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Introduction


‘(I often wonder what it will be like


To have one’s soul required of one


But all I can think of is the Out-Patients’ Department –


“Are you Mrs. Briggs, dear?”


No, I am Scorpion.)’


Stevie Smith, ‘Scorpion’ (1972)1


There are about 1.39 billion cubic kilometres of water in the world, we’re told. That amount doesn’t change – it just gets redistributed. Sometimes the water is flowing through our bodies; sometimes it’s in the rice field, or in the rows of plastic bottles on supermarket shelves. Most of it, by far, is in the world’s oceans: nearly 97 per cent. River flows, amazingly, constitute only around 0.0002 per cent of the world’s water at any given time. That is less than the amount found in glaciers, groundwater, permafrost, lakes, or in the atmosphere; even swamps hold more water than rivers.2 Yet rivers are water at its most historical. They are the familiar flows through our landscapes, shaping our named territories and our home turfs. Rivers are also where we get most of our water – the lifeblood of our historical civilisations, from Jericho in the Jordan Valley 10,000 years ago to the Indus culture of 7000 BCE and onwards. When they dry up, societies die.


Rivers have served basic needs for drinking water, navigation routes and trade. But basic needs have only ever been part of the story, and are always inextricably bound up with questions of power and wealth: who commands the irrigation systems, the canals and the gunboats at the river mouth? Water flows by gravity but it also, as Marc Reisner said in Cadillac Desert, ‘flows uphill to money’.3 Very many of our rivers are hybrids: natural streams of water that have been adapted by people and their technologies over time. Environmental historians capture this feature of rivers through metaphors such as the ‘organic machine’ of Richard White’s vision of the Columbia River, and Sara Pritchard’s Rhône as a ‘confluence’ between ‘nature and nation’.4 For humans, like beavers, adapting rivers is what we do to make our world more liveable. This has been going on for a very long time, as shown by the stories here: the building of dams, levees and fish traps, canals, water mills and irrigation channels for the intensive use of water. These adaptations have frequently had their downsides. Rivers are the historical record of our successes as well as our failures and injustices: the dry riverbeds, displacement of people and destruction of ecosystems.


I’d like to say that my own interest in rivers arose from their importance for our civilisations or some such thing, but it is less noble than that. As a child, I wanted to be a rabbit living in the ground; then to be a water rat and watch the world flow by from inside a riverbank. One day, when I was about eight, my older brothers started digging in our garden: they were going to build an underground swimming pool. An excellent idea, I thought. I knew they wouldn’t want me to help so, a few feet away I began digging an underground pool of my own. Mine would have coloured lanterns, like in the book Nicky and His Forest Friends. How I was going to get the hosepipe down to the muddy hole at the bottom of the garden, or secure the ceiling, or achieve the crystalline tiled floor the pool surely deserved, were matters I didn’t face head-on. The absence of a practical streak was something we siblings shared at that time. As I recall, there was only ever a dim realisation that this job might be more than I could manage. The digging sessions got shorter and then stopped after a few days, but my fascination with water, rivers and underground spaces remained.


Some version of this feeling about water and rivers seems to be universal; only the stone-hearted can resist a river. Their mysterious, spiritual quality is always there, alongside their implacable capacity for flooding and destruction. From the holy springs of Anglesey to the subterranean Puerto Princesa in the Philippines, rivers are enduringly seductive.


Every river deserves its own history. And an infinite number of stories could be written. Sometimes rivers are drab water channels, like ‘Mrs Briggs’, and sometimes they are ‘Scorpion’, as in Stevie Smith’s poem of that name, or, like people, they can be both at the same time. All rivers have compelling stories. I have chosen the seven rivers in this book because they magnify the common qualities of these great natural arteries that run through our lives. They are ‘world rivers’ by virtue of the roles they have played in our history. They have served as the power bases for empires and been fought over as frontiers. Their river basins – those great systems of tributaries and groundwater all flowing to the main river – have been plundered for their gold, timber, salt, oil, rubber and people. Vast trading networks have been forged between them such as the deadly ‘middle passage’ of the slave trade linking the Niger and Mississippi basins. Alongside this, rivers seem to have generated in humans an infinite capacity for invention: the elites with their pantheons of river gods, lotus pools and hanging gardens; fishing rituals and creation myths with their sources lost in the mists of time; the infinite everyday power struggles and subtle rebellions on main rivers and distant tributaries. And rivers themselves have always had their own logic: their natural beauties, their floods, droughts, water-borne diseases and mosquitoes, their tendency to silt-up and mutate into marshland, their marshy subsidence beneath city streets, their changes of course, tipping points and disappearances. These rivers have shaped our lives, just as we have shaped theirs.


This book is inspired by the rise of environmentalism which has provided new ways of looking at nature. Environmentalism has many roots. Some trace it to the moment the Cuyahoga River in north-east Ohio – birthplace of Rockefeller’s Standard Oil – caught fire in 1969, captured in Time magazine; some to the moment ‘Spaceship Earth’ was first seen from the moon; some to the 1967 SS Torrey Canyon disaster, spilling millions of gallons of crude oil off Britain’s south-west coast, further affecting France, Guernsey and Spain; or further back to the ‘dawn of green’ when earnest Victorians opposed reservoirs in the Lake District, or to Henry David Thoreau’s mystical naturalism; or much further back to the veneration of the natural world in Hinduism.5


The seven rivers that follow – the Nile, Danube, Ganges, Thames, Mississippi, Niger and Yangtze – each span three chapters in a broadly chronological order, exploring distinct facets of the rivers and their watersheds. Some chapters start from the geological origins of the rivers and some from the time of their place in human history.


Certain themes recur across the seven rivers. There are rivers as highways and as ecosystems; rivers connecting geological time and human time, and during climate change; rivers as water sources and navigation channels; rivers and taxation systems; rivers as polluted drains; as borders and streams that connect ‘involuntary neighbours’; rivers as metaphors for nationhood or empires, or for human existence; rivers as gods and goddesses; rivers as sacred or as portals to other worlds; rivers transformed by dams and augmented by canals and pipelines. There are river names, hydronyms and layers of language through time; rivers as corridors for people, wildlife and pathogens, and as wetlands and stopping posts for flyways; rivers as anchors for human memory and as places where memories are lost with shifting baselines and extinctions; and rivers as places for adaptation and reinvention.


This is also a story of seven river basins. There are the famed main river channels from source to sea, but also their watersheds gathering all the rain that falls, all the tributaries and their tributaries in turn, the groundwater, ponds, seasonal pools, dried-out riverbeds, former wetlands now drained and turned into farmland or cities, and once mighty rapids subdued beneath great lakes.












River 1: Nile
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Portrait map (black and white) of the Nile from its southern headwaters to the sea, with the Red Sea and Saudi Arabia to the east and the Sahara Desert and oases to the west. Ancient and modern sites are shown, including Giza and the Aswan hydroelectric dams. The Blue Nile inset shows Gish Abay; the delta inset shows the current Rosetta and Damietta branches.
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Ancient Ecosystems and the 
Art of Recycling


‘I have not snared the water-fowl of the gods.


…


I have not turned back water at its springtide.


I have not broken the channel of running water.’


The Egyptian Book of the Dead, trans. E.A. Wallis Budge (1895)1


The Ancient Egyptians loved a hippopotamus. Their hippopotamus deity, Taweret, was the goddess and protector of pregnant women and their babies. You can see her in museums, in blue-glazed and rock crystal amulets from at least the fifteenth century BCE – standing on hind legs, pregnant, with hanging breasts, the back of a crocodile and feet of a lion, but recognisably a hippo’s head and a ferocious set of fangs.2 A bundle of powerful beasts. The mighty Hippopotamus amphibious – once native to the River Nile in Egypt – were hunted as well as venerated: for sport, for their meat and for their ivory teeth. There is also a cuddlier-looking hippopotamus artefact from the Middle Kingdom with a bright blue glaze, no bigger than a child’s hand, decorated with lotus flowers and, crucially, its mouth is shut.3 There must have been hundreds of these figurines in their heyday and thousands more of the real thing. They came for the water and the mud in the deep silty river that lay between the Nile at Aswan in southern Egypt and its delta on the eastern Mediterranean coast. Hippopotami were part of the region’s culture from its very beginning. They are there in rock art from 15,000 years ago, alongside images of wild cattle and wetland birds, east of the river at Qurta and in ancient streams. Hippopotamus remains have been found right across the Sahara from these ‘pluvial’ years when the desert too was a savannah. These were the days before the rains stopped (around 5000 to 3500 BCE) and the Nile River corridor became Egypt’s liveable zone for people and the creatures of the natural world they exploited and worshipped as deities.4


The Egyptian Nile was by no means the world’s first great river civilisation. There were complex societies at least as ancient on the Tigris, Euphrates, Indus and Yellow rivers. The hieroglyphic script that developed in Egypt from the early 3000s BCE may have been inspired, for example, by the writing system of Mesopotamia: the ‘land between two rivers’ (Tigris and Euphrates) of today’s Iraq.5 But no single river culture retained such a formidable presence for so long, harnessing nature to flourish over thousands of years. This chapter asks how the thirty dynasties of Ancient Egypt sustained the trappings of rule along the Nile over 3,000 years. How did the people of these earliest civilisations on the Egyptian Nile work with nature on the river? Their annual calendars, spiritual life, labour force and irrigation systems – their command of oases as well as the river – all these were geared to the production of food, drink and massive surpluses for the rich to keep things going for another year. How did they do it, the Egyptians, the Greeks and the Romans who followed them?


The chapter looks at three aspects of this ancient world on the Nile. The first is the challenge for rulers that came with managing a river that was always a bit too long. The second is the intensity of exploitation of the natural world: most famously, though not only, the ability to harness the Nile flood. The third is the art of recycling. Like all rivers, only on a grander scale, the Nile embodies a sense of timelessness. Partly this is an illusion as we look back from a distant future, but it was an illusion also projected by the elites on the ancient river. Maintaining a sense of continuity was important for those aiming to exert control and authority over the Nile. They did this by recycling the past: the materials, the river management and the cultural traditions of those who came before them.


To turn to the first feature: the Nile, as everyone knows, is very long: the world record holder at 4,238 miles from source to sea.6 It has never been controlled by a single power. Egypt itself occupies the last thousand miles or so of the river: a line of water sandwiched between the deserts of the Sahara. North of Cairo, in pharaonic time the line of river split apart like the fingers of an outstretched hand as the delta branches of the Nile flow into the Mediterranean Sea. The southern boundary of the Egyptian Nile was for much of the time located around Aswan, as it is today. This is just downstream from the white-water cataracts that once formed a natural boundary, at the border with today’s Sudan (then Kush). Just above the border, a cavern on the island of Elephantine was revered as the source of the Nile flood.7 This was the home of Hapi, the androgynous god of the flood, with his hanging breasts and stomach, lotus flowers and dripping papyrus. Everyone knew that the river itself flowed from somewhere far to the south, but this seems to have made no difference: this symbolic source put down a marker to show where the most important stretch of the Nile began. The Egyptians called the Nile ‘iteru’ (jtrw), meaning ‘river’.8


The famous Dynastic Era of Egypt starting around 3000 BCE was a unified kingdom stretching from Aswan to the sea, founded by violent conquest and binding people along the river whether they liked it or not. For a long time before the era of recorded kings there were two kingdoms. Upper Egypt extended from the southern border at Aswan northwards to the base of the delta: the region of the famous pyramids at Giza and the early capitals of Heliopolis and Memphis. Lower Egypt referred to the delta region up to the Mediterranean coast. These two kingdoms had their own cultures and symbolism. Lower Egypt was represented by the papyrus, the wetland sedge found in great profusion along the silty waterways of this northern kingdom. Its counterpart, the aquatic lotus flower, represented Upper Egypt.9


The first to achieve the unity of Upper and Lower Egypt is traditionally understood to be Narmer (c. 3000 BCE). A famous piece of silt stone found at Hierakonpolis depicts Narmer, on one side, wearing the White Crown of Upper Egypt, shaped like a tall, slanted bowling pin. On the other side, the king wears the Red Crown of Lower Egypt, the delta land he had just defeated; beside him are the beheaded bodies of his enemies. From this point, wearing the ‘Dual Crown’ (pschent) – White and Red at the same time – was the aspiration of every Dynastic ruler.10 To truly merit the Dual Crown meant maintaining control and authority across this long river kingdom. Rulers of the thirty dynasties over the next 3,000 years displayed wildly different abilities in this respect: from Narmer or later the highpoint of the New Kingdom in the second millennium BCE to the fragmentation of the so-called ‘Intermediate Periods’, when pharaohs killed or fled from each other in quick succession. At times, there were several claimants at once to the Dual Crown, including ‘every feather-wearing chief of Lower Egypt’, as an eighth-century BCE Kushite pharaoh once described his northern rivals.11 The Twenty-Fifth Kushite Dynasty itself is an example of several dynasties that originated from outside Egypt’s borders and which ruled over the country for a time.


For all dynasties, projecting power along the whole river corridor was a major challenge. The base of the delta was the strategic key to the Egyptian Nile for thousands of years. This was the site of the earliest capitals, such as Memphis to the south of today’s Cairo, with its cities of the dead at Saqqara and Giza, where the pyramids rose above the floodplain. Along the river, too, there were ‘nomes’ (administrative units) for everyday management, each with its own deity: twenty-two of them in Upper Egypt and twenty in Lower Egypt.12 But each dynasty had its preferred power base; capitals shifted up and downstream over time. An abiding power base through many transfers of power was located on the Nile’s Qena Bend, hundreds of miles south of the delta. Here on the east bank stood the great temple complex of Karnak in Thebes (today’s Luxor): the epicentre of the worship of Amun, who with his golden river barque had become fused with the earlier sun god Ra. At times the Theban high priests were more powerful than pharaohs; some pharaohs based themselves here. Having been endowed with great riches and with its own strategic advantages in Upper Egypt, Thebes was a place to be reckoned with by anyone seeking to maintain the Dual Crown. This challenge was approached through a mixture of diplomatic gamesmanship, appeasement and homage, and episodes of raw violence.


One New Kingdom papyrus illustrates a curious case of power being projected along the river through sheer brinkmanship. It is a tale of two rulers and some hippos during one of the fragmented ‘Intermediate Periods’ (mid-second millennium BCE). One ruler was Apepi of the foreign Hyksos Fifteenth Dynasty, at that time based in the delta city of Avaris. The other was Seqenenra Taa II, ruler of the simultaneous and rival Seventeenth Dynasty, based down in Thebes. One day, Apepi sent a messenger south to Thebes to convey a complaint and an instruction to Seqenenra. Apepi claimed that he was being kept awake at night by ‘the hippopotami from the swamp … in the eastern waters of the city [of Thebes], because they do not allow that sleep come to me, day or night, because their noise is in his ear!’ Seqenenra was instructed to ‘expel the hippopotami’. The papyrus fragment breaks up at the moment that shows Seqenenra pondering this strange complaint from 300 miles away, and we don’t know what happened next. Scholarly interpretations abound as to what Apepi was trying to achieve. Was the implication that Seqenenra couldn’t even control the hippopotami – a basic skill for any self-respecting pharaoh? We do know that Seqenenra was later killed in battle, possibly by the Hyksos, but also that the Hyksos were ultimately defeated by Seqenenra’s descendants: the all-conquering Eighteenth Dynasty of the New Kingdom. So this story may have had a happy ending for New Kingdom audiences. It suggests at the very least some ingenious methods for projecting power along the river. It also conveys, perhaps, the importance of controlling the natural world. A long-standing component of Egyptian kingship was the ritual hunt and killing of hippopotami, demonstrating a kind of power over chaos.13


This ability to control nature is the second feature of the ancient Nile. Harnessing the Nile flood and keeping the harvests rolling in was as important to controlling the river corridor as defence against usurpers or an ability to exude pharaonic authority. The very earliest visual image of artificial irrigation so far discovered comes from Egypt some five thousand years ago, from the ‘predynastic’ period just before Narmer. This carving on a stone mace head (a kind of ceremonial bludgeon) depicts the so-called ‘Scorpion King’, named after the scorpion symbol at his side. On his head sits the White Crown of Upper Egypt and, wielding a hoe, he appears to be engaged in the ritual opening of an irrigation canal.14 Demonstrating a measure of control over the Nile waters has been an important part of rule in Egypt ever since.


All being well, the Nile flood made its appearance from June each year, when the swollen floodwaters started to rise downstream reaching the time of the ‘plenitude’ in September, when it drowned the floodplains. Then as floodwaters slowly ebbed away, seeds for the harvest could be sown. In good years this supported two harvests a year; Egypt could then export wheat and barley, serving as the ‘breadbasket’ of a wider world.15 But only about three-quarters of annual floods achieved this ideal. Too little or too much water meant either drought or the wrong kind of flood, which in turn led to famine and disease.


Rulers couldn’t control the volume of water arriving from thousands of miles upstream but instead relied on a mixture of propitiation of the gods, informed predictions, and blind hope. All along the riverside from Aswan to Memphis, there were ‘Nilometers’ that measured rising water levels as the flood made its way northwards. These took many forms, from simple lines carved into the riverbank marking water levels, such as those at Elephantine near the southern border, to the elaborate structures incorporated into riverside temples of Kom Ombo and Luxor. The domain of temple priests, Nilometers were used to decide when to announce the plenitude and what tax levels to set for the harvest, so that the wealth of the flood could be distributed upwards. Sixteen cubits at the southern border was considered the ideal river depth for the plenitude (one cubit being around the length of a man’s forearm).16 In addition to water that irrigated the crops, water supply was raised from the Nile and its waterways by means of the shaduf, a levering device with a long pole, until after the pharaonic period when the Persian Wheel or saqia arrived, typically turned by a pair of oxen.17


A successful harvest also relied on the ability to command a well-functioning system of corvée (forced) labour. This ensured that when peasants weren’t quarrying, building or fighting Egypt’s enemies, they were growing food. Perhaps 200,000 peasants supported a population of three million people in the Nile Valley in the second millennium BCE.18 These vast resources of corvée labour and raw materials also enabled powerful rulers to secure their place in the afterlife. It may have taken between 20 to 30 thousand men at a time to build the Great Pyramid of Giza (Fourth Dynasty), constructed from over two million limestone blocks. Labouring people were as expendable as other parts of the natural world. Many thousands died during building, quarrying and mining work for the pharaohs. One estimate suggests perhaps 10 per cent of the workforce was routinely lost, rising to 50 per cent in more dangerous mining operations which employed convicts or enslaved workers, such as those from Kush.19


The great human cost involved in construction works, river maintenance and canal building is a pervasive feature of all powerful societies right up to the modern era. Sometimes this has relied on imperial power over others and systems of slavery, and sometimes on feudal hierarchies, but it is a feature of most of the rivers in this book from the Nile to the Yangtze and the Mississippi.


Gods have been especially helpful in this task of corralling the manual labour of the people and legitimising it symbolically. Rulers on the Nile did not rely solely on their own human powers but worshipped and propitiated a natural world that was alive with gods. The greatest of all of these – the falcon-headed sun god Ra – controlled day and night, life and death. He sailed in his barque for all eternity across the sky during the twelve hours of daylight and through the underworld for the twelve hours of night, to return the next day. There were hundreds of animal gods: from the other falcon-headed sky god Horus to the moon god Thoth, represented by a baboon or by the ibis, the sacred wading bird with its elongated and regal beak. Anubis, with the head of a jackal, stood at the passage to the underworld. The lowly dung beetle, or scarab, symbolised rebirth and the morning sun.20


Little in nature went unused. Papyrus reeds from the Nile delta were the paper of the ancient world. The word ‘paper’ (in English) comes from the Latin ‘papyrus’ and perhaps before that from the Egyptian pa-en-per-aa (or ‘that which belonged to the king’).21 ‘Fossil water’ from the great Nubian Sandstone Aquifer left over from rains that fell on the Sahara hundreds of thousands of years ago created oases in the western desert. These were used as outposts for Egypt’s defence against incursions from the west, as well as places of exile and sometimes of escape.22 The teeth and tusks of great beasts could be transformed into delicate ivory objects, like the pintail duck cosmetic box from the New Kingdom now in a Baltimore museum, or a hippopotamus ivory knife adorned with images of its living self as Taweret, goddess of childbirth, used to ward off evil in Middle Kingdom nurseries.23 The humble donkey and mule were beasts of burden though, like the peasantry, they did not make it into the realm of gods.24


Dry riverbeds, or wadis, that once flowed into or out of the Nile provided land routes of trade, conquest and mining expeditions from the Nile River to the Red Sea.25 The waterless Wadi Hammamat between the Nile and the Red Sea was quarried for the siltstone formed from ancient river sediment that had hardened over millions of years to provide a limitless supply of stone coffins (sarcophagi).26 Natron bubbling out of pale saline lakes in the Wadi Natron (west of the Nile) was used in making the blue glaze faience for amulets such as Taweret’s and the scarab beetles such as those produced in a delta factory. Natron was also the key drying agent used to mummify both the dead and the food they would need in the afterlife. This posthumous meal alone was a huge guzzler of resources. In a single and quite ordinary New Kingdom tomb, the occupant was laid to rest with nineteen ‘victual mummies’: the bodies of ducks, geese and turtle doves.27


The Aswan region of stone quarries was the source of some of Egypt’s most famous monuments and the site of long-term power struggles with Kush. Here, below the southern border the ‘cataract Nile’ flowed from a land abundant in gold, timber, ivory and people to enslave. But only the most powerful rulers could navigate the rapids that led into Kush,28 because this meant conquering the rock-strewn bed itself. Canals (or trenches) began to be dug into this stony riverbed from at least the time of the Old Kingdom, as recorded in the third millennium BCE when inscriptions were left at the scene proclaiming the magnificence of the pharaoh. These also told of subject Kushite chiefs who supplied the wood from acacia trees used to build vessels to ship blocks of Aswan stone northwards for the pharaoh’s pyramid.29 The boulders must have kept tumbling downstream because five hundred years later, a Middle Kingdom Pharaoh (Senusret III/Khakaura) dug a new trench. The name of the canal – ‘Beautiful are the Ways of Khakaura living forever’ – was preserved on a stone for posterity. Nearby rocks contained inscriptions to the gods of Elephantine: the Lord of the Cataract, Khnum, with the head of a ram and powers over the annual flood, his consort the goddess Anukis (or Anuket), and their daughter Satet.30 These goddesses were no feminists. They oversaw the destruction of men and women with the same stone-cold approval. As Khakaura said elsewhere of his exploits in Kush: ‘I have carried off their women and brought away their relatives, emptied their wells and driven off their cattle, cut down their grain and set fire to it.’31


Later still, the New Kingdom Pharaoh Thutmose I had to start trench-digging again, as did his grandson Thutmose III, who sensibly left an instruction for the fishermen of Elephantine to keep the river clear. It was during this New Kingdom era that Egypt’s empire reached its greatest extent: from the Kushite city of Napata (Gebel Barkal) in the south, above the Fourth Cataract, to the far bank of the Euphrates River in Mesopotamia (today’s Iraq) at its north-eastern edge.32 Egypt’s famous female ‘King’ Hatshepsut (r. 1473–1458 BCE), widow of Thutmose II, considered herself all-powerful across the globe. On obelisks she erected at the Theban temple of Amun-Ra – from whom ultimately her power flowed – she declared: ‘There is no rebellion against me in any land; … All foreign lands are my subjects. He made my boundary at the limits of heaven; Everything the Orb encircles works for me.’33 Such a tight grip on the river kingdom and its neighbours was exceptional. And, needless to say, temporary. But part of the job of a pharaoh was to convey the message that the gods of the natural world were specifically and forever shining down upon them. This meant somehow smoothing out ruptures between successive or rival dynasties.


This brings us to the third feature. One of the secrets to the longevity of Egyptian culture was the recycling of the epic materials and traditions left behind by those who had come before. The Nile and its riverside provided a stage for scenes of violent rupture to take place while the newcomers acted as if nothing had changed. Every new arrival wanted to set in stone suitably pharaonic images of himself and his family beside the most prestigious of gods: Time magazine ‘Man of the Year’ for all eternity. But not every ruling dynasty could afford all the trappings – the stone quarried from scratch, the capturing of slaves, the acacia trees. So this was also about literal recycling.


Even the super-rich early Ramessides of the New Kingdom were not above reusing materials and adding their own names to monuments created by earlier dynasties, though the vast monuments built for their delta capital at Pirammes set new heights of wealth and grandeur that almost matched the pyramids of the Old Kingdom. Nothing was permanent, and when the Ramessides’ glory days were over, their delta capital too fell prey to natural forces. Around 110 tonnes of silt are estimated to have been carried downstream to the delta each year from the Blue Nile on its journey from the Ethiopian highlands. This raised the delta ground by over a centimetre each century and perhaps as much as 1.5 metres every thousand years. Maintaining clear waterways amid the shifting streams of mud and water required money and stable governors.34 By the Third Intermediate Period (from 1069 BCE), the eastern Pelusiac delta branch that had been home to the Ramesside capital had long ago silted up; its monuments were being raided as raw materials by later rulers. This is how a giant palm-leaf column showing the god Seth blessing Ramesses II (thirteenth century BCE) ended up on a totally different delta branch in a temple dedicated to the cat-goddess Bastet, built by the Libyans of the Twenty-Second Dynasty.35


Even more than material recycling, this was also a matter of cultural recycling to keep the pharaonic traditions afloat. An example of this, found in the temple rituals of Thebes, shows the importance both of cultural continuity and of maintaining a pharaonic presence in the temple complex. The best way for new rulers to manage the city of Thebes, radiating such awesome symbolic capital, was to appropriate it and absorb its powers by participating fully in its rituals.


One day in March 656 BCE, the princess Nitiqret, daughter of the Saite king of the Twenty-Sixth Dynasty, set off from the delta on a sixteen-day river journey upstream to Thebes. Probably little more than a child, she was ‘clothed in linen and adorned with new turquoise’. Along the way the great flotilla of ships that accompanied her, commanded by a Saite general, was met by the representatives of nomes lining the route, who supplied them with ‘every good thing’. Nitiqret also carried with her a bequest of thousands of acres of estates from her father the king, solemn promises of regular supplies of ‘bread, beer, milk, cake, vegetables, oxen and geese from Theban officials’, and pledges of sacks of emmer wheat from miscellaneous temples.36


This journey to Thebes was a centuries-old tradition. From at least the New Kingdom, pharaohs had appointed family members to join the Theban temple hierarchy in worshiping the god Amun. The so-called ‘God’s Wife of Amun’ became especially high status – typically a role allocated to the pharaoh’s daughters. We don’t know if this life of celibate devotion was a dubious privilege or a lucky escape for those appointed, while their sisters were married off to half-brothers or strangers in strategic alliances.37 It must have had its attractions. Temple halls were filled with music: singers, flautists, harpists and dancers. The God’s Wife of Amun is rarely seen in iconography without her sistrum (shesest): often an iron rattle with tiny cymbals and adorned with the cow goddess Hathor, goddess of fertility and, perhaps no coincidence, of drinking.38 But the fate of a God’s Wife was dependent on the standing of her Pharoah. If he was deposed, God’s Wife would stay on in Thebes but would be obliged to ‘adopt’ the new pharaoh’s appointee as a ‘daughter’ who would in time replace her.


This journey of the Saite princess Nitiqret was therefore part of a ritualised handover of power following the defeat of the Kushite Twenty-Fifth Dynasty in 656 BCE. This is described on a huge ‘stele’ of pink granite now standing in the Cairo Museum.39 The Saite faction from the delta had aligned with the Assyrians under the powerful Ashurbanipal to bring an end to a period of Egyptian rule by the Kushites from the south. In 663 BCE, together they may have sacked the city of Thebes (or may not have: experts disagree), a stronghold of the Kushites who, as it happens, were genuinely ardent Amun worshippers. Then the Saite shook off the Assyrians and took power themselves, but eventually they put things right in Thebes.40 This river journey of Nitiqret in 656 BCE was the orderly handover of God’s Wife of Amun from the Kushites to the Saite Dynasty (664–525 BCE). When Nitiqret arrived at the Thebes quayside, the Kushite God’s Wife, Shepenwepet II, must have had a good poker face as she watched her status drain away. According to the stele, Shepenwepet II when she ‘saw her, was pleased with her and loved her more than anything’. Nitiqret in time became God’s Wife of Amun, succeeded by her own great-niece Ankhnesneferibre on her death in 586 BCE. But the whole cycle of sacred wives seems to have ended with the arrival of the Persians in 525 BCE.41


The Persian Twenty-Seventh Dynasty (525–404 BCE) – or ‘the hated Persians’ as they are often called, though venerated in modern-day Iran – took a different approach to Egyptian rituals of cultural recycling. They were half-hearted pharaohs in comparison with other invaders, though the conqueror Cambyses II (r. 530–522 BCE) and later Persian kings paid some homage to Egyptian traditions of rule, such as adopting an Egyptian royal name. The kingdom on the Nile was now for the first time absorbed into something much bigger than itself: the Achaemenid Persian Empire, with its own ancient culture and capital at Persepolis.42 The Persians did the same as subsequent imperialists on their arrival at the Nile, pivoting its river and resources towards the centre of their own empire by means of canals and trade routes. Darius I (r. 522–486 BCE) is remembered for building or possibly completing the first ‘Suez Canal’: a waterway linking the eastern Nile delta and the Red Sea to the east.43 Much of what we know of Egypt from Herodotus comes from his visit during this first Persian occupation around 450 BCE.44 But the Persians lost their grip on the Nile only a few decades later. They returned for just ten years in the 340s BCE, causing the flight of the pharaoh of the Thirtieth Dynasty, Nectanebo II – often referred to as ‘the last native king of Egypt’ – before Egypt and the rest of the Achaemenid Empire were swallowed up whole by Alexander the Great of Macedon (r. 336–323 BCE).45


This Greek conqueror Alexander adopted a more traditional approach, fully embodying the trappings of power on the Nile for his new subjects. The city of Alexandria – the first Egyptian capital on the coast – showed where the new ruler’s priorities lay, turning Egypt around to face the Mediterranean Sea. But from the start, Alexander took pains to integrate himself. Following his victory in 331 BCE over the Persian Darius III, Alexander went first to the oracle of the Temple of Amun at Siwa Oasis in Egypt’s Western Desert.46 Although this was no doubt a bid for legitimacy, Greek and Egyptian culture had been fused for some time. Amun by now had an alter-ego in Zeus Ammon. The oasis temple at Siwa had been built on traditional Egyptian lines but by Greek architects possibly from a trading post on the North African coast, commissioned by the Saite Dynasty who also employed Greek mercenaries and allowed Greek traders to establish a port city of Naukratis in the delta.47 But Alexander was also an Egypt enthusiast. Images of him at the shrine of the sacred barque of Amun in Thebes – which he commissioned – show him in full pharaonic garb: the kilt and broad collar, the Red Crown of Lower Egypt, and, in his hand, the ankh or symbol of life. Facing him is Amun-Ra, wearing the Dual Crown of Upper and Lower Egypt.48


Ultimately though, Alexander’s role in Egypt was that of an absentee landlord. Like many ambitious rulers, he aspired to a royal flush of rivers across South Asia and the Middle East. After his conquest on the Nile, he headed east with his men until at the Indus River they refused to go any further. Alexander turned back and died at Babylon on the banks of the Euphrates in 323 BCE. When his empire collapsed after his death, Egypt passed to general Ptolemy I as a rump of the Macedonian Empire, and Ptolemy’s descendants and their officials continued the long tradition of fusion and recycling, as a settled hierarchy within Egyptian culture over the next 300 years.49


The last of the ruling Ptolemies, the famous Queen Cleopatra VII (r. 51–30 BCE), has left an eternal legacy without the aid of a tomb. Few certain images remain of her, apart from on coins of the era.50 Into this semi-void, the twentieth century gave us Cleopatra’s Hollywood good looks, Caucasian vibes, heavy use of kohl eyeliner, and an ongoing debate about her status in Black African history. Her political and personal entanglements with the Roman rulers circling Egypt’s coastline ended in defeat and Cleopatra’s suicide, with Egypt absorbed into the Roman Empire under Octavian (Augustus Caesar) in 30 BCE.


Like earlier foreign rulers on the Nile, the Romans looked for the benefits that could flow to their heartland: the mineral wealth and the harvest on its fertile riverbanks. There was no talk of barbarians, as heard on the banks of the Roman Danube, Rhine and, later, Thames.51 The Romans were enamoured with this Graeco-Egyptian world. Many avidly adopted the paraphernalia of Egyptian kingship in the newly conquered land, commissioning images of themselves as pharaohs on the temples they built to Amun, Isis and other local gods. The New Kingdom obelisks (‘Cleopatra’s Needles’) that were shipped many centuries later to London and New York were probably initially moved from Heliopolis to adorn Roman Alexandria at the command of Octavian himself. Obelisks also started to leach towards Rome; perhaps over forty of these were removed from the Nile during the Roman centuries.52


The river, or iteru, was known to the Romans as Nilus from the Greek Neilus, and images of the Nile god himself became suitably Romanised. Gone was the half-crocodile, androgynous Hapi (god of the flood) adorned with dripping reeds and birds, replaced by a masculine reclining Roman river god, with sixteen cherubs representing the sixteen cubits of the optimal Nile flood. Images of Nilometers appeared on Roman coins, mosaics and textiles.53 A mosaic floor far away at Palestrina near Rome (second century to 20 BCE) depicts a watery Nilotic landscape. In the background are wild rocky heights, black Africans (probably Kushites) with bows and arrows, lions and snakes. The Nile flows down to a foreground of boating, hippopotami being stuck with harpoons, lounging women and Roman soldiers.54 The westward spread of the Nile’s fame had begun. This kind of material and cultural recycling by Egypt’s incoming new elites both transformed and perpetuated the Nile’s ancient traditions.


Despite the appearance of long continuity, the Nile was a place where cultures, faiths and languages merged and mutated, through recycling and shared traditions and appropriation. There was no single moment at which Ancient Egypt died. The culture of the Ancient Egyptian Nile persisted into the future in many threads, like the distributary streams that flow out from an estuary near its journey’s end. The next chapter looks at what happened to these streams of river and culture when Byzantium lost control of the Nile in Egypt and the river passed into a new historical era. The Nile continued to be a place of continuity, alongside some profound changes and ultimately a radical overhaul of the river itself in the modern age.
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Regime Change on the River


‘The Nile River and its delta look like a brilliant, long-stemmed flower in this photograph of the southeastern Mediterranean Sea, as seen from the International Space Station.’


NASA, ‘Nile River Delta at Night’ (20 April 2011)1


When in 639 CE the Arab general ‘Amr ibn al-‘As defeated the Byzantine Christian rulers in Egypt, he surveyed the scene before him on the river. ‘The periods of its rise and fall are as regular as the courses of the sun and moon,’ he observed. ‘Egypt offers by turns the image of a powdery desert, a liquid and silvery plain, a black and slimy marsh, a green and waving meadow, a garden blooming with flowers, or a field covered with yellow harvests. Blessed be the creator of so many wonders.’2 The arrival of the Rashidun (‘Rightly Guided’) Caliphate on the lower Nile, fewer than ten years after the death of the Prophet Muhammad – a companion of ‘Amr ibn al-‘As – brought another ingredient to the cocktail of faiths that sustained the annual flood and harvest. Islam was to last on the river. It wasn’t true, though, that the river’s rise and fall was so predictable. A failure of the flood could help to topple a regime.


This conquest was not about destruction. Egypt’s granary, wealth and strategic location were the key attractions, as with those who had come before. The second Rashidun Caliph of Medina moved on Egypt as part of a growing ascendancy following the defeat of Byzantine Syria.3 All empire-builders eyeing up the regions of the eastern Mediterranean, Arabian Peninsula or South Asia over the next fourteen centuries had an Egypt-shaped jigsaw piece in their plans. This chapter explores the fortunes of the Nile after Ancient Egypt. What did the handover period look like after the Arab conquest? What happened to the old ways on the Nile? And how has the Nile River, or Bahr al-Nil (sea of Nile) in Arabic, itself been affected by those in charge from the time when Rome lost its power to today?4 The regime changes that followed the arrival of ‘Amr ibn al-‘As do not form part of a convenient dynastic set. Suffice it to say that from the time of General ‘Amr in the seventh century to Gamal Abd al-Nasser in the 1950s there were broadly five named Caliphates, a period of Mamluk control (the slave army turned warlords), four centuries of Ottoman rule that eventually became caught in the web of British imperialism, then fully independent Egypt from the 1950s. We begin with the second Rashidun Caliphate under ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab (r. 634–44) and what they encountered on arrival.


The forces of ‘Umar were not completely unwelcome on the Nile. By this time, the centre of gravity in the Roman Empire had moved away from Rome itself in the fourth century to the eastern capital of Constantinople on the Bosphorus linking the Mediterranean and Black Sea. And the Greek-influenced Byzantine Empire helped to shape the life of the Nile for the next three centuries. The invaded country was ruled from Byzantium (Constantinople: Istanbul, today), though with an increasingly faltering grip. Egypt itself was run by the Copts: a Christian elite of mixed Greek/Egyptian descent. At the point when General ‘Amr arrived, the Patriarch of the Coptic Church in Egypt was hiding out from church authorities in Constantinople over a doctrinal disagreement. The letter of surrender that the Patriarch sent to the invaders may reflect relief at impending release from the ‘Byzantine yoke’, making for a surprisingly helpful transition.5


The polytheistic pagan world of the Nile had gradually faded, as Christianity moved from the persecuted margins to being the religion of emperors by the fourth century. The Egyptian language had also evolved: its written form changing from hieroglyphs through a long period of ‘hieratic’ script on papyrus, to a ‘shorthand’, simplified script derived from these earlier forms, known as Demotic (meaning ‘popular’).6 By the second century CE, the locals were speaking Coptic: a mix of spoken Egyptian and imported Greek ‘loanwords’. Their Christian scholars and officials used Greek script when writing, in place of the overly pagan Demotic script. This was the strange mixture later found on the Rosetta Stone, a routine tax instruction issued in three scripts by the teenage ruler Ptolemy V Epiphanes in 196 BCE. At the top were Egyptian hieroglyphs; in the middle, the commonly used Demotic script; at the bottom, Greek – the enduring written language of the Ptolemaic ruling class that would eventually provide the key to the other two scripts.7


Egyptian hieroglyphs were a rarity by the late fourth century, with the old gods of the Nile perhaps enduring longest in Kush and Egypt’s southern border.8 The last hieroglyph that has been found was on the river island of Philae below Elephantine, in the form of graffiti carved by a priest on the Gate of Hadrian at the Temple of Isis, dated 24 August 394 CE. This reads: ‘Before Mandulis son of Horus, by the hand of Nesmeterakhem, son of Nesmeter, the Second Priest of Isis, for all time and eternity.’9


The practice of mummification was also dying out by this time, replaced at first by shallow burials of bodies sprinkled with the drying agent natron. Some of the very last mummies found are those of Coptic monks from the seventh and eighth centuries, laid to rest in monasteries occupying the site of the riverside Theban complex formerly dedicated to the god Amun.10 This was the slow death of Ancient Egypt. Knowledge of Ancient Egyptian culture would later spread to the West through a net of Greek and the Latin of the Roman Empire: words like ‘pyramid’ and ‘hippopotamus’ (horse of the river). Ancient Egyptian may have also have been preserved via words such as ‘oasis’ (possibly from the Coptic ouahe for dwelling-place), ‘pharaoh’ (from Egyptian for ‘great house’), and the river name itself, though its meaning is uncertain, the ‘Nile’.11


When General ‘Amr arrived at the Bahr al-Nil, he selected as his capital a place located just south of the foot of the Nile delta, on the east bank, which became known as Fustat. According to one legend, the natural world itself welcomed the newcomers: the city of Fustat grew on the site of General ‘Amr’s tent, which he left standing when he went north to conquer the port city of Alexandria. Finding that a dove had prophetically laid her eggs in the tent, here, ‘Amr decided, he would build his new city.12


But this was a place with a long-standing strategic pre-eminence. Fustat, like the later capital of al-Qahira, is now part of Greater Cairo. The island of Roda made for easy access across the river at this point, which at times was bridged by a pontoon of boats. This location was probably earlier occupied by the Persians. It was here too that the Romans had built the fortress and harbour they called Babylon, where Emperor Trajan had brought the Red Sea Canal back into use (112 CE). The name ‘Fustat’ itself may have derived from phossaton, the Greek word for ‘ditch’, possibly referring to this ancient waterway. At any rate, General ‘Amr carried out orders from the Caliph in Medina to clear out the silt and get water flowing once more along this eastward channel.13 Mosques, civic buildings and public fountains went up in Fustat and other cities. A new burial ground was created below the Muqattam Hills east of the capital, where General ‘Amr himself was laid to rest, in land that was once the domain of the fertility goddess Hathor.14


A new hierarchy took shape within Egyptian society. From the start there were advantages for Arab settlers, who were exempt from a tax levied on non-Muslims and allocated favourable land above the floodplain of the river. Tax and other inequalities led to Coptic uprisings from the late 600s and proved an incentive for conversion to Islam gradually over the centuries to come.15 The Caliphates at first retained Coptic elites as administrators and Greek continued to be used for business. But after a couple of generations, Arab officials were favoured and Arabic became the language of official business.16 Even the Egyptian-speaking, Greek-alphabet-using Christian Copts could not weather-proof themselves forever from the mist of Arabic all around them. Coptic ceased to be heard on the streets of Egypt somewhere around the eleventh century, though to this day the spoken language of first-millennium Egyptian is preserved in Coptic Church services in the Nile region.17


Under the Caliphates, the riches of the Nile’s annual flood were re-orientated once again, now pivoted eastwards. Along with Egypt’s grain, revenues from valuable estates such as the vineyards of the Fayum marshes began to flow to the treasury of the ruling Caliph. Grain, still sown and harvested by corvée labourers, could now be shipped via the Red Sea Canal to Mecca, Medina and other cities of the Arabian Peninsula, at least until a revolt in the east in the 740s led the Umayyad Caliphate to shut off the canal.18


The Nile flood retained its dominance in the lives of Egypt’s people. The important job of measuring and predicting the Nile flood continued with the aid of Nilometers along the river. A new Nilometer (al-Miqyas in Arabic) was built on Roda Island (Cairo) by the Umayyad Caliphate (661–750). And when this was damaged by heavy flooding during the Abbasid era (750–969), it was replaced by a magnificent new Nilometer designed by the astronomer Alfraganus, with a hereditary (possibly Coptic-convert) guardian appointed.19 This Nilometer was restored over the centuries and still stands today. A stone column measuring nineteen cubits occupies the centre of a giant well that would fill up as the Nile flood reached its height. Steps lead down to the base where the last puddles of water lingered when the flood subsided. Its walls are adorned by Qur’anic passages on themes of nature and abundance. A painting of the interior by the Italian Luigi Mayer in 1800, from the late Ottoman period, shows a viewing gallery that allowed the guardians to watch the rising flood and calculate tax levels for the harvest. Above this is an ornately patterned dome, circled by windows for a 360-degree view of the daylight and the stars.20


While the seasonal cycles endured, the calendars and Nile River festivals became tangled up. The ancient solar calendar on the Nile was joined by the Islamic lunar calendar, with its moveable New Year in the month of Muharram, while Egyptian Copts continued to use the Egyptian calendar, with its New Year in Thoth (September): the first month of the Nile plenitude.21 Many ancient celebrations on the Nile persisted, and became assimilated by the Arab settlers, just as Coptic Christianity had earlier adapted ancient sacred ceremonies relating to the Nile plenitude. The Fatimids (969–1171), for example – the first Caliphate to base their empire in Egypt – are especially known for their sometimes enthusiastic participation in the popular celebration of the plenitude, with the Caliph processing to the Nilometer on Roda Island each year during this time of wafa’ al-Nil. Under their rule, too, a mosque was built alongside this Nilometer. And later an elaborate plenitude ceremony was developed, involving ‘the perfuming of the Nilometer’ with musk and saffron, the recitation of verses from the Qur’an and the full immersion of an official.22


A Coptic festival marking the early rising of the Nile flood in May with the ritual sacrifice of a Christian martyr also brought people together in boats on the river and along the banks, as a box containing the martyr’s finger was flung into the waters of the Nile. Known in Arabic as id al-shahid, this custom persisted into the 1300s. In the feast of Epiphany (around 18/19 January), known as al-ghitas (submersion) in Arabic, Christians in the eastern Orthodox traditions commemorate the baptism of Christ in the River Jordan by his cousin John. The Coptic Christian practice of submersion in the River Nile was another celebration that brought crowds of Christians and Muslims together on the river, at least into the Fatimid period.23 When this ritual was later suppressed, its practitioners would continue it inside the churches. Epiphany water tanks stood in for the Nile, like one that survived into the 1880s at the church of St Shenoute in Old Cairo. It is thought that the flood season festival of Abu Hajjaj today, commemorating a thirteenth-century Sufi sheikh, preserves the Ancient Egyptian Opet procession of the barque of Amun-Ra upstream between the temples of Thebes.24


In comparison with the rulers who came before them, the Arab ruling elites had little interest in the ancient pharaonic trappings of the Nile. They did not adorn their capitals with pharaonic obelisks overwritten with their own names, though they freely raided and recycled existing materials to build their own cities.25 Stone with inscriptions from ancient Heliopolis helped build the city of Fustat and can still be found in the walls of Old Cairo and in the tenth-century Al-Hakim Mosque, just as Fustat itself was later raided for al-Qahira (Cairo) in the turbulent years of the mid-eleventh century.26 Some materials have gone through many cycles. The heavy stone coffin of Nectanebo II, Egypt’s last pharaoh who fled the Persians in the 340s BCE, was found more than two thousand years later at the Attarin Mosque in Alexandria, which itself had replaced the Coptic Church of St Athanasius.27 Someone during this interval drilled twelve drainage holes into the sarcophagus, as if for a water basin: whether for a suppressed Epiphany ritual or for ablutions before Islamic prayers, we may never know. It now sits in the British Museum in London.


Egypt remained a strategic prize and envied granary during the centuries after the arrival of General ‘Amr’s army and was marked by rapid regime changes. The time of the Rashidun Caliphs was short (632–61), and the Nile soon became part of a great empire stretching from Arabia to southern Spain under the Umayyads (661–750); a succession of other realignments followed.28 But the power of Nile conquerors was always tied both to the fortunes of their wider empires and to prosperity within Egypt itself. Devastation caused by low floods in the Nile in the 960s helped bring down the ailing Sunni Abbasids Caliphate (750–969).29 Under their conquerors, the Shia Fatimids (969–1171), Egypt also endured terrible famine resulting from some of the lowest river flows on record during the 1060s and 1070s, a time known as the al-Shidda al-‘Uzma or ‘massive calamity’, and possibly traceable to a global climate shift, the ‘Medieval Warm Period’, from the eleventh to thirteenth centuries. It was during this time that the Fatimids may have sent envoys upstream to Ethiopia to dissuade them from impeding the flood.30


At this point we must leap-frog over successive players on the Nile. No change would be as profound as that in the ‘river regime’ itself that began in the twilight years of the Ottoman Empire. A father and son – one grim, the other magnificent – began the Ottoman ascent to becoming the world’s most powerful empire. Selim the Grim captured Egypt in 1517, followed by his son Suleyman the Magnificent, who expanded the Ottoman Empire westwards along the Danube. The Egyptian Nile became absorbed into an empire that at its height in 1650 covered 3.4 million square miles. Ottoman conquests occupied a great trapezoid from Algiers on the south-west of the Mediterranean coast, through the Balkans and Central Europe to the region above the Black Sea in the north-west; across to Baku and the Caspian Sea in the north-east, and sweeping down through Iraq to Basra where the combined waters of the Tigris and Euphrates flow to the Persian Gulf in the south-east, and spanning both sides of the Red Sea.31 Egypt’s wealth now flowed to the Ottoman ‘Sublime Porte’ in Istanbul and helped to cross-subsidise less lucrative parts of the empire, such as the beleaguered city of Budapest on the Danube.


But still, the Nile itself could not be relied on, with its annual flood dependent on the rainfall over Ethiopia’s distant ‘water tower’, as it is known. A series of low Nile floods from the 1780s to 1810 brought drought, famine and disease to the land. In dire necessity, the peasants (fellahin) of Ottoman Egypt sold their labouring animals or ate them for food: the oxen, water buffalo and donkeys. Waterwheels that normally turned the grain mills and raised river water stood still.32 This was also a time of waning Ottoman authority and circling European powers. A brief occupation by Napoleon’s French forces was terminated by combined Ottoman and British forces on the Battle of the Nile (1798), though not before French soldiers dug up and were forced to surrender the famous granodiorite Rosetta Stone that had been repurposed for Ottoman fortifications on the Rosetta branch of the delta.33


The period that followed, however, saw not decline but a resurgence of Egyptian power. Holding European forces at bay was the powerful figure of Mehmed Ali (r. 1805–48),34 Pasha of the Eyalet of Egypt from 1805. Mehmed Ali was an archetypal multi-national Ottoman: a Turkish-speaking Albanian born in the Macedonian Balkans and based in Cairo. In principle he answered to Istanbul, but instead he intended to be master of his own destiny, eventually declaring himself hereditary Khedive of Egypt. ‘I am well aware that the [Ottoman] Empire is heading day by day towards its downfall …’, he is reported to have said in the 1820s: ‘But upon its ruins I shall build a vast kingdom.’ He had prepared the way for his heir: ‘My son, the Victorious, shall … go to fulfil his destiny on the banks of the Euphrates and the Tigris …’.35


The key to this was Mehmed Ali’s determination to build a modern Egypt with a home-grown textile industry by harnessing the waters of the Nile, through a series of irrigation canals transporting water for cotton and flax fields. His workforce stretched Egypt’s canal network from around 500 miles to 1,200 miles, bringing 18 per cent more land under cultivation and lengthening the growing season. This task required perpetual dredging of waterways that were fed by silt-laden delta streams.36 These upgrades rested on distinctly un-modern corvée labour. Egypt’s peasants had to work sixty days a year as payment to the Khedive. Death tolls on these projects were astonishingly high. Perhaps as many as 100,000 (a third of the labour force) died in one building project alone during these years, when a canal linking the Rosetta delta branch to the coastal city of Alexandria was resurrected.37 As Mehmed Ali said in the 1830s, ‘driving all the men to dykes and canals is difficult for them but is necessary’.38


Mehmed Ali’s successors as Khedive lacked his skill in maintaining Egypt’s independence in the face of rising European geopolitical strength. The project of expanding the country’s economic and territorial dominion ran aground. Major water projects that followed on the Nile and at Suez acted as stepping-stones first to Egypt’s (re)colonisation and then to independence and, above all, to a project that permanently changed the Nile. These developments were on the face of it separate but they became closely tied. The first, the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869, pulled the Nile region firmly into global geopolitical rivalries that initially at least undermined its own power. Egyptian and French funded, this French-engineered waterway, built with corvée labour, cut southwards from the Mediterranean coast to the Red Sea via the Gulf of Suez. In addition, a newly built freshwater canal conveyed drinking water from the Nile in Cairo to Port Said and other staging posts on the shipping canal.39 The Suez Canal gave Ottoman Egypt easy access to the Arabian Peninsula, including the cities of Mecca and Medina, but also dramatically cut shipping routes between Western Europe and the Indian Ocean that had formerly rounded South Africa’s Cape of Good Hope. The journey between Britain and India was reduced by around 77 per cent. When in the mid-1870s an indebted Khedive of Egypt had to surrender his shares in the canal, the British government snapped them up like a hungry crocodile.40 It was in large part British desperation to protect its Suez Canal majority shareholder interests from rising Egyptian nationalism in the early 1880s that drove its naval bombardment of Alexandria and declaration of Egypt as a ‘protectorate’ at that time, while retaining a nominal Ottoman-appointee as Khedive.41


Wherever Britannia went during this high point of empire, she brought her Union Jack shield, of course, but also a giant mangle to squeeze every last drop of water and cultivatable land out of her colonised territories to grow cash crops, especially cotton to supply Lancashire’s textile mills. No single development in its history affected Egypt’s ancient river as fundamentally as the Aswan Low Dam (1899–1902).42 This spelt the beginning of the end for the Nile flood. This dam of rubble and granite stretched right across the mile-wide river at Egypt’s southern border. During the months of the summer inundation, the river continued to flow freely through sluice-gates that had recently been perfected on England’s Liverpool-Manchester Ship Canal.43 When low-water season approached, the dam gates were shut to store up a reservoir of water. The Island of Philae and its ancient temples now lay partially drowned for several months each year beneath this lake, and later dam enlargements fully submerged the island for part of the year.44 In Cairo, the celebration of the cutting of a dyke on the Khalji Canal with the arrival of the inundation came to an end in the 1890s.45


The Ottoman Empire died around a century after Mehmed Ali’s prediction of its destruction, having backed the losing side in the First World War. Within Egypt, continuing nationalist uprisings forced the British government to recognise Egyptian independence under a new king, but they maintained a military presence in the region and continued to develop dam and cotton projects upstream in what they called ‘Anglo-Egyptian Sudan’.46 After the Second World War, things started out on familiar enough lines. The British (now flanked by the Americans) supported Egyptian government plans in the early 1950s to build a bigger and better dam at Aswan along with a hydroelectric power station. But in a few short years, the Aswan High Dam and Suez Canal would become fused in a way that caused both to slip from their hands. In 1952 a ‘Free Officers’ coup d’état brought to power Gamal Abd al-Nasser, who would become a major figure in Pan-Arab, Pan-African and anti-colonial politics. This brought the Aswan High Dam to the heart of the Cold War. American officials in the early 1950s are said to have considered that Britain’s ‘colonial and imperialistic policies are millstones around our neck’, but the two nations were sufficiently aligned that in the mid-1950s amid tensions over Nasser’s relations with the Soviet bloc, the United States and Britain withdrew their funding offer for the Aswan High Dam.47 In response, Nasser abruptly nationalised the Suez Canal to help finance the dam, later also closing it off by sinking a series of ‘blockships’ across the canal bed.48 The Soviet Union stepped in with a loan to the Egyptian government instead. Fifty years earlier, British warships would have settled the matter. But this moment has been seen as the symbolic end to British imperial authority, when humiliatingly, a joint British, French and Israeli attack on Port Said was opposed not only by the USSR, but also by their American ally. Britain and France were obliged to withdraw altogether from the Suez and Nile region.


The Aswan High Dam and reservoir, which opened in 1970, finally terminated the natural flood of the Nile, replacing it with a regulated flow of water all year round. Turbines in the dam generated what at that time was the greatest kilowatt capacity in Africa, though today it is only one source of the brilliantly lit flower of the Nile seen from space.49 As the entire pharaonic landscape of Aswan was about to be submerged under the vast Lake Nasser, this proved a route to some diplomatic repair work for Britain and France.50 A flank of countries came to the aid of Egypt in the 1960s, through UNESCO, the cultural wing of the United Nations, helping to lift some of its epic archaeology above the shoreline of the lake. Egypt’s riverside monuments in the process became rebranded as global property, opening up new tensions. As Amadou-Mahtar M’Bow, the Senegalese Director-General of Unesco put it: ‘… our generation is the first in history to perceive the totality of these works as an indivisible whole, each of them being considered as an integral part of a single universal heritage’.51


The Aswan Dam’s construction uprooted over 50,000 Nubians, Egyptians and Sudanese from their homelands, a trend of displacement experienced on dammed rivers across the world as hydro-electricity became the master key to modern industrial development.52 This has persisted as a feature of all the major rivers of this book – the huge human sacrifice in hard labour, enslavement, displacement and death that has gone into making waterways (natural and artificial) and irrigated land work effectively for national or imperial economies. From the Yangtze and Grand Canal to the Ganges and Mississippi, riverside communities have been subjugated in the name of the gods, empire, nation, ‘the people’, development, or other outsized concepts. Increasingly too the ecological costs of these river works have become clear.


The past two centuries have transformed the land, waterscapes and ecosystems of the Egyptian Nile. At some point in the nineteenth century, the last hippopotamus of the Egyptian Nile region had already quietly slipped away. The sacred ibis (Threskiornis aethiopicus) is also gone.53 The many streams of the delta have been reduced to just two – the Rosetta and the Damietta branches. The year-round water from the Aswan Dam has allowed agriculture to expand many miles in both directions, from the arid lands west of Alexandria and eastwards towards the Sinai desert. While in some places land has been ‘reclaimed’ from the water for productive farming and urban expansion, other wetland ecosystems have emerged.54 Along the Nile riverside once inundated for several months each year, plant-free sandy banks have given way to reedy swamp: now a winter home for the richly feathered purple heron (Ardea pururea) and the elusive little bittern (Ixobrychus minutus), which in the springtime hides in the reedbeds and marshlands of the Danube and other northern rivers. The 340-mile-long Lake Nasser at Aswan now provides a huge freshwater refuge during winter months for birds from Eurasia and North Africa, and home to flocks of Egyptian geese (Alopochen aegyptiacus).55


The volume of silt journeying downstream has been drastically reduced by the Aswan High Dam, a situation compounded by lower rainfall in the Ethiopian highlands. One estimate suggests that the first Low Aswan Dam had already reduced the silt load each year from 200 million to 160 million tons. And when the Aswan High Dam first became operational in 1963, this number plunged further to 126 million tons. This period has seen the reversal of the process by which sediment-filled streams of the Nile delta raise land levels on the coast (progradation). Delta land is now sinking and the shoreline is in retreat, a phenomenon echoed but not yet fully understood on the Yangtze, Mississippi and other dammed rivers in recent decades. As coastal land subsides and sea levels rise, the life of the river and the fortunes of delta communities are closely tied.56
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Source


‘O World, how could you so conveniently have forgotten


that I, your first fountain, I your ever Ethiopia


I your first life still survive for you?’


Tseqaye Gabre-Medhin, ‘Nile’ (1997)1


When the Greek historian Herodotus met an Egyptian scribe who claimed to know the source of the Nile, he thought the man was joking. According to this scribe, the Nile rose between two mountains near Egypt’s southern border. Flowing from ‘springs … which are bottomless’, these waters rose to the surface then divided into two, it was said: some headed north through Egypt; the rest streamed southwards towards Ethiopia. Armed with tales from his visit to Egypt around 450 BCE along with ‘theories … of certain Greek thinkers’, Herodotus concluded that the Nile started somewhere in the Sahara Desert. The source of the Nile was unknown, he said, only because the desert was so empty of people. ‘The idea that it rises in snowy regions makes no sense at all,’ he considered, ‘as anyone capable of rational thought could realise.’2 About 1,500 years later, the Arabic geographer Al-Biruni (973–c. 1052) also considered that at the source south of Egypt there could be ‘no freezing of moist substances at all’. ‘Falling dew’ must be responsible for the water at its source in the ‘Mountains of the Moon’. But there was only so much dew to go round. The upper Nile was linked to the rivers of Mesopotamia (Iraq): when the Nile water was high, it followed that the waters of the Tigris and Euphrates must be low.3 As we have seen, Ancient Egyptians believed in a symbolic source at their southern border even though they knew that this stream arrived there from lands far away upstream. Contradictory, simultaneous ideas about the Nile are not confined to the distant past but are a persistent feature of the way people think about rivers. This is part of their symbolic richness and of their potential for political conflict.


This chapter is about the Nile River as a place where many different origin stories meet. Tales of the source of the Nile have become interwoven with others about the creation of the world and the baptism of Christ, celebrated each year at Epiphany. Nowhere do these streams meet more vividly than in the highlands of Ethiopia: the location of the source of the Blue Nile and the subject of this chapter.


The actual source of the world’s longest river was a mystery until the nineteenth century. The Nile, we now know, has two sources in fact: a watery fork. The first, the White Nile (Bahr al-Jebel), rises far to the south-west in Uganda’s great Lake Victoria.4 Equatorial rains and highland springs keep the flow of the White Nile steady on its journey northwards until the South Sudan plains where it meets the Sudd (‘blockage’, in Arabic), a huge swamp over 35,000 square miles in size in the wet season, with a lattice of navigable channels: home to the antelope and Nile crocodile, the African buffalo and hippo – over a hundred species of mammals, a hundred of fish, and a vast array of birdlife. Many tonnes of water here evaporate into thin air in the summer sun. The water that remains takes many months to move through the swamp and into the White Nile to continue its journey northwards.5


The Blue Nile (Abay) approaches from the south-east, flowing out of Lake Tana in the Ethiopian highlands, another large lake, shallow and fringed with papyrus, over 1,200 square miles in area, with thirty-seven islands that are today home to 15,000 people.6 Being fed by monsoon rains, the Blue Nile is far less predictable than the White Nile but provides around 60 per cent of the combined waters of the Blue and White that reach Aswan at Egypt’s southern border.7


For a long time, the vast, complex geography of the Nile cast a spell that hid its origins. The Nile waters below Egypt’s southern border created barriers both to knowledge and to military expansion. First, there were the hundreds of miles of rocky cataract river that hampered navigation upstream. And below Khartoum in the south-west was the ‘water divide’ of the Sudd. It was said that when Emperor Nero sent his Roman soldiers up the White Nile in the autumn of 61 CE, they turned back when they reached the Sudd, bearing tales of impassable clumps of floating vegetation.8 So there was a lot of guesswork. Maps of Africa from medieval Europe showed speculative channels of the Nile running through the centre of a blank continent. The western headwaters appeared to be flowing through lakes from a source to the south, in the fabled Mountains of the Moon. Portuguese maps from the early 1500s also featured the rotund figure of Prester John: a legendary Christian king living in north-east Africa, reputedly descended from one of the Three Wise Men and ready to help the Crusaders in the Holy Land, if only he could be found. The distant mountains and lakes, the multiple streams, the moon, even a Christian king: these rumours may have been started by reliable narrators back in the mists of time.9 But the myths took centuries to unravel. The course of the White Nile between Lake Victoria and the Nile in Egypt was finally traced by rivalrous British explorers John Hanning Speke and Richard Burton, in the 1850s.10


The source of the Nile was only half a mystery. The connection between the Nile in Egypt and the Blue Nile upstream in Ethiopia was known much earlier. There was long established traffic and trade between the upstream Blue Nile region and the Egyptian Nile. And there are old tales of Ethiopian kings threatening Muslim rulers downstream in Egypt. During a terrible famine in 1200–1201, the Sultan in Egypt is said to have sent a plea to Ethiopia to release the floodwaters the Ethiopians were thought to be holding back. In 1321 an Ethiopian envoy was sent downstream with a demand for the ruler to restore the churches of the Copts and a threat that the Nile waters would otherwise be diverted from his land. The emperor of Ethiopia in 1704 boasted that he could cut off the water to the Ottoman Pasha of Egypt.11 In the next century, an English biblical geographer, C.T. Beke, sent unheeded warnings to the British prime minister about the consequences for British interests in Egypt should the Ethiopian headwaters fall into the wrong hands.12 So a working knowledge of the upstream Nile as the source of Egypt’s water supply long pre-dated modern hydrology, even if this also overestimated the powers of upstream rulers before the era of modern dam technology.


But the Nile was never just a water source. Long ago – nobody knows when – the upper Nile became fused with another kind of source: the story of the creation of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden from Genesis. The first book of the Hebrew Bible, Genesis may also have been the earliest to be written (around the early to middle second millennium BCE), and it fused origin stories of the Israelites with myths of Mesopotamia and Western Asia.13 In Genesis, the Garden of Eden was watered by a river that ‘when it left the garden it … branched into four streams’, which were named. But only two of the named rivers could be identified with any certainty by a later audience: the Tigris and Euphrates of Mesopotamia (the land ‘between two rivers’ in today’s Iraq). For a long time, people have tried to fill in the blanks of this semi-mythical waterscape. The mysterious Pishon, ‘which encircles all the land of Havilah, where the gold is’, has defied location. Then there was the Gihon, ‘the one which encircles all the land of Cush’. References to the biblical Gihon as the Nile date back at least to the first century CE.14 The Nile was also referred to as Gihon in early medieval maps. It appears as one of the four rivers of paradise on the mid-fifteenth-century Catalan-Estense map.15 Was Kush in today’s Sudan the biblical Cush? Was Ethiopia Cush?


Many other traditions ultimately flowed out of this Genesis story. In some Islamic traditions, the Nile was one of four rivers near, if not in, paradise. According to one tradition reported by an Egyptian Sunni Muslim scholar in the early 1400s, the Prophet Muhammad spoke with the Angel Gabriel at the farthest end of earthly knowledge, where he was shown the “‘the Lote-tree beyond which none may pass’”. Here, the Prophet said:


There were four rivers, two hidden and two visible. I asked, ‘What is this, O Gabriel?’ He said, ‘The two hidden rivers are rivers in Paradise. The two visible rivers are the Nile and the Euphrates.’16


The Venetian Marco Polo (1254–1324) recorded from his travels in Central Asia, India and China that the Gihon, Tigris and Euphrates flowed into the Caspian Sea, stemming from an Islamic tradition that identified the Gihon as the Amu Darya River (though none of these rivers flow to the Caspian Sea).17


Associations between Gihon and the Nile must have resonated early in Ethiopia, where Christianity first took root in the fourth century. According to a Byzantine tradition, one day in the early 300s two young Christian boys were travelling with a merchant and his men from the port city of Tyre (Roman Syria) when they were shipwrecked on the west coast of the Red Sea, then controlled by Ethiopia’s powerful northern kingdom of Axum (or Aksum), in today’s Tigray region. The merchant and his men were killed at once. But the two boys, Frumentius and Aedesius, were spared and taken to the Ethiopian court where they were kept on in the service of the king. When the Axumite king died, the queen asked the boys to remain until her son Ezana came of age, which they did. Aedesius later left Ethiopia but his companion, Frumentius (c. 300–c. 380), stayed on as a Christian missionary. Frumentius was later appointed as the first bishop (abun) of the Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church by the Coptic Patriarch in Alexandria on the Egyptian coast. Later still he was canonised as Saint Frumentius.


King Ezana (approximately r. 320–50), his most strategically important convert, established Christianity as Ethiopia’s official religion, forging lasting religious and trade connections with Alexandria and the Greek-speaking world of the eastern Mediterranean. Translations of the Bible from Greek into Ethiopian Ge’ez followed in the fourth and fifth centuries.18 And over time the Ethiopian Church navigated the changing regimes of its neighbours, including the Arab conquest in the 640s and the slow spread of Islam southwards into Nubia along the Nile and on the Red Sea coast. Axum’s influence declined during the 600s, and the ruling dynasty shifted southwards around 800 CE to the Ethiopian highlands, taking Christianity with them.19 This relocation coincidentally brought them close to the source of the Blue Nile.


The mountainous headwaters of the Blue Nile are an utterly different world from the desert-fringed Egyptian Nile. Here in Ethiopia’s ‘water tower’, monsoon rains fall between April and September, beginning their journey northwards towards the Sudan and Egypt.20 By the seventeenth century, the Ethiopian Emperor Susenyos (r. 1607–32) dominated the country from this highland region. As a member of the Solomonid Dynasty, Susenyos claimed a matchless lineage from Hebrew kings. Although established in the 1270s, this dynasty traced their descent over two thousand years from the Queen of Sheba and King Solomon, son of David (1 Kings 10:1–13). According to this tradition, the marriage of the queen and Solomon produced a son who travelled to Ethiopia taking with him the Ark of the Covenant.21 But at this point in the seventeenth century, Susenyos needed military assistance. He turned to the Portuguese, who were offering their services to Christian Ethiopia in struggles with Ottoman forces. Portuguese firepower was accompanied by the soft power of merchants and Roman Catholic Jesuits. Susenyos’ reign in the early 1600s saw a second wave of Iberian Jesuit priests and a charm offensive at his court, led by the (Spanish) Jesuit Pedro Páez. Emperor Susenyos furthered the alliance by converting to Roman Catholicism around 1612 and allowed Páez to build Catholic churches in his domain. The resourceful Páez also helped to build a palace for the king on the shore of Lake Tana. Stonemasons were imported from the west coast of India, where Portugal had a trading colony at Goa.22


Another palace built for Susenyos at Azäzo, south of Gondar, had fruit trees, a fountain and a water tank or sunken pool used for swimming and fishing; the whole was possibly inspired by India’s Mughal palaces. Ingenious hydraulics caused water to flow down the walls and windows of a pavilion set in the middle of the pool. The Portuguese Jesuit Manoel de Almeida, in charge of the building, wanted the palace to seem like an earthly paradise (fazer paraiso).23 We do not know whether this water tank was also used for Christian rituals of the court. In these small pools of water – like the water tanks of Coptic churches on the Egyptian Nile or the tanks and step wells of Islamic and Hindu elites in India – the symbolism of water and of rivers merge in ways that can’t easily be pinned down. But somehow this only adds to water’s symbolic richness. The mythic status of the Blue Nile has been built up over the centuries by thousands of stories.


Seductive tales of the Blue Nile region issued from Iberian travellers and writers during the early years of the European presence in Ethiopia. Francisco Alvarez, part of a Portuguese embassy in the 1520s, described to incredulous readers the rock-hewn churches of Lalibala (built by the twelfth- and thirteenth-century Zagwe Dynasty).24 And in the early 1600s Iberian priests and officials began publishing eyewitness accounts of the ultimate source of the Blue Nile beyond Lake Tana: the Sakala Springs rising in Mount Gish to become the Gish Abay River, which flows up into the south-western shore of the great lake. It is said that the Jesuit Pedro Páez visited the Sakala Springs with Emperor Susenyos around the year 1615.25 Soon afterwards also, the Jesuit Father Lobo provided a description: two springs ‘a stone’s cast distant from each other’ issued from a hole in the mountainside. One spring was just over five foot in depth, wrote Lobo, or ‘at least we could not get our plummet farther, perhaps because it was stopped by roots, for the whole place is full of trees’. The other spring was fathomless, like the one talked of long ago by the scribe of Herodotus: ‘with a line of ten feet we could find no bottom, and were assured by the inhabitants that none ever had been found’.26


The Sakala Springs are still considered today a key source of the Nile. Gish Abay, or Gilgel Abay as it is called downstream, flows for over 50 miles and is estimated by hydrologists to supply around 60 per cent of the water reaching Lake Tana. Around forty other rivers and streams also flow into the lake, but its sole outlet is the Blue Nile, exiting near its south-eastern tip. Lake Tana provides about 8 per cent of the water that ultimately collects in the Nile on its journey northwards at Aswan.27 Given these percentages, it takes an act of imagination to see the Sakala Springs as the source of the Nile, but this origin story has managed to withstand the scrutiny of science. Also tangled up in this story, though less susceptible to proof or disproof, is the Gihon River of the biblical garden. Another tradition has long held this river – Gish/Gilgel Abay – to bear the name of Gihon rather than the Nile itself.28
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