antiochus IV, in 168 BC to withdraw from conquered Egyptian territory bringing to an end the Sixth (and final) Syrian War. The Ptolemies still had elephants up to 145 BC when Ptolemy VI Philometor died in Syria and the elephants, he had with him were taken by the Seleucids. However, in reality the Ptolemies were not to need war elephants after the Treaty of Apamea as they came under the protection of Rome. Matthew Cobb gives the death of Ptolemy VI 145 BC as the end of Ptolemaic endeavours to secure and maintain a force of war elephants. It may have been that there was a period of adjustment between 168 and 145 BC to adjust to the new Realpolitik of the Roman dominated eastern Mediterranean that Egypt no longer needed war elephants to protect itself from the Seleucids. Whilst the Seleucids had war elephants after Apamea, they may have considered the restriction only applied to the lifetime of Antiochus III, the key point is that the Romans were not going to let the Seleucids use their war elephants after that treaty. Rome had become the ‘policeman’ of the eastern Mediterranean and states security in this region were no longer dependent upon their ability to protect themselves rather their security depended on the political foreign policy of Rome. 
A factor in the retention of war elephants by the Ptolemies and Seleucids after Apamea may be related to their role as status symbols amongst Hellenic kingdoms. The Romans were themselves to use war elephants on occasion although they are more noted for their defeats of armies containing elephants (King Pyros of Epiros, Hannibal Barca, Antiochus III). Matthew Cobb correctly dismisses a successful breeding programme by the Ptolemies as the cause of the reduction in the east African trade
 whilst the exhaustion of the hunting grounds would have made efforts more expensive in time and cost. This in itself may have contributed to a cost/benefit analysis that with Roman protection and a weakening Seleucid kingdom the Ptolemies no longer needed their war elephant supply.
The Contribution of Elephants to the Ptolemaic Kingdom
If the purpose of the Ptolemaic acquisition of elephants was to secure the kingdoms protection against an expansive Seleucid kingdom we are led to the natural question, was this endeavour successful? In simple terms the answer was yes. The Ptolemaic kingdom survived against the larger and more powerful Seleucid kingdom which had inherited the Macedonian Royal Army (including the elite Silver Shields) and had access to the strategic resource of Indian war elephants. At the most notable clash between these two forces, the battle of Raphia 217 BC, the largest Hellenistic battle since Ipsus, the two forces clashed. Polybius gives the Seleucid army 102 Indian elephants (Elephas maximus) whilst the Ptolemies had seventy-three African (Loxodonta Cyclotis or Loxodonta Africana) elephants
 which were combined with 70,000 infantry, 5,000 cavalry and the Seleucids had 62,000 infantry and 6,000 cavalry.  Importantly the Ptolemaic army included 20,000 machamoi, Egyptians trained to fight in a phalanx. This again shows the Ptolemaic state falling back successfully on its own Egyptian and African resources. The training and self-confidence of the machamoi in matching and beating the Seleucid phalangites and Argyraspides (silver shields so named for the silver cover of their shields) contributed to the later Great Egyptian Revolt.
Polybius tells us that the Seleucid elephants were larger and more frightening than the Ptolemaic elephants which fled the field and disrupted the Ptolemaic centre. Yet the Ptolemaic centre held, Antiochus disappeared on his right flank charging with his cataphracts as he was to repeat in another failure at Magnesia. It was the centre holding supported by cavalry on the Ptolemaic right which delivered the victory. Whilst the Seleucid elephants might have been successful against the Ptolemaic elephants their further engagement was neutralised in the battle by the Ptolemaic elephants and a number were captured by Ptolemy IV according to Polybius. In strategic terms, the African Ptolemaic elephants had neutralised the Indian Seleucid elephants. 
What Were Ptolemaic Elephants
The one occasion when these two sets of animals met in battle is at Raphia. Polybius describes the Ptolemaic elephants as being smaller and scared of the larger Indian elephants. Yet he also describes the two sets of animals meeting tusk to tusk and head on. He further describes both sets of elephants carrying towers with men. This description of carrying towers does not seem to fit with the long accepted Loxodonta Cyclotis (smaller forest elephant) or the extinct Loxodonta Africana Pharaohensis (north African elephant) rather than the Loxodonta Africana Oxyotis (larger bush or savanna elephant). Michael Charles’ solution to this is to say the Ptolemies used Indian elephants at Raphia. However, I do not consider this plausible given the effort the Ptolemies went to securing African elephants. What may be plausible is that the Seleucid elephants were better trained and their mahouts were better trained given the good political relations and closer proximity that the Seleucids had to the Indian states with their wider experience and knowledge of elephant warfare. There are also references to the Seleucids providing their elephants with armour in the later war of the Maccabees (Jewish revolt)
 so it is also plausible that their elephants had armour at Raphia, which may have given them an advantage. The stretching of the Ptolemaic state to meet its own existentialist threat at Raphia may have also included some female elephants in the Egyptian army with the less experienced Egyptians not appreciating that the female elephants in their force would run from bull Seleucid elephants.
Modern historians have readily accepted that smaller Ptolemaic elephants turned and ran away from larger (and smellier according to Polybius) Seleucid elephants. Less credence is given to the report of the Egyptian elephants carrying howdahs/castles and fighting head to head. To carry a howdah with a number of men an elephant has to be of a reasonable size. The extinct Loxodonta Africana Pharaohensis (North African Oasis Elephants) which seems to have been used more by the Carthaginians did not carry a howdah as it was too small and seems to have had just one mahout sitting behind the ears. Loxodonta Africana Pharaohensis is considered to have been a sub species of Loxodonta Africana.
Modern DNA research shows that the modern but limited (100+) elephant population of Eritrea where the Ptolemais captured their elephants are Loxodonta Africana Oxyotis (Bush)
.This does not mean that the elephant population of Eritrea in the ancient world was Loxodanta Africana Oxyotis instead of Loxodonta Africana Cyclotis (Forest). However, if Ptolemaic Egypt used Loxodonta Africana Oxyotis this would explain the ability for their elephants to carry howdahs which were occupied by fighting men. W Gowers believed that the use of Loxodonta Africana Cyclotis by the Ptolemies explained the reference to smaller African elephants fighting Indian elephants at Raphia which in turn are smaller than the African Bush elephants. Modern science considers these two elephants to be separate species rather than sub species.
There is a fourth elephant species which inhabited the ancient Near East. Western Asiatic elephant (Elephas Maximus Asurus). Ashurnasirpal II king of Assyria from 883-859 BC boasted of killing one of these elephants whilst the Nimrud ivory collection in the British Museum probably testifies to the hunting of these elephants. Standing at 3.5 metres these elephants were extinct as late as by 100 BC but do not seem to have been exploited as a source of war elephants. Their range was southern Iran, Iraq through to Syria and eastern Anatolia. There is no evidence to show this species were used as war elephants by the Ptolemies or Seleucids.
Conclusion
To conclude, the Zoroastrian religion of Achaemenid Persia which held the view that elephants are a noxious animal prevented the use of elephants as a weapon of war earlier to the west, most notably Egypt. With the removal of this prescription the impetus to the expense and effort of securing war elephants for the Ptolemaic state was the threat of the same weapon in the hands of the Seleucids. When this threat disappeared with the treaty of Apamea the raison d’etre of sourcing elephants from East Africa disappeared. In probability, the Ptolemies matched Seleucid elephants with howdahs, with elephants with their own howdahs at Raphia. Whether this takes us to a conclusion on which species of elephants used is open to conjecture. Not least of which because this argument distracts us from the more interesting aspect of the Ptolemaic state exploring, discovering and capturing elephants in East Africa and bringing them back to Egypt which contributed to the survival of Ptolemaic Egypt in the face of an aggressive and more powerful Seleucid kingdom. 
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