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  PREFACE

  Ever since the era of the pharaohs, Africa has been coveted for its riches. The pyramids of the Nile Valley dazzled the rest of the world not just
  because of the ingenuity of their architects and builders but as symbols of the wealth of Egypt’s rulers who commissioned them as stepping stones to the afterlife.

  Legends about Africa’s riches endured for millennia, drawing in explorers and conquerors from afar. Stories in the Bible about the fabulous gifts of gold and precious stones that the Queen
  of Sheba brought King Solomon during her visit to Jerusalem in the tenth century BCE grew into folklore about the land of Ophir that inspired European adventurers in their quest for gold to launch
  a war of conquest in southern Africa 3,000 years later.

  Land was another prize. The Romans relied on their colonies in north Africa for vital grain shipments to feed the burgeoning population of Rome; they named one of their coastal provinces Africa
  after a Berber tribe known as the Afri who lived in the region of modern Tunisia. Arab invaders followed in the wake of the Romans, the first wave arriving in the seventh century, eventually
  supplanting indigenous chiefdoms across most of north Africa; they used the Arabic name ‘Ifriqiya’ to cover the same coastal region.

  When European mariners began their exploration of the Atlantic coastline of Africa in the fifteenth century, they applied the name to encompass the whole continent. Their aim initially was to
  find a sea route to the goldfields of west Africa which they had learned was the location from where camel caravans carrying gold set out to cross the Sahara desert to reach commercial ports on
  Africa’s Mediterranean coast. Their interest in the west African goldfields had been stimulated as the result of a visit that the ruler of the Mali empire, Mansa Musa, paid to Cairo in 1324
  while making a pilgrimage to Mecca. He was so generous in distributing gold that he ruined the money markets there for more than ten years. European cartographers duly took note. A picture of Mansa
  Musa decorates the Catalan Atlas of 1375, one of the first sets of European maps to provide valid information about Africa. A caption on the map reads: ‘So abundant is the gold that is found
  in his country that he is the richest and most noble king in all the land.’ Modern estimates suggest that Mansa Musa was the richest man the world has ever seen, richer even than
  today’s billionaires.

  Another commodity in high demand from Africa was slaves. Slavery was a common feature in many African societies. Slaves were often war-captives, acquired by African leaders as they sought to
  build fiefdoms and empires and used as labourers and soldiers. But the long-distance trade in slaves, lasting for more than a thousand years, added a fearful new dimension. From the ninth century
  onwards, slaves from black Africa were regularly marched across the Sahara desert, shipped over the Red Sea and taken from the east coast region and sold into markets in the Levant, Mesopotamia,
  the Arabian peninsula and the Persian Gulf. In the sixteenth century, European merchants initiated the trans-Atlantic trade to the Americas. Most of the inland trade in slaves for sale abroad was
  handled by African traders and warlords. Fortunes were made at both ends of the trade. By the end of the nineteenth century, the traffic in African slaves amounted in all to about 24 million men,
  women and children.

  Africa was also valued as the world’s main supplier of ivory. For centuries, the principal demand for Africa’s ivory came from Asia, from markets in India and China. But in the
  nineteenth century, as the industrial revolution in Europe and North America gathered momentum, the use of ivory for piano keys, billiard balls, scientific instruments and a vast range of household
  items made it one of the most profitable commodities on earth.

  A greedy and devious European monarch, Leopold II of Belgium, set out to amass a personal fortune from ivory, declaring himself ‘King-Sovereign’ of a million square miles of the
  Congo Basin. When profits from the ivory trade began to dwindle, Leopold turned to another commodity – wild rubber – to make his money. Several million Africans died as a result of the
  rubber regime that Leopold enforced, but Leopold himself succeeded in becoming one of the richest men in the world.

  In turn, Leopold’s ambition to acquire what he called ‘a slice of this magnifique gâteau africain’ was largely responsible for igniting the ‘scramble’
  for African territory among European powers at the end of the nineteenth century. Hitherto, European activity in Africa had been confined mainly to small, isolated enclaves on the coast used for
  trading purposes. Only along the Mediterranean coast of Algeria and at the foot of southern Africa had European settlement taken root. But now Africa became the target of fierce European
  competition.

  In the space of twenty years, mainly in the hope of gaining economic benefit and for reasons of national prestige, European powers claimed possession of virtually the entire continent.
  Europe’s occupation precipitated wars of resistance in almost every part of the continent. Scores of African rulers who opposed colonial rule died in battle or were executed or sent into
  exile after defeat. In the concluding act of partition, Britain, at the height of its imperial power, provoked a war with two Boer republics in southern Africa, determined to get its hands on the
  richest goldfield ever discovered, leaving a legacy of bitterness and hatred among Afrikaners that lasted for generations.

  By the end of the scramble, European powers had merged some 10,000 African polities into just forty colonies. The new territories were almost all artificial entities, with boundaries that paid
  scant attention to the myriad of monarchies, chiefdoms and other societies on the ground. Most encompassed scores of diverse groups that shared no common history, culture, language or religion.
  Some were formed across the great divide between the desert regions of the Sahara and the belt of tropical forests to the south, throwing together Muslim and non-Muslim peoples in latent hostility.
  But all endured to form the basis of the modern states of Africa.

  Colonial rule brought a myriad of change. Colonial governments built roads and railways in an attempt to stimulate economic growth and make their territories self-supporting. New patterns of
  economic activity were established. African colonies became significant exporters of agricultural commodities such as cotton, cocoa and coffee. In the highlands of eastern and southern Africa,
  European settlers acquired huge landholdings, laying the foundations for large-scale commercial agriculture. But what attracted most attention was Africa’s mineral wealth. The mineral riches
  of Katanga, when first discovered, were described as ‘a veritable geological scandal’. Africa was found to possess not only a profusion of gold, diamonds and copper but a host of other
  valuable minerals including oil.

  Colonial rule was expected to last for hundreds of years, but turned out to be only an interlude in Africa’s history, lasting for little more than seventy years. Facing a rising tide of
  anti-colonial protest and insurrection, European governments handed over their African territories to independence movements. The colonial legacy included a framework of schools, medical services
  and transport infrastructure. Western education and literacy transformed African societies in tropical Africa. But only a few islands of modern economic development emerged, most of them confined
  to coastal areas or to mining enterprises in areas such as Katanga and the Zambian copper belt. Much of the interior remained undeveloped, remote, cut off from contact with the modern world.
  Moreover, while European governments departed, European companies retained their hold over business empires built up over half a century. Almost all modern manufacturing, banking, import-export
  trade, shipping, mining, plantations and timber enterprises remained largely in the hands of foreign corporations. As the end of colonial rule approached, Europeans followed the old adage:
  ‘Give them parliament and keep the banks.’

  The independence era, beginning in the 1950s, prompted much jubilation and enjoyed the world’s applause. Africa seemed to hold so much promise. African leaders stepped forward with energy
  and enthusiasm to tackle the tasks of development. The honeymoon, however, was brief. The new states of Africa were not ‘nations’. They possessed no ethnic, class or ideological cement
  to hold them together. Once the momentum to oust colonial rule had subsided, older loyalties and ambitions came thrusting to the fore, often exploited by politicians for their own ends. African
  leaders became preoccupied with gaining a monopoly of power, preferring to rule through systems of patronage to enforce their control. Ruling elites seized every opportunity for self-enrichment,
  looting state assets at will. Decades were lost in internal conflicts, mismanagement and corruption.

  Despite the high level of risk and hassle, the lure of Africa’s riches remains as strong in the twenty-first century as in the past. As well as the activities of Western corporations, new
  players have entered the field. The rising economic might of China and other Asian countries has stimulated a boom in demand for Africa’s oil and mineral resources. Land too has become a
  prized commodity once more. To secure food supplies, foreign corporations have acquired huge landholdings in Africa, just as the Romans did.

  But much of the wealth generated by foreign activity flows out of Africa to destinations abroad. Africa’s ruling elites further drain their countries of funds, stashing huge sums in bank
  accounts and property overseas. The World Bank estimates that 40 per cent of Africa’s private wealth is held offshore. Africa thus remains a continent of huge potential, but limited
  prospects.

  •   •   •

  When compiling his encyclopaedic work Historia Naturalis, the Roman scholar Pliny the Elder referred to an ancient Greek proverb, mentioned by Aristotle in the fourth
  century BCE, about the profusion of strange animals that occurred in Africa. ‘Ex Africa semper aliquid novi,’ Pliny wrote. ‘Out of Africa always something new.’
  Africa is indeed a continent of great diversity. It possesses a multiplicity of landscapes and cultures. Some 1,500 languages are spoken there. The hazards it presents are equally diverse. Much of
  Africa is afflicted by a harsh and variable climate; unreliable rainfall; frequent droughts; challenging terrains; poor soils; and a plethora of human and animal diseases. But what also stands out
  is the vast range of natural resources found there. It is this abundance of riches that has played such a significant role in shaping the fortunes of Africa over the past five thousand years.
  ‘I speak of Africa,’ Shakespeare wrote, ‘and of golden joys’.

  


  INTRODUCTION

  Rising high above the desert plains in the south-western corner of Egypt, the steep cliffs of the Gilf Kebir plateau exude a sense of mystery. The
  plateau stands at the centre of the most arid and inhospitable part of the Sahara, the largest desert in the world that stretches across the width of Africa from the Atlantic Ocean to the Red Sea.
  No one lives in the rocky wilderness of Gilf Kebir now. Yet prehistoric paintings and engravings there show scenes of people dancing, hunting, swimming and diving, evidence of a vanished era. As
  testimony of their existence, the ancient inhabitants of Gilf Kebir also left behind scores of their hand prints, with palms and fingers fully spread; and on the northern periphery of the plateau
  they constructed a circle of stones with precise astronomical alignments, hinting at their study of the stars.

  The Sahara was once a well-watered region of savanna grasslands, lakes and rivers and abundant rainfall, the domain of nomadic cattle-herders and hunters and a huge variety of African wildlife
  – elephants, giraffes, rhinoceroses, hippopotami and giant buffalo. But about 7,000 years ago, the rainfall belt driven by winds from the South Atlantic began to shift progressively
  southwards, marking the start of an arid climate and forcing pastoral groups to migrate. By 6,000 years ago, much of the Sahara had become uninhabitable, reduced to a landscape of bare rock and
  moving mountains of sand. Like other communities of the eastern Sahara, the inhabitants of Gilf Kebir abandoned their home territory and gravitated towards the banks of the Nile. Apart from a
  scattering of oases in the desert wasteland, it was the region’s only source of water.

  The Nile Valley, a narrow strip of fertile land hemmed in on both sides by barriers of desert, thus became the homeland of a rapidly growing population. Pastoralists from the Sahara, bringing
  with them a tradition of stone-carving and a knowledge of the stars, settled among valley peoples who used the floodplains of the Nile to cultivate crops such as wheat, barley and millet.

  By about 5,500 years ago, the entire length of the Nile Valley – from the First Cataract, a stretch of unnavigable rapids near the modern town of Aswan, to the marshlands of the Nile
  Delta, where the river divided into seven branches – was covered by a string of villages. Several village clusters developed into walled towns. The towns became cult centres for the worship
  of local gods. Local gods were propitiated to ensure the fertility of the land and hence the stability of the lives of inhabitants. Religious ideas grew from a belief in the magical powers of
  objects, to a belief in the magical power of animals – such as the hawk, the jackal, the snake and the crocodile – and eventually to a faith in gods with animal heads and human
  bodies.

  The new societies that emerged in the Nile Valley became increasingly hierarchical. At the apex was a small, wealthy elite who exercised power over the mass of subjects, controlled trade and a
  network of supply, and acted as patrons to a new class of craftsmen skilled at working both hard and soft stone and fashioning artefacts from copper, gold, silver and ivory for their personal use.
  Pottery painters began to draw intricate images on bowls, pots and vases, developing a tradition of illustration and design that led eventually to hieroglyphic writing.

  The elite were also increasingly influenced by the notion of resurrection. In preparing for an afterlife, their burial practices became ever more elaborate. They set aside for themselves
  separate cemeteries with tombs that were richly decorated and filled with valuable grave goods. And they arranged for the bodies of the dead to be embalmed and wrapped in resin-soaked linen cloths
  – mummified – to ensure the survival of their undying spirits.

  Life and death for the rest of the population meanwhile remained simple. Most subjects were subsistence farmers and fishermen living in mud houses in small villages, who produced agricultural
  surpluses that were heavily taxed and who were required to provide labour for government projects. They were buried in rudimentary sandpits without coffins or grave goods.

  Because rainfall levels were so negligible, the fate of the Nile Valley communities depended entirely on the annual flooding of the river. Each year, following the deluge of monsoon rains in
  highlands deep in the African interior, the river rose dramatically, reaching a peak in July and August before receding in September, enabling farmers to plant crops which matured during winter
  months and could be harvested in spring. In good years, the floodplains, enriched by deposits of silt, produced huge agricultural surpluses. But bad years were a common hazard. High floods
  destroyed homes and buildings and inundated fields. Low floods left the land parched and barren, resulting in famine. Accounts in the Bible later spoke of ‘seven fat years and seven lean
  years’.

  The rhythms of the Nile affected all life. Among the host of local deities and household spirits that Nile communities worshipped, the role of Hapi, the Lord of the River and its flooding,
  figured prominently. The flood was commonly known as ‘the arrival of Hapi’, which villagers celebrated by throwing sacrifices, amulets and other offerings into the river in the hope of
  securing a good year.

  The Nile also served as an artery for communications and trade, a unifying thread linking distant communities. Travel on the river benefited not only from currents flowing northwards but from
  prevailing winds blowing southwards. Boats were sent to the far south to obtain luxury raw materials such as ivory, ebony, incense and exotic animal skins. From the north came commodities such as
  copper ingots and aromatic oils.

  As valley societies became more organised, the pace of innovation quickened. By 5,100 years ago, the ruling elite had begun to experiment with an indigenous pictorial system of writing using
  hieroglyphs. The earliest known evidence of Egyptian writing was found on small bone labels attached to grave goods in the ornate tomb of a local potentate buried at the royal cemetery at Abydos,
  near the ancient city of Tjeni, in about 3100 BCE. Early writings were recorded on clay tablets or palettes, inscribed on wet clay before it dried. Subsequently, Egyptians developed a prototype
  paper from crushed papyrus reeds woven together.

  For several centuries, three small kingdoms in the Nile Valley vied with each other for control of territory and trade. But in the final outcome it was the kings of Tjeni (near modern Girga) who
  managed to extend their power over the whole of the Nile Valley, or Upper Egypt, as it became known. The kings of Upper Egypt then proceeded to incorporate into their realm the Delta region, or
  Lower Egypt, the fan-shaped alluvial plain to the north that stretched to the shores of the Mediterranean.

  The unification of Egypt nearly 5,000 years ago marked the emergence of the world’s first nation-state. Its rulers – a succession of dynasties of pharaohs that lasted for 3,000 years
  – acquired the status of gods and devoted their time to demonstrating their divine authority and omnipotence. They built huge royal tombs and temples, financed royal building projects on a
  lavish scale and presided over one of the most dazzling civilisations in human history.
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  1

  LAND OF THE PHARAOHS

  One of the most treasured possessions of the Egyptian Museum in Cairo is an ancient siltstone slab, about two feet high, carved with expert
  precision on both sides with scenes depicting the exploits of King Narmer, the first pharaoh to rule over the Two Lands of Egypt. On one side, Narmer is portrayed as the triumphant king of Upper
  Egypt, wearing its ‘White Crown’, standing over a kneeling prisoner, grasping him by the hair and threatening to strike him with a mace. Looking on with approval is the falcon god
  Horus, the patron deity of the Egyptian monarchy, holding a tether attached to six papyrus plants, the symbol of Lower Egypt. On the other side, Narmer is shown wearing the ‘Red Crown’
  of Lower Egypt, inspecting two rows of decapitated corpses whose genitals have been cut off. The purpose of the Narmer Palette, as it is known by Egyptologists, was to signify the power and force
  that lay behind pharaonic rule.

  The greatest challenge facing Narmer and his successors in the First Dynasty was to consolidate their control over diverse peoples, numbering about one million, scattered across a state that now
  stretched from the southern frontier at the Nile’s First Cataract to the shores of the Mediterranean. One of their early decisions was to construct a new capital at Memphis, a strategic
  location on the west bank of the Nile at the junction between Upper and Lower Egypt, enabling them to keep an equal grip over the Two Lands. Lying a few miles south of modern
  Cairo, Memphis remained a focal point of Egypt for most of its dynastic history. To guard the southern frontier, First Dynasty pharaohs built a fortress at another strategic location – an
  island on the Nile at the First Cataract known as Abu or Elephantine, named for its role in the ivory trade.

  The pharaonic system established during the First Dynasty eventually encompassed every aspect of life in Egypt. A state bureaucracy was set up to bring the entire country under royal control.
  Upper Egypt was divided into twenty-two provinces and Lower Egypt into twenty provinces, each administered by provincial governors answerable to the king. A network of officials ensured that taxes
  on trade and agricultural produce were paid to support the Crown and its grand projects. Peasant farmers were required to hand over a proportion of their crops or serve in lieu as conscripts on
  royal projects, quarrying stone or digging canals. Whole swathes of land were appropriated as royal property. Royal workshops turned out a wide range of products such as stone vases, leather, linen
  and basketry, providing further revenues for the treasury. Royal power became absolute.

  All this was sanctified by ceremonies, rituals and royal writs proclaiming the reigning pharaoh to be a living god, the earthly incarnation of the supreme celestial deity, Horus. The
  pharaoh’s seal – serekhs inscribed on trade goods to mark royal ownership or carved in stone on royal monuments – showed Horus standing on top of a rectangular panel within
  which the pharaoh’s ‘Horus name’ was written. According to inscriptions on a piece of basalt stela known as the Palermo Stone, King Narmer’s successor, Aha, conducted a
  biennial tour of inspection in Egypt, imposing his presence on local communities, delivering legal judgements and ensuring that taxes were collected, in an event called the ‘Following of
  Horus’. The notion of divine kingship became deeply embedded in Egyptian consciousness. As manifestations of the divine, the pharaohs were seen as the guarantors of stability and prosperity,
  in this life as well as the next.

  Much of the wealth that First Dynasty pharaohs and their entourages enjoyed was directed towards building increasingly elaborate tombs and funerary enclosures, designed to provide them with
  every comfort for the afterlife. The trend continued during the Second Dynasty when stone as well as mud bricks were used for the first time. The funerary buildings for the
  last of the Second Dynasty kings, Khasekhemy, were constructed on a monumental scale. The perimeter walls, made of mud-brick, were more than sixteen feet thick and nearly sixty feet high. The tomb
  consisted of fifty-eight rooms with a central burial chamber made of quarried limestone. Khasekhemy’s funerary possessions included huge quantities of copper tools and vessels, pottery
  vessels filled with grain and fruit, and a fleet of boats to help him navigate into the afterlife. The quest for eternity became an abiding preoccupation. Egypt’s pharaohs expected to
  continue to reign after death, traversing the heavens in the company of gods.

  During the Third Dynasty, further leaps were made in tomb design. At a site on the edge of the desert escarpment at Saqqara, overlooking the capital city of Memphis, an Egyptian nobleman named
  Imhotep supervised the construction of a pyramid of six steps to house the tomb of Netjerikhet (Djoser), a pharaoh who reigned in the twenty-seventh century BCE. The Step Pyramid at Saqqara was the
  first monument in the world to be built entirely of stone. Rising to a height of 204 feet, it was the tallest building of its time. And its construction marked the beginning of the Pyramid Age.

  Compared to all previous structures, the logistical undertaking at Saqqara was immense. Pyramid building required a highly organised supply system involving quarries, mines, shipyards,
  storehouses, workshops and a labour force of thousands. The pyramid itself consisted of 600,000 tons of limestone blocks. Its main burial chamber was made up of ten blocks of granite, each weighing
  twelve and a half tons, which had been transported by river barge from quarries at Aswan. But the construction went further. The pyramid was set within a forty-acre complex of buildings enclosed by
  a mile-long rectangle of perimeter walls built of fine white stone. It is estimated that the quantity of copper chisels needed to cut such a vast assembly of stone blocks would have amounted to
  seventy tons’ worth, delivered to workshops from newly opened copper mines in the eastern desert.

  The peak of pyramid building came a century later during the Fourth Dynasty – about 4,500 years ago. Shortly after ascending to the throne, King Khufu ordered the construction of a burial
  place grander than any of the tombs built for his predecessors. The site he chose was the Giza plateau, further downstream from Saqqara. Over a period of twenty years, a
  labour force numbering tens of thousands – stonemasons, toolmakers, craftsmen, quarry workers and haulage crews, many of them peasant conscripts – worked relentlessly to complete the
  monument before the pharaoh’s death. The scale of the endeavour was extraordinary. By the time Khufu’s Great Pyramid was complete, it consisted of 2.3 million blocks of stone, each
  weighing on average more than a ton, reaching a height of 480 feet; the slopes of the outer surface were covered by a layer of polished white casing stone that glittered in the sun. The entire
  edifice was engineered with remarkable precision. The base, extending over more than thirteen acres, was a near-perfect square closely aligned to the four cardinal points of the compass, with a
  precise orientation to true north. In later ages, the Great Pyramid was regarded as one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World. It remained the tallest building in the world for the next
  thirty-eight centuries.

  Khufu’s son, Khafra, added his own pyramid complex at Giza. It reached a similar height but included a striking additional feature: alongside the causeway leading to his pyramid, facing
  eastwards towards the rising sun, stood a huge guardian statue of a recumbent lion with a king’s head that later became known as the Great Sphinx. Measuring 200 feet long and rising to a
  height of 65 feet above the desert floor, it served as a dramatic symbol of royal power.

  Khafra’s successor, Menkaura, built a third pyramid at Giza, but it was on a much smaller scale. Egypt’s pharaohs could no longer sustain the economic drain of funding such colossal
  monuments.

  Instead of concentrating on size, pharaohs of the Fifth and Sixth Dynasties transformed the inner chambers of their pyramids with elaborate decorations and a series of other innovations. The
  walls of King Unas’s burial chamber, constructed in the twenty-fourth century BCE, were covered in columns of carved hieroglyphs, painted in blue. The inscriptions – an assorted
  compendium of prayers and spells – constitute the world’s oldest collection of religious writings. They were intended to assist Unas on his journey to the afterlife and ensure that he
  would dwell in ‘lightland for all eternity’. Some texts recorded testimony from oral traditions dating back to the earliest Egyptian dynasties; others dealt with
  more contemporary beliefs. Further texts were added to the tombs of nine subsequent kings and queens.

  Among the inscriptions, two gods figured prominently. One was Ra, the sun-god of Heliopolis, a religious centre that lay to the north-east of Memphis on the east bank of the Nile (now a Cairo
  suburb). The cult of Ra had been growing in importance since the Third Dynasty. Fourth Dynasty pharaohs incorporated the name into their own titles, using the epithet ‘son of Ra’. Fifth
  Dynasty pharaohs built a series of temples dedicated to Ra, with inscriptions emphasising the sun-god’s role as the ultimate giver of life and the moving force of nature, with which they
  claimed to be associated. Under royal patronage, the cult of Ra rapidly became the most powerful in the land.

  The other prominent god recorded in the Pyramid Texts was Osiris, king of the land of the dead – the underworld. Originally a local deity in the eastern Delta, associated with agriculture
  and annually recurring events in nature such as the Nile floods, Osiris evolved into a potent symbol of the renewal of life after death with which Fifth Dynasty pharaohs sought to identify
  themselves. In the Pyramid Texts, King Unas is referred to as Osiris Unas.

  The Sixth Dynasty was followed by a succession of weak kings who proved unable to hold Egypt together. In place of royal control, provincial officials amassed ever more authority, leading to the
  collapse of central government and the end of what historians would subsequently call the Old Kingdom, an era renowned for its pyramid-building. One thousand years after its foundation, Egypt
  fragmented along regional lines, suffering more than a century of civil war. Compounding the chaos was a prolonged period of low Nile floods. Famine spread from one village to the next. In an
  autobiographical text inscribed on the pillars of his rock tomb, Ankhtifi, a local ruler, wrote: ‘The whole country has become like locusts going upstream and downstream [in search of
  food].’

  •   •   •

  During the Middle Kingdom, an era beginning in the twenty-first century BCE and lasting 400 years, pharaohs ruled over a united Egypt once more,
  re-establishing economic prosperity and fostering a renaissance in literature, art and architecture. Using irrigation, thousands of new acres were put under cultivation. Trade expeditions were sent
  to the Levant and to Punt, an African land towards the southern end of the Red Sea.

  The founder of the Middle Kingdom, Mentuhotep II, was a dynastic ruler from Thebes in Upper Egypt who emerged as the victor in the civil war and went on to stamp his authority over the whole
  country. Thebes had previously been no more than a small provincial town on the east bank of the Nile, but now became the new national capital. Selecting a location for his burial ground,
  Mentuhotep chose a site at Deir el-Bahri, on the west bank of the Nile opposite Thebes, where a colossal tomb was carved for him out of steep cliffs rising above the river valley. To demonstrate
  his national power, Mentuhotep commissioned a series of temples and cult buildings across Egypt proclaiming him to be a ‘living god, foremost of kings’.

  The pharaohs’ preoccupation with eternal life eventually spread to other sections of the Egyptian population. No longer was the pharaoh regarded as having the sole right to an afterlife in
  the company of gods. Senior officials began inscribing on the sides of their wooden coffins passages and illustrations adapted from the Pyramid Texts and other sacred texts providing a set of
  instructions on how to safely reach the afterlife (heaven) and on how to avoid the many dangers and demons that lurked along the way (hell). Coffin Texts, as they were later known, also offered
  advice on such matters as how to ‘assemble a man’s family in the realm of the dead’.

  Other ideas that gained currency included the notion that all people – and not just kings – possessed the ba, a spiritual force said to represent the essence of an
  individual’s unique characteristics, that was able to survive death. The population also came to believe that they could gain direct access to deities rather than via the king or priests. In
  a further break with tradition, individuals began to take part in the rites of Osiris, receiving blessings that had once been restricted to kings. Osiris became a universal god, symbolising the
  triumph of good over evil and the promise of immortality for all Egyptians. With royal encouragement, the cult of Osiris reached new heights and was celebrated at festivals
  and ceremonies, displacing a host of other deities and beliefs.

  Once their control of Egypt was fully restored, the pharaohs of the Middle Kingdom sought opportunities to extend their power and wealth in the region, notably in Wawat (Lower Nubia), the lands
  of the Nile Valley lying south of the First Cataract. As a major source of gold and copper, Nubia had long excited the attention of Egypt’s rulers. Expeditions had been sent there since the
  Sixth Dynasty. An account of a journey by the explorer Harkuf describes his caravan returning ‘with three hundred donkeys laden with incense, ebony, precious oil, grain, panther skins,
  elephant tusks, throw sticks: all good tribute’.

  When Wawat leaders became increasingly assertive during the twentieth century BCE, Amenemhat I, a Twelfth Dynasty pharaoh, ordered a campaign to crush them. Returning from Wawat, a triumphant
  vizier boasted: ‘I sailed upstream in victory, killing the Nubian upon his land, and I sailed downstream, uprooting crops and cutting down the remaining trees. I put the houses to the torch,
  as is done to a rebel against the king.’ To enforce their hegemony over Lower Nubia, pharaohs of the Twelfth Dynasty constructed a chain of massive forts stretching from the First Cataract
  all the way to the southern end of the Second Cataract where a new southern frontier for Egypt was established.

  Yet the fate of the Middle Kingdom, just like the Old Kingdom before it, was to succumb to a prolonged succession crisis. Over a period of about one hundred years, some seventy rulers came and
  went, one weak king after another, some surviving for no more than a few months. Egypt’s plight was compounded once again by a period of low Nile floods, precipitating famine and disease and
  leaving the state weakened and vulnerable to foreign invaders. In the south, the forts in Lower Nubia had to be abandoned, opening the way for Nubians from the rival kingdom of Kush, south of
  Wawat, to take possession. In the north, an influx of migrants from the Levant encroached into the Delta region, setting up their own settlements.

  Then in the seventeenth century BCE, an army of Hyksos from the Levant crossed northern Sinai into the Delta, gained control of the whole of Lower Egypt and captured the
  ancient capital of Memphis. A technologically advanced people, the Hyksos possessed a range of superior weapons. These included spearpoints, arrowheads and battle-axes forged from bronze; composite
  bows made of laminated strips of wood, horn and sinew that doubled the range their archers could achieve; and horse-drawn chariots able to outmanoeuvre infantry units. Hyksos rulers remained in
  power for more than a century, leaving Egypt’s line of pharaohs confined to a rump state based on Thebes.

  Chafing at foreign occupation, a new breed of warrior kings mastered the new military technology and led better-trained and better-equipped troops on a war of liberation. After thirty years of
  sporadic campaigns, an Eighteenth Dynasty pharaoh, Amhose I, finally succeeded in driving out the Hyksos and regaining control over Lower Nubia and its gold mines. His triumph marked the beginning
  of another glittering era of pharaonic civilisation that historians would later call the New Kingdom.

  •   •   •

  Egypt during the New Kingdom era became an imperial power. Its pharaohs embarked on military campaigns, forged diplomatic alliances and established commercial networks to build
  an empire that stretched for two thousand miles from the Euphrates in Syria to new boundaries on the Upper Nile in Nubia. Underpinning the empire was a professional army. Hitherto, Egypt’s
  rulers had relied upon conscript armies, raised from the general population on an ad hoc basis and bolstered by foreign mercenaries. The new standing army consisted of specialised units using
  advanced equipment adapted from Hyksos models, including an elite chariot corps; marines trained to fight on land and water; archers equipped with composite bows; and infantry regiments provided
  with body armour and drilled in battle techniques.

  An early target was the kingdom of Kush in Upper Nubia. In 1492 BCE, Thutmose I launched a devastating campaign of conquest against Kush, destroying its capital Kerma, a town near the Third
  Cataract, and advancing up river beyond the Fourth Cataract to Kurgus which he declared to be Egypt’s new southern frontier. On his way home, Thutmose ordered the corpse of the ruler of Kush
  to be strung up on the prow of his flagship, with his head hanging down, as a mark of his victory. Henceforth, Kush was ruled as a colony by Egyptian officials and required
  to send regular shipments of gold, ivory, cattle and slaves.

  Thutmose’s next foray was a brief expedition to the Levant to seek out the potential for glory and wealth. It was a region of city states and towns grown wealthy from trade. After reaching
  the banks of the Euphrates and leaving a commemorative inscription there, Thutmose returned to Egypt. His exploratory mission was followed up by his grandson, Thutmose III, who in 1458 led an army
  of 10,000 men into the Levant determined to enforce Egyptian hegemony there and gain control of its trade routes. It was the first of his sixteen campaigns which over two decades gave Egypt
  dominance over a vast stretch of Canaan and Syria. Vassal states and towns were allowed to retain their own administrative arrangements and their own indigenous rulers as long as they swore oaths
  of allegiance and delivered annual tribute. But Egyptian garrisons were also stationed at ports along the coast.

  The booty acquired during Thutmose’s wars of conquest in the Levant provided a huge boost to Egypt’s treasury. The list of items seized after the fall of Megiddo (biblical
  Armageddon), for example, included 2,000 horses, nearly a thousand chariots, and 25,000 sheep, cattle and goats. Army scribes also recorded a total of 2,500 captives and 340 prisoners of war. Huge
  quantities of gold, silver, copper, timber, grain, wine and aromatic oils were shipped back to Egypt.

  As well as military expeditions, trade missions were sent far afield. One of the most ambitious was organised in 1463 BCE during the reign of Hatshepsut, daughter of Thutmose I. According to a
  series of carved reliefs on the walls of her memorial temple in western Thebes, five ships were loaded on to a caravan of oxcarts at Thebes and taken along a desert road to the Red Sea port of
  Mersa Gawasis. The fleet then sailed southwards for 600 miles, reaching the coast of Punt after a six-week voyage. The rulers there expressed amazement at the Egyptians’ arrival, asking their
  commander: ‘How have you reached here, to this land which no one knows about?’

  From the coast, the expedition trekked inland, to central Punt, noting how local inhabitants lived in beehive-shaped huts mounted on stilts and reachable by ladders. The fleet returned with the
  most impressive cargo of African goods ever seen in Egypt: gold, ebony, ivory, leopard skins, frankincense, myrrh and resin gum. A vast caravan of donkeys was needed to
  transport it all to Thebes. Hatshepsut was particularly pleased to receive thirty-one living incense trees, complete with roots and the soil in which they had been grown carried in baskets, and had
  them planted in the garden in front of her memorial temple.

  The empire brought an era of great prosperity to Thebes. Successive pharaohs commissioned building programmes of royal palaces, temples and tombs and presided over festivals and ceremonies to
  demonstrate their power and eternal authority, acclaimed as divine beings in their own right. The patron deity of Thebes, Amun, the Hidden One, was merged with the great sun-god Ra and transformed
  into a supreme state god known as Amun-Ra, on whom pharaohs lavished royal largesse. Amun-Ra’s temple at Ipetsut (modern Karnak) became a national shrine, extended year by year into a
  sprawling complex of chapels and obelisks, of workshops and storehouses, attended by a host of priests and artisans. A second temple dedicated to Amun-Ra was built three miles south of Ipetsut at
  Luxor at the south end of Thebes during the reign of Amenhotep III.

  On the western bank of the Nile Valley opposite Thebes, pharaohs of the Eighteenth Dynasty commissioned a new range of royal funerary monuments. Thutmose I was the first to decide that his tomb
  should be cut deep into the rock-face of cliffs in a remote valley in the desert escarpment, far from the public gaze, in the hope of avoiding the threat of tomb robbers. His architect, Ineni,
  recorded: ‘I supervised the cutting out of the cliff tomb of his majesty, in secret. No one saw and no one heard.’ Thutmose’s successors followed suit, establishing a royal
  necropolis that later became known as the Valley of the Kings.

  The public’s gaze was directed instead to a series of royal temple complexes sited prominently on the floor of the valley opposite Thebes. Hatshepsut, the most powerful woman to rule over
  ancient Egypt, built one of the most spectacular monuments of all there: a temple set against the backdrop of steep cliffs approached by a causeway flanked by more than a hundred sphinxes of
  Hatshepsut and a giant staircase of colonnaded terraces.

  The temple was dedicated to ‘my father Amun’ and inscribed on its walls was the story of how Amun had fathered her and granted her the right to rule as
  pharaoh. Amenhotep III’s vast temple complex, covering nearly a hundred acres, was guarded by a pair of statues of the king, standing more than sixty feet tall, visible for miles around.

  In preparing for an afterlife, pharaohs ensured that their burial chambers were packed with a huge variety of treasures. In the following centuries, most of the sites were looted. But some idea
  of the wealth that they stashed away came when the royal tomb of Tutankhamun was discovered intact in 1922. A boy-king who ruled for ten years until his death in 1322 BCE, Tutankhamun was
  accompanied into the afterworld with a fabulous array of gilded beds, chariots, model boats, fine linen, ornate furniture, caskets, headrests, jewellery, food boxes, game boards, measuring rods and
  several hundred figurines known as shawabtis, doll-size replicas of servants and craftsmen, ready to do his bidding. His inner coffin was made of solid gold; and resting on the head of his
  linen-wrapped body was Tutankhamun’s golden funerary mask – a work of consummate skill that has come to symbolise the opulence and mystery of ancient Egypt.

  The ruling elite – high priests, army officers, mayors and government administrators – shared in much of the wealth. The priesthood in particular gained increasing economic power. As
  the worship of Amun-Ra spread across the nation, the cult acquired vast assets, including granaries, breweries, bakeries and control of as much as one-tenth of Egypt’s agricultural land.
  Elite families lived in splendour in villas on immense estates and delighted in throwing lavish banquets attended by musicians, dancers and singers. They also enjoyed the benefit of literacy and
  liked to spend their time reciting stories and poems written on sheets of papyrus. At lower levels of the bureaucracy, an army of scribes was kept busy compiling records and performing clerical
  tasks.

  A notable feature of Egyptian society was the status accorded to women. A few women, such as Hatshepsut, ruled as pharaohs. Several queens served with their husbands as partners in power,
  wielding extraordinary influence. But in every walk of life, women possessed rights and privileges not seen elsewhere in the world at the time. Women were employed in a
  variety of occupations. They owned and controlled property, and were entitled to write their own wills.

  Whatever their rank or status, all Egyptians remained preoccupied with the afterlife. During the New Kingdom, the collection of spells and prayers that had appeared in the Pyramid Texts and then
  the Coffin Texts was expanded into a new version that was known at the time as the ‘Book of Going Forth by Day’ but in the nineteenth century BCE acquired the modern name of the
  ‘Book of the Dead’. It was usually written on a papyrus scroll but the contents varied from one to the next according to the choices a person made in deciding what texts might be needed
  or useful on the journey through the Duat, or underworld, and into the afterlife.

  The journey was said to be full of hazards. Once the spirit of the dead person left its body, it was required to pass through a series of gates, caverns and mounds guarded by grotesque
  supernatural creatures ready to pounce. Only by knowing the correct procedures and appropriate speeches could the spirit achieve safe passage. Having survived the terrors of the underworld, the
  dead person then faced judgement before an imposing council of gods in a ritual known as the ‘Weighing of the Heart’. Reciting a text known as the ‘Negative Confession’, the
  defendant sought to deny committing a range of sins: ‘I have not robbed the poor’; ‘I have not maligned a servant’; ‘I have not mistreated cattle’; ‘I have
  not taken milk from the mouths of children’. The defendant’s heart was weighed on a pair of scales set before the image of Maat, the goddess of truth. If the scales balanced, then the
  defendant was allowed to pass into the afterlife. If the heart was out of balance, then a fearsome monster known as Ammit, the Devourer of the Dead, would eat it, annihilating all chances of an
  afterlife. This concept of a final day of judgement ending with the hope of a glorious resurrection was taken up by later religious traditions, notably Christianity.

  As well as being furnished with the appropriate funerary texts, Egyptians paid great attention to preserving the bodies of the deceased. Wealthy individuals employed embalmers to ensure they
  were mummified in accordance with sacred texts, wrapped in the finest linen and adorned with jewelled amulets. Their coffins were decorated with personal inscriptions and
  decorative carvings; and their grave goods included furniture and paintings. The poor too aspired to purchase a coffin for the afterlife and set aside a few possessions to take with them.

  •   •   •

  A radical break with Egypt’s religious traditions occurred during the reign of Amenhotep IV, an Eighteenth Dynasty pharaoh of vaulting ambition who sought to establish
  his own cult and to undermine the powerful priesthood of Amun. Amenhotep based his cult on a solar deity called Aten, the visible orb of the sun, and changed his own name to Akhenaten, meaning the
  spirit of Aten, claiming to be the god’s son and demanding total obedience. He gave unusual prominence to his wife and queen Nefertiti, a name meaning ‘the beautiful woman has
  come’, well known from the portrait bust of her by the sculptor Thutmose which has become one of the most revered works of art from this era. In temple reliefs, the royal couple were
  invariably shown in the presence of the solar disc of Aten, caressed by life-enhancing rays of light ending in human hands – a divine trio on whom the destiny of the state depended.

  The cult of Amun, however, remained deeply embedded in Thebes, and after five frustrating years there, Akhenaten resolved to abandon the city altogether and to set up a new capital 240 miles
  north of Thebes to enable his own cult to flourish unopposed. Built from scratch, the city of Akhetaten eventually occupied nearly eighty square miles on the east bank of the Nile and included
  royal palaces, temples to Aten and residential quarters.

  Not content with distancing himself from rival cults, Akhenaten now banned the worship of other deities and decreed that Aten was not only the supreme god but the sole god. Determined to impose
  a strict monotheism on Egypt, he ordered the destruction and disfigurement of temples and monuments that glorified rulers and gods from previous eras and set out to efface their memories. The cult
  of Amun became a principal target.

  Despite his efforts, Akhenaten’s revolutionary cult never took root. Upon his death, in the seventeenth year of his reign, his successors repudiated his beliefs and set Egypt back on the
  path of tradition. With similar zeal, they then embarked on a campaign to erase all traces of his rule. Akhenaten’s treasured capital soon became a city of ruins. It
  lay undiscovered for some 3,500 years.

  •   •   •

  At the start of the Nineteenth Dynasty in the thirteenth century BCE, Egypt remained an imperial power backed by a formidable army and proficient administration. Its empire was
  held together by a combination of military might and diplomatic manoeuvre. Its pharaohs were still regarded as god-like kings on whom the welfare of the population depended. They continued to
  demonstrate their power and authority by commissioning huge building programmes. During the reign of Ramesses II, the construction of palaces, temples and statues reached unprecedented levels.

  Born into a military family from the eastern Delta region, Ramesses II ruled Egypt for sixty-seven years from 1279 to 1213 BCE, fathered more than fifty sons and as many daughters, and
  bequeathed to Egypt some of its most spectacular monuments. His works included a new dynastic capital in his ancestral Delta homeland, unrivalled in its architectural grandeur, and temples and
  statues of himself that ran the length and breadth of the country.

  In Lower Nubia, just north of the Second Cataract, he conscripted thousands of Nubian workers to build a temple carved out of the sheer rock face of a sacred mountain towering above the Nile
  (modern Abu Simbel). The entrance was guarded by four seated statues of Ramesses II measuring more than seventy feet high. Behind the façade was a pillared hall with eight colossal standing
  statues of the pharaoh in the guise of Osiris; and in the inner sanctuary stood statues of four principal gods, the protectors of Egypt and its empire in Nubia and the Levant, one of whom was
  Ramesses II himself. The inner sanctuary was designed so that twice a year, on the spring and autumn equinoxes, the rays of the rising sun flooded through the entrance to the temple, illuminating
  the statues.

  At Thebes, his mortuary temple was constructed on a similarly grand scale. It included a sixty-two-foot-high granite statue weighing about 1,000 tons that was subsequently felled during an
  earthquake. In the first century BCE, the Greek historian Diodorus Siculus, describing the original appearance of the colossus, recorded that on its base was an inscription
  referring to the throne name of Ramesses II, Usermaatra, a name that he transliterated into Greek as Ozymandias. The inscription read:

  
    
      I am Ozymandias, King of Kings. If anyone would seek to know how great I am and where I lie, let him surpass one of my works.

    

  

  The reign of Ramesses II marked a peak in Egypt’s fortunes. Never again did Egypt’s pharaohs attain such prestige and authority. His successors were beset by palace
  plots and internecine rivalry. The economy, burdened by military expenditure and the cost of grand projects, began to falter. A period of low Nile floods made matters worse. Egypt’s borders
  were threatened by incursions from Libya and attacks by marauding armies of Sea Peoples from the eastern Mediterranean. Garrisons stationed in the Levant had to be recalled to maintain national
  security, leading to the collapse of Egypt’s empire there. Thebes was afflicted by an outbreak of strikes, civil unrest and tomb robberies. The royal necropolis was plundered; all but a
  handful of royal tombs were stripped of their treasures. Even the mummies of the great pharaohs of the New Kingdom were wrenched apart and stripped of their precious amulets. A military faction
  took control in Thebes, precipitating civil war. Troops sent by Ramesses XI from his Delta homeland to regain control there eventually set up their own regime in Thebes, defying his authority. When
  Ramesses XI died in 1069 BCE the New Kingdom era came to an end amid chaos and disorder, with Egypt divided into two halves and vulnerable to invasion by foreign predators.

  •   •   •

  Inspired by the legend of Ozymandias and his monuments of self-aggrandisement, the English poet Percy Bysshe Shelley composed a sonnet in 1817 about the inevitable decline and
  decay of empires that tyrants built, however mighty they may have been seen in their own time:

  
    
      
        I met a traveller from an antique land

        Who said: ‘Two vast and trunkless legs of stone

        Stand in the desert. Near them, on the sand,

        Half sunk, a shattered visage lies, whose frown

        And wrinkled lip, and sneer of cold command

        Tell that its sculptor well those passions read

        Which yet survive, stamped on these lifeless things,

        The hand that mocked them and the heart that fed.

        And on the pedestal these words appear:

        ‘My name is Ozymandias, king of kings:

        Look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair!’

        Nothing beside remains. Round the decay

        Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare

        The lone and level sands stretch far away.
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  VENTURES INTO THE INTERIOR

  In west Africa, meanwhile, one of the great long-term migrations in human history was underway. It was initiated by a group of Bantu-speaking
  communities living in an upland region between the Nyong River and the Sanaga River in what is now southern Cameroon. The Bantu group there were part of a wider collection of peoples in west Africa
  that belonged to the Niger-Congo language family. What prompted the migration is unclear. But the location of its origins was found by language experts in the twentieth century engaged in the
  classification of African languages. They discovered that almost all the inhabitants of the southern half of Africa spoke languages that were closely related. Across a range of some 600 languages,
  many words and terms were used in common. They included the root ntu meaning ‘human being’ and the prefix ba denoting the plural form. The term ‘Bantu’ –
  literally meaning ‘people’ – was first coined by a nineteenth-century German philologist, Wilhelm Bleek, to cover the multiplicity of similar languages that European colonisers
  encountered in southern Africa. But the original homeland of Bantu-speaking peoples was the Cameroon highlands, more than 2,500 miles away.

  The spread of territory occupied by Niger-Congo peoples at the beginning of the fourth millennium BCE ran from the Senegal River in the west to Cameroon in the east. The eastern zone was
  inhabited by a sub-group known as the Benue-Kwa. Among their descendants are the Yoruba, Igbo and Akan of modern times. Bantu-speakers formed a sub-group of the Benue-Kwa,
  living on the eastern frontier at the edge of the equatorial rainforest.

  The Benue-Kwa were agriculturalists adapted to a tropical environment. Their staple crop was a variety of yam, an edible tuber indigenous to west Africa. They also tended several tree crops
  including oil palms that provided cooking oil and palm wine; raffia palms used for making raffia cloth; and kola nuts that later became a mainstay of west African commerce. They were skilled
  boat-builders, carving from single logs dugout canoes for fishing and river-travel. Woodworkers also specialised in producing figure sculptures and facial masks for display at public festivals.
  Like other Niger-Congo people, the Benue-Kwa possessed distinctive musical talents. Performances involved polyrhythmic drumming on drums with different pitches – rhythms that would eventually
  become a familiar part of music-making in the modern world. Another feature of their society was the importance they attached to the veneration of ancestral spirits. Ancestors required respect and
  remembrance; neglecting them was likely to cause misfortune. The Benue-Kwa also believed that misfortune could be caused by the malicious intentions of living individuals for which they sought
  remedies from traditional healers.

  Towards the end of the fourth millennium BCE, Bantu-speaking cultivators began to move southwards through the rainforest region, taking their agricultural skills, stone tools, dugout canoes and
  pottery techniques into areas hitherto occupied by BaTwa hunter-gatherers, an ancient people commonly known in European languages as ‘Pygmies’. Their advance through the rainforest was
  slow; it amounted to an overall rate of no more than twelve miles each decade. But by about 1000 BCE, Bantu groups using rivers as pathways had penetrated to most parts of the Congo Basin and
  reached the outer edge of the equatorial forest to the east and to the south.

  Beyond the forest region lay the savanna lands of eastern and southern Africa, the domain of hunter-gatherers, descendants of one of the oldest human lineages on earth. Short in stature,
  generally less than five feet tall, they possessed a wide range of skills honed over thousands of years of itinerant life in the savanna. They fashioned tools from wood, bone
  and stone, turned plant fibres into fine cordage and nets, made mats and arrow shafts from reeds, and devised a range of poisons from snakes, insects and plants to bring down prey.

  Most remarkable of all was their tradition of rock art dating back as far as 28,000 years. In eastern Africa, the main rock art form was finger-painted geometric patterns, often circles and
  parallel lines. In southern Africa, below the Zambezi River, artists belonging to groups that later became known as San pursued a different tradition. At thousands of sites across the region, San
  artists painted scenes in fine-line brushstrokes of human activity, totemic animals and creatures from an imaginary world. The artists were shamans, leading figures in San society, who reflected in
  the paintings their memories of trances and hallucinations induced during trance dances. Trance dances, they believed, enabled them to enter a spirit world where they could harness supernatural
  powers to make rain, cure the sick, relieve social tensions and control the movement of antelope herds. Their rock art images depict trance dancers bending forward, wearing dancing rattles and
  holding dancing sticks in the company of animals such as eland, giraffe and elephant believed to have supernatural potency.

  The languages spoken by San were ancient. They involved a complex variety of ‘clicks’ and other percussive sounds that once may have formed the basis of a linguistic family
  stretching from modern Ethiopia to southern Africa before it was filtered out by the evolution of newer languages.

  Since the fourth millennium BCE, the domain of hunter-gatherers in eastern Africa had attracted various groups of African migrants. From the Ethiopian highland region to the north-east came
  Cushitic-speaking pastoralists bringing livestock and agricultural skills; by the second millennium BCE, they had reached the Serengeti plains in modern Tanzania, their southern limit. From the
  Nile Valley to the north-west came Nilotic pastoralists cultivating crops like sorghum. But it was the arrival of Bantu migrants from the Congo rainforest region to the west that had the most
  far-reaching impact. Bantu-speaking communities steadily spread across eastern Africa towards the coast, acquiring cattle and new agricultural techniques along the way. Although hunter-gatherers managed to co-exist with the newcomers, trading with them, they were eventually absorbed by their advance. Today in eastern Africa, only two groups of
  descendants survive: the Hadzabe and Sandawe of Tanzania.

  •   •   •

  The advent of ironworking technology produced a new dynamic in tropical Africa. By the middle of the first millennium BCE, ironworking was well established in the region
  between the Chad Basin and the Great Lakes of east Africa. It had also spread to areas of west Africa. Iron products were made at Taruga on the Jos plateau of modern Nigeria by members of the
  ‘Nok culture’, renowned for their terracotta sculptures of human heads. In Jenne-Jeno, an urban settlement on the floodplains of the Middle Niger River, specialist ironworkers produced
  a high-grade metal akin to steel. Iron-tipped spears and arrows were a boon to hunters; iron tools such as axes and hoes enabled early farmers to clear large areas of woodland for cultivation,
  making agriculture more productive.

  In east Africa, the practice of ironworking radiated from groups in the Great Lakes region known as Mashariki. Large areas of woodland were felled to provide charcoal for smelting furnaces. The
  Mashariki Bantu also produced from their smelting sites a new style of earthenware with distinctive decorative markings called Urewe, which was to spread in various forms across eastern and
  southern Africa.

  The final phase of Bantu expansion into southern Africa in the last part of the first millennium BCE occurred at a faster pace. From the third century BCE onwards, pioneer groups advanced from
  eastern Africa along several different routes. Equipped with iron tools, they pushed the agricultural frontier southwards, bringing with them cattle and sheep, preferring river valleys and
  well-watered terrain in which to settle and relying on sorghum and millet as staple foods, as well as fishing, foraging and hunting. By the second century BCE, some groups had reached the Middle
  Zambezi region. Other groups moved down the Indian Ocean coast, exploiting shellfish and other marine resources along the way, arriving in the Limpopo Valley by the second century CE and pressing
  on to the lush green hills and valleys of modern Natal a century later. Their advance eventually came to a halt at the Great Kei River, beyond which lay the Cape region where
  tropical crops such as sorghum could no longer be grown.

  Once agricultural communities had taken root, they began to develop distinct regional identities and cultures. But they nevertheless retained in common many of the social and religious ideas and
  practices originating from their Niger-Congo forebears that had been passed down the generations over several thousand years of migration. Bantu-speaking peoples still venerated the spirits of
  their ancestors and believed that misfortune could be attributed to the evil designs of malicious individuals. They also possessed the same talents for drumming and dancing.

  Cereal agriculture formed the economic base of these communities, but cattle acquired increasing economic and social significance. Cattle became the chief form of wealth, conferring on owners
  status and prestige far above that of cultivators. They were a means of creating patronage and obligation. Many groups rose to power through their ownership and control of cattle herds.

  The impact of Bantu-speaking immigrants on the San hunter-gatherers of southern Africa was profound. Several groups, such as the Khoikhoi of the Middle Zambezi region, adapted to a new way of
  life as pastoralists, mixing cattle and sheep herding with hunting and gathering. In their search for grazing land, the Khoikhoi began their own expansion southwards, taking their livestock into
  the steppes of the Kalahari and eventually finding their way to the southern Cape. Some San groups were absorbed into Bantu communities. Other San groups managed to survive as nomadic foragers but
  were often driven into arid terrain or mountainous regions of little use to farmers.

  Along the Orange River region and in other parts of the Cape, shamans from the Taa-Kwi branch of the San held fast to their ancient traditions of rock painting for another thousand years. It was
  a period memorable as the last great flowering of the oldest art form in human history.
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  A CLASH OF EMPIRES

  Along the coastal plains of north-west Africa, a commercial revolution gathered momentum during the first millennium BCE. For centuries,
  Berber-speaking peoples occupying the fertile strip of territory from modern Morocco in the west to Tunisia in the east had successfully practised agriculture and stock-keeping. But in the tenth
  century BCE the arrival of Phoenician merchants from the Levant in search of sources of gold, silver, copper and tin brought a new system of trade. The region also began to acquire a strategic
  significance. From the string of outposts that the Phoenicians established along the coast to serve as victualling points and refuges from sudden sea storms grew a number of African colonies. One
  of the colonies, Carthage, became the most powerful city-state in the western Mediterranean, with its own empire stretching over not only a chain of settlements in north-west Africa but across
  large swathes of southern Europe including parts of Spain, Sardinia and Sicily. Carthage’s might, however, was eventually challenged by the emerging power of Rome. What was at stake was
  whether the western Mediterranean would be ruled from Africa or from Rome.

  Located on a promontory overlooking the Bay of Tunis, Carthage stood at the gateway to the western Mediterranean, with command over shipping passing through the Strait of Sicily. Its foundation
  date, according to ancient tradition, was 814 BCE. Within a century it had grown into a thriving entrepôt of some 30,000 residents, with an industrial area outside the
  city walls engaged in ironworking and the production of pottery and luxury goods. Land in Carthage and in the surrounding area was rented from the local Berber population. As the population grew,
  the borders of Carthage were gradually expanded into the hinterland. Farming estates were opened up in the fertile Medjerda valley to the west and the Cape Bon peninsula to the east. In the
  Mediterranean region, Carthage was soon renowned for its output of olives, fruit and wines. An agricultural treatise by the Carthaginian Mago giving advice on trees, fruits, viticulture and animal
  husbandry was frequently cited by both Greek and Roman authors. Some modern scholars hail it as the agronomic bible of the ancient world.

  By the fifth century BCE, Carthage had emerged as an independent mercantile power with one of the largest navies in the Mediterranean at its disposal. Its ruling elite constantly sought to
  extend its commercial empire as well as the boundaries of its own territories in Africa. New settlements were established on the coastline to the east of Carthage in an area now known as
  Tripolitania. Naval expeditions were sent beyond the Mediterranean into the Atlantic.

  In the early fifth century BCE, a Carthaginian commander named Hanno led a large naval expedition through the Pillars of Hercules – the Strait of Gibraltar – with instructions to
  found colonies along the west coast of Africa. According to a brief account of his voyage, copied from an inscription on a temple wall in Carthage, Hanno reached Soloeis (modern Cape Cantin) and
  then sailed further down the coast, establishing seven settlements there. Along the way he met a variety of ‘strange’ people. Landing on a wooded island, he related: ‘In daytime,
  we could see nothing but the forest, but during the night, we noticed many fires alight and heard the sound of flutes, the beating of cymbals and tom-toms, and the shouts of a multitude. We grew
  afraid and our diviners advised us to leave this island.’

  Wherever the Carthaginians landed, their central objective was trade. The Greek historian Herodotus, writing in the fifth century BCE, recorded the system of barter they used in dealing with
  African tribes:

  
    
      The Carthaginians also tell us that they trade with a race of men who live in a part of Libya [Africa] beyond the Pillars of Hercules. On reaching
      this country, they unload their goods, arrange them tidily along the beach, and then, returning to their boats, raise a smoke. Seeing the smoke, the natives come down to the beach, place on the
      ground a certain quantity of gold in exchange for the goods, and go off again to a distance. The Carthaginians then come ashore and take a look at the gold; and if they think it represents a
      fair price for their wares, they collect it and go away; if, on the other hand, it seems too little, they go back aboard and wait, and the natives come and add to the gold until they are
      satisfied. There is perfect honesty on both sides: the Carthaginians never touch the gold until it equals in value what they have offered for sale, and the natives never touch the goods until
      the gold has been taken away.

    

  

  As well as coastal trade, the Carthaginians explored trans-Sahara routes. Long before the introduction of the camel to north Africa, Berber nomads organised caravans of
  pack-horses to destinations on the other side of the desert. One route ran southwards from the Carthaginian settlement at Lixus (modern Larache in Morocco) towards the goldfields of Bambuk in the
  Senegal River valley. Another ran from Tripolitania to the oases of the Fezzan where an enterprising Saharan people known as the Garamantes had managed to build a prosperous urban civilisation in
  the heart of the desert.

  Using slave labour, the Garamantes constructed a vast network of underground tunnels and shafts – foggara in the Berber language – to mine fossil water lying in reservoirs
  beneath the limestone layer under the desert sand. Their elaborate irrigation system supported an agricultural industry producing grapes, figs, barley and wheat. In the thousand years that their
  civilisation in the Fezzan lasted, the Garamantes built major towns, forts and cemeteries and traded wheat, salt and slaves in exchange for pottery, glass, imported wine and olive oil. When the
  water levels underground fell, their society perished.

  •   •   •

  As Rome grew from a small city-state in central Italy into a regional power, the Carthaginians took a pragmatic approach, encouraging trade and signing a
  series of treaties that set out their separate zones of influence, first in 509 BCE, then in 348 and again in 278. But their ambitions collided over the divided island of Sicily, part of which was
  occupied by Carthaginians. The first Punic war, as it was called – a Latin name used by the Romans to describe the Carthaginians and their language – lasted for twenty-four years. As
  part of the expeditionary army they sent to Sicily, the Carthaginians deployed nearly a hundred elephants which had been trained at their base in Carthage to launch cavalry charges, intimidate
  infantry and tear down fortifications – the tanks of the ancient world. In their north African domain, the Carthaginians had ready access to large herds of elephants which populated the
  coastal plains of modern Tunisia and Morocco and the forests and swamps at the foot of the Atlas Mountains. Known as ‘forest’ elephants, they belonged to a smaller breed than the
  African savanna species and were easier to control. The use of elephants as war machines had some success. The outcome of the war, however, was finally decided in 241 when the Carthaginian navy
  suffered a crushing defeat. The Carthaginians sued for peace and were forced to evacuate Sicily.

  The next stage in the long struggle for supremacy between Carthage and Rome in the western Mediterranean began in Spain. When the young Carthaginian general Hannibal Barca embarked on a campaign
  to extend Carthage’s territory in southern Spain, Rome decided to intervene in support of allies there. Because the Roman navy had gained ascendancy in the western Mediterranean, Hannibal
  devised a daring plan to attack Rome on its home ground by marching an army 1,500 miles overland, across the Pyrenees, into the unknown lands of France, over the high passes of the Alps and through
  northern Italy, hoping to catch the Romans by surprise. The expeditionary force he assembled in 218 included a large contingent of infantry and cavalry from north Africa, notably Berber horsemen
  from Numidia who rode without saddle, bit or bridle. Another key element was an elephant corps numbering thirty-seven. Hannibal expected that Roman forces, unprepared for an elephant attack, would
  retreat in disarray.

  Five months after setting out from Spain, Hannibal reached the plains of northern Italy, but lost half of his army along the way. As snow fell across the Alps, men, horses
  and pack-animals slid over precipices and perished in their hundreds from exposure and exhaustion. Corpses littered the way. But all thirty-seven elephants survived.

  Hannibal’s army roamed about Italy for fifteen years. He reached the gates of Rome but failed to take the city. Roman armies meanwhile expelled the Carthaginians from Spain and then
  invaded north Africa, forcing Hannibal to withdraw from Italy to defend his homeland.

  In the deciding battle in 202 BCE, the two armies met at Zama to the south-west of Carthage. In the opening phase, Hannibal sent eighty elephants charging into Roman ranks. But, terrified by the
  blare of bugles, some rampaged back into their own lines, others were channelled through gaps the Romans made in their ranks and were speared to death. After heavy fighting, Hannibal conceded
  defeat.

  The terms of peace dictated by Rome were humiliating. The Carthaginians were henceforth forbidden from fighting any wars outside Africa; they were required to surrender all their elephants and
  to undertake not to train any more for military purposes; and their navy was to be reduced to just ten warships. As citizens watched, Carthage’s remaining fleet was burnt to cinders.

  In the aftermath of defeat, Carthage, no longer burdened by the cost of wars and empire, regained much of its prosperity, concentrating on agriculture and trade. Production of wheat and barley
  soared, enabling Carthage to become a major exporter, principally to Rome. War reparations were quickly paid off. New harbours were built, with extensive quays and warehousing, capable of holding
  270 ships.

  But the wealth that Carthage enjoyed was too great for Rome to ignore. Some Roman politicians portrayed it as a threat. After visiting Carthage in 152 BCE, Marcus Porcius Cato, well known for
  his hatred of the Carthaginians, repeatedly warned the Senate that Carthage had to be destroyed: ‘Delenda est Carthago!’ On one occasion, with a flourish, he produced a ripe fig
  from his robes, telling his colleagues that it had been picked in Carthage just three days before, a reminder of its proximity to Rome. As well as the potential danger, Cato pointed out the
  agricultural wealth that could be appropriated if Carthage were destroyed and replaced by Roman rule.

  The war party in Rome decided the matter. In 149 BCE a Roman army sailed for north Africa and laid siege to Carthage. For nearly three years, the Carthaginians held out,
  sealed off from food supplies, half-starving and subject to repeated attacks. The final assault came in 146. Breaking through the last pockets of resistance, Roman soldiers went from house to house
  slaughtering men, women and children. The carnage went on for six days and nights. Some 50,000 survivors were sold into slavery. Carthage was then set on fire. Annexed by Rome, the land of the
  Carthaginians was called Provincia Africa. It was a name taken from a small Berber tribe known as Afri, but later used to describe an entire continent.
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  DEATH ON THE NILE

  In the years of its decline, ancient Egypt was overrun by a succession of foreign rulers. In the eleventh century BCE, Libyans gained power and
  remained in control of a fractured country for some 400 years. In Thebes, on the orders of Libyan authorities, mummies of pharaohs, their wives and families were removed from sacred tombs, stripped
  of their valuables and reburied randomly in groups in unobtrusive caches. In the eighth century BCE, Kushites from the kingdom of Kush, an old foe crushed by Thutmose I in the fifteenth century but
  since rejuvenated, invaded from the south and installed their own dynasty of ‘black pharaohs’. Greek writers such as Herodotus referred to them as ‘Ethiopian’, meaning
  ‘burnt-faced persons’. At a time when Rome was still a small village on the banks of the Tiber, the Kushites ruled an empire that stretched for 2,000 miles from their capital at Napata,
  a town in Nubia near the Nile’s Fourth Cataract, close to the great rocky outcrop of Jebel Barkal, to the Mediterranean coast. In the seventh century BCE, the Kushites in turn were driven out
  by invading Assyrians armed with weapons of iron. Once again, Thebes was sacked and plundered. Egypt survived as a mere province of Greater Assyria but at least acquired the use of ironworking
  technology. In the sixth century BCE, the first Persian occupation began. Known as the Twenty-seventh Dynasty, it lasted for more than a hundred years.

  The centuries of foreign incursions that Egypt endured gave it a cosmopolitan character, but Egyptians nevertheless retained their own cultural and religious traditions
  and a strong sense of their own identity. When Herodotus travelled around Egypt in about 450 BCE, visiting Memphis and Thebes and venturing as far south as Elephantine, he was struck by the many
  indigenous peculiarities of Egypt, everything from its climate to its customs to the workings of the Nile. The Egyptians, he wrote, ‘seem to have reversed the ordinary practices of
  mankind’.

  
    
      For instance, women attend market and are employed in trade, while men stay at home and do the weaving. In weaving the normal way is to work the threads of the weft
      upwards, but the Egyptians work them downwards. Men in Egypt carry loads on their head, women on their shoulders; women urinate standing up, men sitting down. To ease themselves they go
      indoors, but eat outside in the streets . . . Elsewhere priests grow their hair long; in Egypt, they shave their heads. In other nations the relatives of the deceased in the time of mourning
      cut their hair but the Egyptians, who shave at all other times, mark a death by letting the hair grow on both head and chin. They live with their animals – unlike the rest of the world,
      who live apart from them. Other men live on wheat and barley, but any Egyptian who does so is blamed for it . . . Dough they knead with their feet, but clay with their hands – and even
      handle dung. They practise circumcision while men of other nations – except those who have learned from Egypt – leave their private parts as nature made them. Men in Egypt have two
      garments, women only one. The ordinary practice at sea is to make sheets fast to ring-bolts fitted outboard; the Egyptians fit them inboard. In writing or calculating, instead of going, like
      the Greeks, from left to right, the Egyptians go from right to left – and obstinately maintain that theirs is the dexterous method, ours being left-handed and awkward.

    

  

  Herodotus was also puzzled by the annual flooding of the Nile and where the river came from. ‘Concerning the sources of the Nile,’ he wrote, ‘nobody I have
  spoken with, Egyptian, Libyan or Greek, professed to have any knowledge, except the scribe who kept the register of the treasures of Athene in the Egyptian city of Sais [in
  the Delta].’ The scribe maintained that the springs of the Nile flowed from between two conically shaped mountains close to Syene, near Thebes and Elephantine. But Herodotus was doubtful.
  ‘This person, though he pretended to exact knowledge, seemed to me hardly serious,’ he commented. ‘As far as Elephantine I speak as an eye-witness, but further south from
  hearsay.’ It was to be more than 2,000 years before the sources of the Nile were properly established.

  Overall, Herodotus was highly impressed by Egypt. ‘There is no country that possesses so many wonders, nor any that has such a number of works that defy description.’

  •   •   •

  In 332 BCE, new invaders arrived. After a string of conquests in western Asia, the Macedonian ruler Alexander marched across the Egyptian border and seized power, bringing an
  end to the second Persian occupation. Welcomed as a liberator by both indigenous Egyptians and Greek settlers, Alexander spent only four months in Egypt, never to return, but in that time made
  plans for a new administration intended to combine Macedonian command of the army with Egyptian management of civilian matters. He also chose the location for a new capital city on the
  Mediterranean coast, mapping out the extent of its walls with a trail of barley-meal carried by his soldiers, envisaging a grand metropolis of unrivalled power.

  After Alexander’s death in 323, one of his generals, Ptolemy, assumed the title of pharaoh, founding a Greek dynasty that lasted for nearly 300 years. The first century of Ptolemaic rule
  brought great prosperity and renewed fame to Egypt. Alexander’s ‘city on the sea’ – Alexandria – became the commercial and cultural hub of the Mediterranean world. On
  the seafront, its two deep-water harbours, divided by a causeway, provided anchorage for a host of merchant shipping; south of the city, a third harbour on the shoreline of Lake Mareotis connected
  Alexandria by canal to the Nile and Egypt’s interior.

  The main city was laid out on a grid system, separated into different quarters. At the centre stood the royal quarter with sumptuous palaces and pavilions overlooking the sea; to the north-east,
  the Jewish quarter became home to the largest Jewish community outside Judaea; in the central area, Greek merchants occupied imposing residences; and on the western end lay
  the Egyptian quarter where most of the Egyptian population lived.

  From east to west, the city measured nearly four miles. Running the entire length was a ninety-foot avenue – the Canopic Way – lined by colonnades. Other features of the city
  included theatres, temples, shrines, gymnasiums and public baths. Like their Egyptian counterparts of old, the Ptolemys delighted in staging elaborate parades and pageants. Their wealth, from taxes
  on land, commodities, property and produce, reached fabulous proportions.

  Their ambitions went further. Ptolemy I was determined to turn Alexandria into a leading centre of scholarship and scientific enquiry, choosing as his model the school and library where he and
  his childhood friend Alexander had been taught by Aristotle. He lavished funds on building a research institute in the royal quarter and establishing a library that soon gained international
  renown. Ptolemy’s own collection formed the library’s nucleus but agents were also dispatched to track down every text in existence. The library eventually contained the greatest
  collection of books in the ancient world and included every volume written in Greek.

  Philosophers, poets and scientists were recruited by the score to lecture and study there, housed in luxurious accommodation and fed in a vast communal dining hall. Among the luminaries who
  resided at Alexandria in the third century BCE was an Egyptian priest named Manetho who was commissioned to write a history of Egypt. Manetho’s history identified thirty ruling houses or
  dynasties stretching back to 3000 BCE, which provided the basis for all subsequent accounts of ancient Egypt. Visitors from the Greek world included Euclid, who codified geometry in Alexandria; the
  mathematician Archimedes of Syracuse, who invented a water-lifting device while he was in Egypt; the geographer Eratosthenes of Cyrene, who calculated the circumference of the earth with remarkable
  accuracy using measurements taken at Alexandria and Syene (modern Aswan); and the astronomer Aristarchus of Samos, the first scientist to place the sun at the centre of the solar system. It was in
  Alexandria too that physicians established the workings of the nervous, digestive and vascular systems.

  Another project initiated by Ptolemy I and completed during the reign of Ptolemy II was the construction of a giant lighthouse linked by a causeway to an island called Pharos which lay north of
  the main harbour. Built from blocks of stone weighing on average 75 tons and reaching a height of 328 feet, the lighthouse became one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World. Its beacon shone
  from a fire magnified by mirrors of polished bronze which burned day and night, visible at a distance of more than thirty miles. The lighthouse stood for a thousand years before being severely
  damaged by an earthquake in 956 CE.

  A new script known as Coptic was devised as a way of transliterating ancient Egyptian into Greek. Since the seventh century BCE, Egyptians had begun to use a simplified, demotic version of
  ancient Egyptian, based on a cursive form of hieroglyphs. Coptic employed the Greek alphabet – which Greeks had adopted from the Phoenicians – with the addition of seven extra letters
  to accommodate sounds that did not exist in Greek but were part of the sounds of ancient Egyptian. The word Copt itself illustrates the transition that occurred. It is derived from the Greek word
  Aigyptos which in turn is derived from the word Hikaptah, one of the names of Memphis, the first capital of ancient Egypt.

  The prosperity that Alexandria enjoyed came from international trade, agricultural bounty and gold. Early in his reign, Ptolemy II invaded Lower Nubia and seized control of its gold mines. He
  established new ports on the Red Sea coast, opening up sea routes to India for lucrative trade in lustrous silks and spices and making Egypt the linchpin of commerce between the Mediterranean and
  the western Indian Ocean.

  One of the settlements he founded far to the south on the Red Sea coast – Ptolemais Theron or Ptolemais of the Hunts – grew into a ‘great city’, according to a
  contemporary inscription, self-supporting in crops and cattle. Its main purpose was to serve as a base for capturing elephants which Ptolemy wanted for war purposes. But local
  ‘Ethiopian’ hunters proved unwilling to help capture elephants alive. A Greek geographer Agatharchides, writing in the second century BCE, noted: ‘Ptolemy
  urged the hunters to refrain from killing elephants in order that he might have them alive . . . Not only did he not persuade them but they said that they would not change their way of life in
  exchange for the whole kingdom of Egypt.’ Nevertheless, the enterprise at Ptolemais Theron eventually succeeded. ‘Elephants were caught in great number for the king and brought as
  marvels to the king, on his transports on the sea.’

  The voyage to Egypt in specially constructed transport ships was hazardous. Crews had to deal with treacherous head winds, hidden coral reefs and the constant risk of shipwreck. The Greek
  historian Diodorus recorded in the first century BCE:

  
    
      The ships which carry the elephants, being of deep-draught because of their weight and heavy by reason of their equipment, involved their crews in great and terrible
      dangers.

      Since they run under full sail and often are driven before the force of the winds during the night, sometimes they strike the rocks and are wrecked, at other times they run aground on
      slightly submerged spits.

      The sailors cannot go over the sides of the ships because the water is deeper than a man’s height, and when in their efforts to rescue their vessel by means of their punt-poles they
      accomplish nothing, they jettison everything except their provisions.

    

  

  At first, elephants were taken by ship all the way to the head of the Gulf of Suez, 1,000 miles away, and from there by canal to Memphis. But so dangerous was the long sea
  route that a new port was established for them halfway along the coast at Berenice Troglodytica. From Berenice, the elephants walked over land through the eastern desert to the Nile along a caravan
  route specially equipped with camps and watering places. Their eventual destination was the main elephant stables at Memphis. Some were taken to Alexandria for display in a zoo which Ptolemy II
  established there.

  •   •   •

  Despite its stunning achievements, Egypt under the Ptolemys remained as divided as ever between an autocratic ruling class and the vast mass of the
  Egyptian population who became increasingly restless with their lot. Greek merchants dominated Egypt’s foreign trades and much of its commercial life, making the most gains. Greek officials
  ran the bureaucracy with the aim of extracting the maximum fiscal return. The language of government was Greek. The agricultural wealth of Egypt was similarly skewed. Peasant farmers benefited from
  the introduction of an animal-driven waterwheel – the saqiya – which enabled them to irrigate huge areas away from the Nile and deliver higher output, but they were then burdened
  by an array of taxes that kept them as poor as they had always been. A regional divide also began to appear. The Ptolemys were content to reside in the splendour and luxury of their capital in
  Alexandria at one end of the country, making few forays beyond, leaving whole areas of the Nile Valley and Upper Egypt resentful of neglect and chafing at Ptolemaic rule.

  In an attempt to bind the country together, the Ptolemys used Egypt’s religious system to bolster their legitimacy, claiming the same right to rule as divine kings as Egyptian pharaohs.
  They upheld indigenous cults, oversaw the rebuilding and embellishment of numerous temples in Upper and Lower Egypt and made strenuous efforts to secure the support of priests. Provided with funds
  for their upkeep and development, temples continued to perform their ancient function as centres of economic activity, producing manufactured goods and sponsoring artistic works. On temple walls,
  the Ptolemys were depicted in pharaonic poses.

  But it was not sufficient to hold the loyalty of Egyptians. Internal revolts broke out time and again. Ptolemaic rule survived in many parts of the country only through repression. The defeat of
  one group of rebels in the Delta in 197 BCE was recorded in stone in a proclamation known as the Decree of Memphis, with dramatic consequences 2,000 years later. The decree was carved on a granite
  stela in three scripts: in Greek; in Egyptian hieroglyphics; and in demotic, the ancient Egyptian script of the time. The granite stela was originally set up in a temple in Lower Egypt, but it was
  subsequently reused as building material in a fortress on the coast of the Nile Delta at Rashid, east of Alexandria. Known today as the Rosetta Stone, it was discovered during the Napoleonic
  invasion of Egypt in 1799 and became the key to unlocking the secrets of ancient Egyptian history.

  Beset by civil strife, maladministration, bureaucratic corruption, debilitating foreign wars, periodic famines and rampant inflation, Ptolemaic Egypt fell into inexorable
  decline. Compounding its list of woes were constant feuds and infighting among members of the royal family, carried out by one generation after another with murders and bloodletting aplenty. Amid
  the turmoil, rival factions in Alexandria endeavoured to gain support for their cause from Rome, the rising superpower of the Mediterranean. It was to result in a fatal entanglement, involving the
  last of the Ptolemys.

  Cleopatra VII became queen of Egypt in 51 BCE at the age of eighteen. In accordance with her father’s will, she shared the throne with the elder of her two brothers, ten-year-old Ptolemy
  XIII, with Rome as their official protector. Highly educated, quick witted, well versed in politics and diplomacy, she was said to be proficient in nine languages and to be the first and only
  Ptolemy to learn the Egyptian language of the seven million people she ruled. Brought up as a goddess, she had a commanding presence but by appearance she was not especially attractive. Her coin
  portraits depict her with a hooked nose and prominent chin. It was rather her personality and manner which, according to the historian Plutarch, were ‘bewitching’. She seemed to possess
  an irresistible charm; her conversation captivated her audience. She was also incomparably richer than anyone else in the Mediterranean.

  Her career as queen, however, soon encountered turbulence. Low Nile floods in 51 and 50 brought widespread distress and hardship. Ambitious to rule alone, she fell into a protracted feud with
  her brother, Ptolemy XIII. She also became caught up in the struggle between two military strongmen in Rome’s civil war: Julius Caesar, and his former ally and son-in-law, Pompey. When Pompey
  called on her for support, Cleopatra decided to side with him, as her father had done. Her brother, however, favoured Caesar. Facing a hostile public, Cleopatra was forced to flee to the Levant.
  After raising an army there, she returned in 48 to face Ptolemy’s forces in the eastern Delta.

  At this crucial juncture, Pompey, having suffered a crushing defeat by Caesar, arrived on the Egyptian coast seeking refuge. Ptolemy sent him a welcoming message, but then watched calmly as an
  officer in his pay stabbed Pompey to death as he was ferried ashore and then severed his head.

  When Caesar sailed into Alexandria three days later and was presented with Pompey’s severed head, he was appalled. He installed himself in a pavilion in the grounds of the Ptolemys’
  palace adjoining the royal dockyard and summoned both Ptolemy and Cleopatra, intending to settle their dispute. Outside the palace, however, riots broke out in protest against the unwanted arrival
  of a Roman general. Determined to plead her case but blocked by Ptolemy’s army in the eastern Delta, Cleopatra devised a bold scheme to take a circuitous route to Alexandria and to have
  herself smuggled into her own palace to see Caesar, setting the scene for one of the most dramatic encounters in history, seized upon by playwrights, poets and filmmakers down the centuries.
  Arriving by boat after dark in Alexandria’s eastern harbour, she was taken to Caesar’s quarters wrapped up in an oversize sack carried on the shoulders of a faithful servant.

  Caesar was fifty-two years old at the time, the most powerful figure in the Mediterranean world; Cleopatra was twenty-one, a deposed and helpless queen, with only her wits to defend herself. But
  she managed to win him over. To the fury of Ptolemy and his advisers, Caesar sided with Cleopatra. Ptolemy’s army duly laid siege to the palace. The siege lasted for six months during which
  Caesar and Cleopatra became lovers. A battle west of the Nile in 47 decided the outcome. Ptolemy was drowned, his body never recovered; Caesar returned to Alexandria victorious. In place of Ptolemy
  XIII, Cleopatra installed her remaining, eleven-year-old brother as Ptolemy XIV. To celebrate their triumph, Caesar and Cleopatra made a magisterial journey up the Nile Valley. Later that summer,
  shortly after Caesar left Egypt to resume his military campaigns, Cleopatra gave birth to their son, Caesarion.

  The following year, taking Caesarion with her, she travelled to Rome to stay as Caesar’s guest, but his assassination in March 44 ended her sojourn there. Returning to Alexandria, she
  arranged for the murder of her young brother, suspecting him of disloyalty, and proclaimed three-year-old Caesarion as Ptolemy XV. Now in supreme control, Cleopatra identified herself with the
  ancient Egyptian god Horus, the paramount symbol of divine kingship: ‘The female Horus, the great one, the mistress of perfection, brilliant in counsel, the mistress of
  the Two Lands, Cleopatra, the goddess who loves her father.’

  Her undoing came as a result of her involvement with another Roman general. After the assassination of Caesar and the civil war that followed, Rome’s empire was divided between two rival
  commanders: Octavian, his great-nephew and legal heir, and Mark Antony, his protégé, an audacious but wayward soldier married to Octavian’s sister, who assumed charge of
  Rome’s affairs in the eastern Mediterranean. Cleopatra forged a partnership with Antony, became his lover and bore him three children. But as the rivalry between the two Roman factions
  intensified, she was directly caught up in the hostilities. In Rome, Octavian branded her a public enemy. Routed in battle at Actium in September 31, Antony and Cleopatra fled back to Alexandria.
  In the summer of 30, Octavian’s forces pursued them there. As they entered the city, Cleopatra retreated into a fortified building in the royal quarter. Having wrongly heard that she had
  taken her own life, Antony fell on his sword. Mortally wounded, he was brought to Cleopatra, dying in her arms. Fearful of being held a prisoner, Cleopatra too committed suicide, probably by
  swallowing poison, aged thirty-nine. She had ruled for nearly twenty-two years.

  With her death, the Ptolemaic dynasty came to an end and independent Egypt was reduced to the status of a province of Rome. It did not regain its autonomy until the twentieth century CE.
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  ROMAN INTERLUDE

  All of northern Africa eventually fell under Roman control. After the demise of Carthage and its annexation as the province of Africa in 146 BCE,
  the next to capitulate in 46 BCE was the Berber kingdom of Numidia, further west along the coast, which the Romans named Africa Nova (eastern Algeria). A decade later, they took possession of
  Mauretania, a Berber kingdom west of Numidia, which stretched as far as the Atlantic coast. From east to west, by the end of the first century BCE, Rome’s empire reached along the coastal
  plains for 3,000 miles, from Egypt to Morocco. Along the edge of the Saharan steppes, Rome established a continuous military frontier, stone barriers known as the limes, patrolled by mobile
  units based in forts and watchtowers, that were supposed to keep out inland ‘barbarians’.

  Under Roman occupation, the region became increasingly prosperous. Rome’s principal objective was to ensure that Africa continued to provide vital shipments of grain supplies needed to
  feed its own population at home. In north-west Africa, large numbers of army veterans and other immigrants were settled on land confiscated from Carthaginian and Numidian landowners and from Berber
  pastoralists, with the aim of boosting agricultural production. Roman senators and speculators acquired vast landholdings, leasing out sections to tenants and sub-tenants in return for one-third of
  their produce, making fortunes from the high price of grain exports. New areas suitable for cultivation were put under the plough. By the first century CE, Africa was
  providing the bulk of Rome’s grain requirements – more than 60 per cent. Egypt alone supplied 100,000 tons of corn a year. But other territories in North Africa had become even more
  important: their shipments amounted to 200,000 tons a year. For a period of more than 300 years, Africa exported to Rome about half a million tons of corn a year.

  A second agrarian boom came from olive production, spreading wealth within north Africa more widely. Peasant farmers were given official encouragement to plant olive groves on hillside terraces
  and in drier regions of the interior not suitable for the cultivation of other crops. Olive oil was an essential commodity in classical times, used not just for cooking, but as a soap, a fuel for
  lighting and a base to fix perfume. As with grain, Italy did not produce enough olive oil for its own needs, creating a demand for imports. Vast olive groves were planted all over the dry country
  of southern Tunisia and southern Numidia and as far west as the Aurès mountains.

  Along with the development of agriculture, Rome transformed its provinces in north-west Africa with the construction of model towns, aqueducts, ports and roads. By the third century, the number
  of towns and cities had reached about 600 and the road network extended for some 12,000 miles, marked by milestones. Carthage was rebuilt as a colonia with a rectangular grid-plan of streets
  covering the old Punic ruins and a 50-mile-long aqueduct linking it to Mount Zaghouan. With a population reaching perhaps as high as 400,000, Carthage ranked as the third city of the empire, after
  Rome and Alexandria.

  Rome presided over its African provinces with a light touch. In Egypt, Roman governors relied on the old bureaucracy to maintain control and raise taxes, much as before. A small elite of Roman
  citizens sat at the top of the social hierarchy, enjoying a monopoly of power. Beneath them a large Greek community continued to thrive in urban centres. Greek influence remained strong. Greek,
  rather than Latin, was preferred as the language of commerce with other parts of the eastern Mediterranean. Further down the social ladder, there was a substantial Jewish community, initially
  enjoying imperial protection. On the lowest rung, despised by their rulers, was the vast mass of Coptic-speaking peasants who bore the brunt of taxation. The Delta region
  became increasingly important as an agricultural centre, producing higher yields from improved irrigation techniques. But otherwise the culture of the countryside remained unchanged.

  In the provinces of north-west Africa, Rome also permitted a wide measure of autonomy. The local Punic-speaking ruling class remained largely in place. Punic speech was still widely used. Towns
  were left to run their own affairs. Local councils competed to embellish their home towns with public facilities such as markets, fountains, amphitheatres and circus-tracks for chariot racing, a
  popular entertainment. With local funds, streets were decorated with statues and monumental arches. Wealthy citizens paid for the building of temples, theatres and charity schools. Public baths
  formed a central feature of urban life, a rendezvous for gossip and politics, enjoyed by all and sundry. Some were built in a palatial style, with vaulted ceilings, intricate mosaics, marble
  facings and central-heating ducts. North-west Africa ended up with more great baths than any comparable part of the empire.

  In the countryside, Roman villas and estates were interspersed with Berber villages. Some Berber families gained wealth and status alongside the elite. But many others also managed to improve
  their circumstances, as the testimony on the tombstone of a Berber of humble origins, living in Mactar in the second century, records:

  
    
      I was born of poor parents; my father had neither an income nor his own house. From the day of my birth I always cultivated my field; neither my land nor I ever had any
      rest . . . When the harvest-gangs arrived to hire themselves out in the countryside round Cirta, capital of Numidia, or in the plains of the mountain of Jupiter, I was the first to harvest my
      field. Then, leaving my neighbourhood, for twelve years I reaped the harvest of another man, under a fiery sun; for eleven years I was chief of a harvest-gang and scythed the corn in the fields
      of Numidia. Thanks to my labours, and being content with very little, I finally became master of a house and a property: today I live at ease. I have even achieved honours: I was called on to
      sit in the senate of my city, and, though once a modest peasant, I became censor. I have watched my children and grandchildren grow up round me; my life has been
      occupied, peaceful and honoured by all.

    

  

  From their base in Egypt, the Romans also began to promote trade with regions further up the Nile Valley in the African interior. After a series of clashes with the kingdom of
  Kush, they signed a peace treaty with its rulers in 20 BCE, establishing an agreed frontier at the southern edge of Egypt. Rome henceforth regarded Kush as a ‘client kingdom’, lying
  outside its direct control, an arrangement that lasted for 300 years.

  With the help of the Kushites, the Romans endeavoured to discover the source of the Nile. In 66 CE, the Emperor Nero, a keen geographer, sent two centurions upriver. According to the Roman
  scribe Seneca, they reached the Bahr al-Ghazal, a tributary of the White Nile, but found their way southwards blocked by ‘immense swamps, the end of which neither the natives know, nor is it
  possible for anyone to hope to know’. Not until the nineteenth century was a route found through the swamps – a hundred-mile maze of floating papyrus and reed islands known as the
  Sudd.

  Since their expulsion from Egypt by the Assyrians in the seventh century BCE, the rulers of Kush had moved their capital southwards to Meroe, a Middle Nile location between the Fifth and Sixth
  Cataracts, on the fringe of the summer rainfall belt. A distinctive culture emerged at Meroe, combining aspects of Egyptian religion with indigenous practices. The rulers of Kush constructed royal
  pyramids and elaborate cult monuments. The Kushites also devised their own extensive script – Meroitic – borrowing twenty-three Egyptian symbols to create a syllabic alphabet.
  Classified as a Nilo-Saharan language rather than an Afro-Asiatic language like Egyptian, the Meroitic language remains unintelligible to modern linguists.

  The mainstay of the Kushite economy was sorghum, cattle and cotton. But what interested the Romans more was their trade in gold, ivory and slaves. The Kushites were also renowned for their
  manufacture of iron products, a technology they acquired from the Assyrians. The land surrounding Meroe was rich in both iron ore and hardwood timber needed to produce
  charcoal for iron-smelting. Iron was used to make improved weapons of defence, spears for hunting and tools for agriculture. But the extent of charcoal production had a devastating impact on the
  land. The Kushites stripped the Butana plain of its forests, leaving behind an arid landscape and huge piles of slag which can still be seen today. According to modern calculations, the size of the
  slag heaps at Meroe meant that the furnaces there consumed at least 56,000 cubic feet of timber every year for 300 years.

  As well as trade with the African interior, Roman Egypt saw a dramatic increase in maritime trade with the Red Sea ports and the northern regions of the Indian Ocean beyond. Mariners from Arabia
  and India had long exploited the monsoon winds of the western Indian Ocean which blew from the south-west from May to September and from the north-east from November to April, allowing a favourable
  voyage in both directions. Egyptian-based merchants now sought a greater share of the trade.

  To assist their endeavours, an enterprising Egyptian Greek merchant in the mid-first century CE compiled a guide to the region’s trade called the Periplus Maris Erythraei. The name
  of the author is not known, but he wrote from personal experience of voyages to eastern Africa, southern Arabia and India, the area covered by the Periplus. His objective was to pass on
  trading information, about products that could be bought and sold in each port, rather than tips for mariners.

  His starting point was Egypt’s two main ports on the Red Sea coast, Myos Hormos and Berenice. The African route from Egypt, he explained, ran down the Red Sea, through the Straits of Bab
  el Mandeb, along the African coast of the Gulf of Aden and the Arabian Sea and then along the eastern coast of Africa to Rhapta, a port somewhere in the vicinity of modern Dar es Salaam. Because of
  dangerous shoals in the Red Sea, ships following the coastline sailed only during the day, putting in towards nightfall at the nearest available anchorage. The first major stop was Adulis, a small
  port at the time, linked to an inland territory known as Aksum, but already renowned for its trade in ivory, rhinoceros horn and tortoiseshell. ‘The mass of elephants and rhinoceroses that
  are slaughtered all inhabit the upland regions, although on rare occasions they are also seen along the shore around Adulis itself.’ Further south were the incense
  ports of northern Somalia where the principal items for trade were frankincense and myrrh.

  Ships heading along the African route tended to leave Egypt in July, taking about two months to reach Cape Guardafui on the point of the Horn of Africa, travelling southwards with the north-east
  monsoon winds behind them and reaching Rhapta in November or December. They were obliged to remain there for eight months, waiting for the last winds of the south-west monsoon before leaving,
  returning to Guardafui not before October in order to catch the early north-east monsoon that would provide favourable winds for traversing the Gulf of Aden. A round trip to Rhapta therefore took
  about eighteen months.

  The Periplus makes few observations about Rhapta, other than to note that ‘great quantities of ivory and tortoiseshell’ were to be found there, that the inhabitants were
  ‘very big-bodied men’, and that the area was under Arab rule. Rhapta was described as ‘the very last port of trade on the coast of Azania’, a Greek name for eastern
  Africa.

  Nor was there any information available about the African interior. The only glimpse of this vast hinterland for centuries came from a Greek merchant named Diogenes, who claimed that as he was
  returning home from a visit to India in the middle of the first century CE he had landed on the African mainland at Rhapta and then travelled for twenty-five days inland. He arrived, he said,
  ‘in the vicinity of two great lakes, and the snowy range of mountains whence the Nile draws its twin sources’. A century later, the Alexandrian geographer Claudius Ptolemy incorporated
  this information into his map of the world, and named the source of the Nile as Lunae Montes, the Mountains of the Moon. For 1,700 years, Ptolemy’s map remained the only guide to the
  mystery of the Nile’s sources.
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  SAINTS AND SCHISMS

  Under the umbrella of peace that Roman power brought, a new religion took root in north Africa: Christianity. What had started in the first century
  CE as an obscure Jewish sect toiling on the fringes of synagogues in Palestine had spread by the second century into a missionary movement that found adherents in a host of Greek-speaking
  commercial centres throughout the Mediterranean world. Alexandria, with the largest single community of Jews outside Palestine, became a focal point for Christian endeavour. Traders from Palestine
  first brought news of the new faith, followed by Christian activists. According to the fourth-century historian Eusebius, one of Christ’s early followers, the Gospel writer Mark, travelled to
  Alexandria in about 60 CE, helping to found the Church there. A thriving Christian community eventually became established alongside Alexandria’s Jewish population.

  The bishopric of Alexandria emerged as one of the major powers in the Christian church and played a leading role in the development of Christian theology. As Christian teaching evolved, it
  steadily diverged from its Jewish origins. By actively seeking converts to their faith, rather than making it exclusive, Christian preachers turned Christianity into a ‘universal’
  religion that appealed to rich and poor alike, peasants as well as townsfolk. During the episcopy of Demetrius, bishop of Alexandria from 180 to 232, missions were sent to Upper Egypt, gaining
  thousands of converts among the peasantry. By the fourth century, the number of bishoprics in Egypt had expanded to fifty-one and biblical texts in Coptic were widely
  available.

  Alongside the growing power and status of episcopal authority, an alternative form of Christian practice evolved in Egypt during the third century: a monastic movement devoted to austerity and
  self-denial. Its most famous proponent was Antony, an Egyptian hermit. As a result of an admiring biography of him written shortly after his death by Athanasius, the bishop of Alexandria, Antony
  became one of the most revered figures in Christian history. Born to wealthy Coptic-speaking parents in the village of Coma, near Heracleopolis Magna in Lower Egypt in about 251, Antony in the days
  of his youth took a deep interest in monastic ways, seeking out individual Christians in neighbouring villages who had adopted a solitary existence or practised an ascetic discipline. At the age of
  twenty, his parents died, leaving him all their possessions. But, on hearing a passage from the Gospel of Matthew, in which Christ tells a rich man, ‘If you want to be perfect, go and sell
  everything you have and give the money to the poor’, Antony decided the instruction applied to him. He duly sold all his possessions and began a life of fasting and prayer, discovering,
  according to Athanasius, that ‘the mind of the soul is strong when the pleasures of the body are weak’.

  After fifteen years of austerity, living first in his village, then in a nearby tomb, Antony resolved to shun all contact with other people. Travelling across the Nile, he took up residence in
  an abandoned Roman fort on a hill called Pispir (now Der el Memun) in the eastern desert.

  He spent twenty years there, seeing no one, surviving on bread and water passed to him through a crevice in the wall, often assailed by demons in the form of wild beasts, snakes, scorpions and a
  seductive woman, but overcoming them, according to Athanasius, with the power of prayer. To general amazement, he emerged vigorous in body and mind and encouraged others to seek self-denial and the
  hermitic life.

  Moving further eastwards in the desert, he established a new retreat on a mountain that bears his name, Der Mar Antonios, and spent the last forty-five years of his life there, offering
  instruction and advice to followers who visited him. He died at the age of 105 in 356. In posterity, Antony was regarded as the founder of Christian monasticism.

  A different form of monastic life was advocated in the fourth century by Pachomius, a monk born in Thebes, who devised a simple set of rules for hermits to preserve their solitude while becoming
  members of a common group living together. Pachomius set up his first community not in the desert but in the deserted houses of a village close to the banks of the Nile.

  By the end of the fifth century, there were hundreds of monasteries and thousands of cells and caves scattered throughout the Egyptian desert where Christian ascetics dedicated their lives to
  seclusion and worship, a tradition followed by generations of monks and nuns in the Christian world.

  In north-west Africa, as in Egypt, Christianity first took hold among Jewish communities in polyglot coastal towns, jostling alongside a motley collection of other cults. Carthage became host to
  a Latin-speaking Christian community. By 180, Christianity had spread inland from the coast in all of Rome’s north African provinces. Christian communities were noted for their dogmatism and
  obstinacy, but also for their care of the poor and their concern for proper burial. They remained a minority but a significant one.

  Rome was accustomed to dealing tolerantly with the variety of cults it found in its conquered territories. Its subjects were allowed to worship whatever gods they liked provided they took an
  oath of loyalty to Rome’s emperors and made the sacrifice of a pinch of incense. But some Roman emperors deemed the phenomenon of Christianity, as it spread across different parts of the
  empire, to constitute a threat to their authority. They were further angered when groups of Christians adamantly refused to swear allegiance. What followed were sporadic episodes of persecution
  over several centuries that gave rise to a powerful Christian tradition of martyrdom.

  The first known account of Christian martyrdom in north Africa records events in Carthage in 180. Seven men and five women from the inland town of Scilli were brought before the proconsul
  Saturnius for refusing ‘to swear by the genius [guardian spirit] of the Emperor’. The proconsul begged them to ‘have no part in this madness’. But they persisted. The trial transcript related how one of martyrs, Speratus, retorted: ‘The Empire of this world I do not recognise; but rather I serve that God whom no man has
  seen nor can see with human eyes.’ When the proconsul offered them time to reconsider, they refused it. And when sentence of death was pronounced, ‘they all said, “Thanks be to
  God”’.

  Another account comes from the diary of a young mother named Vibia Perpetua facing death in Carthage in 203. In one of the most poignant pieces of writing by a woman surviving from the ancient
  world, she records how she had to defy her own father and abandon her infant son for the sake of her faith. A noblewoman aged about twenty-two, well educated, Perpetua was sent to prison to await
  trial. Her father, a pagan, visited her there, pleading with her to deny she was a Christian and save herself.

  
    
      ‘Father,’ I said, ‘for the sake of argument, do you see this vase or water pot or whatever you want to call it, lying here?’

      ‘Yes I see it,’ he said.

      And I told him, ‘Could it be called by any other name than what it is?’

      And he said, ‘No.’

      ‘Well, so too, I cannot call myself anything other than what I am – a Christian.’

      At this my father was so angered by the word ‘Christian’ that he moved towards me as though he would pluck out my eyes. But he left it at that and departed, vanquished along with
      his diabolical arguments.

    

  

  Before her trial, her father visited her again, pleading passionately, throwing himself down before her, kissing her hands. ‘Do not abandon me to be the reproach of men.
  Think of your brothers; think of your mother and your aunt, think of your child, who will not be able to live once you are gone. Give up your pride! You will destroy all of us! None of us will ever
  be able to speak freely again if anything happens to you.’

  But Perpetua remained resolute. On the day of her trial, she appeared with five other Christians, including her slave Felicity, before the governor Hilarianus.

  
    
      We walked up to the prisoner’s dock. All the others when questioned admitted their guilt. Then when it came to my turn, my father appeared with my son, dragged me
      from the step, and said: ‘Perform the sacrifice – have pity on your baby!’

    

  

  Hilarianus the governor tried to get her to change her mind. ‘Have pity on your father’s grey head; have pity on your infant son. Offer the sacrifice for the
  welfare of the emperors.’

  
    
      Perpetua refused: ‘I will not.’

      ‘Are you a Christian?’ asked Hilarianus.

      ‘Yes, I am,’ Perpetua answered.

    

  

  Hilarianus duly passed sentence. ‘We were condemned to the beasts, and we returned to prison in high spirits,’ Perpetua recounted.

  The death of Perpetua and her fellow martyrs in the amphitheatre at Carthage was witnessed by an anonymous Carthaginian who wrote a description of it that was subsequently published along with
  her diary. The Christians, he wrote, marched from the prison to the amphitheatre ‘as if they were on their way to heaven, with gay and gracious looks; trembling, if at all, not with fear but
  with joy’. They were savaged by a leopard, a bear, a boar and a wild heifer and finally dispatched by the sword of a gladiator. The witness was probably Tertullian, who later wrote:
  ‘The blood of the martyrs is the seed of the Church.’

  Despite several periods of repression in Rome’s African provinces during the third century, Christian communities there continued to expand. In north-west Africa, Christianity became the
  dominant religion of the poor, in both urban and rural areas. It spread to the olive country of the Numidian plains, to the semi-desert region further south and to the tribal interior of
  Mauretania. In many cases, converts simply swopped their worship of the old god Saturn for the new one urged on them by Christians.

  But a new round of persecution in 303 – ‘the Great Persecution’ – led to fierce controversy and a lasting split in the Christian community. On the
  orders of the emperor Diocletian, Christian meetings were forbidden, their places of worship were to be destroyed and their scriptures handed over for burning. When two fires mysteriously broke out
  in his palace, Diocletian further ordered the arrest of all bishops and priests.

  Rather than face martyrdom, most senior clergy decided to comply and surrendered their scriptures. But the compromises they made infuriated zealots who preferred martyrdom and who found
  considerable support in urban areas of Carthage and in Numidia among Berbers, for whom traditions of honour and loyalty remained paramount.

  The dispute reached a climax in 312 when the two factions each elected their own candidate as bishop of Carthage. The zealots chose Donatus, a highly respected priest from a Numidian oasis
  community. Under the leadership of Donatus, the zealots formed a schismatic church known as the Donatists. The established Church meanwhile gained the support of the Roman authorities and became,
  in effect, a pillar of the state.

  The rivalry between the two factions – the Donatists and the Catholics – was intense. Both claimed to represent the true Church. Each attempted to surpass the other in the splendour
  of their monuments; some of the finest basilicas in north Africa were built by Donatists in Numidia. Occasionally, bouts of inter-communal violence broke out, Christian fighting Christian. One
  Numidian bishop and his army of followers were besieged and massacred in their own basilica. A fanatical sect known as the Circumcelliones, bands of itinerant ascetics who congregated around
  the tombs of martyrs, waged war against landlords, usurers and Catholic clergy, actively courting martyrdom and seeking to overturn the established order. In 397, militant Donatists were implicated
  in a rebellion against Rome.

  The Catholic cause found an ardent champion in Augustine, the newly appointed bishop of Hippo Regius, a major port in eastern Algeria. Revered as a philosopher and theologian, Augustine was
  obliged to devote much of his career struggling to defeat his Donatist adversaries. A Numidian, born in 354 in the largely Donatist town of Thagaste (Souk Ahras in Algeria),
  the son of a pagan landowner and a Catholic mother, Augustine enjoyed a hedonistic lifestyle as a young man, but converted to Christianity in 387 while working as a teacher in Milan. Returning to
  Thagaste in 388, he founded a celibate community there and for the rest of his life he lived as a member of a monastic community.

  His teachings on a whole spectrum of Christian beliefs, enshrined in books and pamphlets, stand as intellectual milestones in human thought and made a lasting impact on Christendom. But his
  campaign against the Donatists was less successful. In 405, Donatism was officially declared a heresy; in 411 it was made a criminal offence. But the Donatists expected harassment and persecution,
  and though weakened in some towns, they held firm in much of the countryside. After half a lifetime spent fighting Donatism, Augustine died in 430, believing that he had failed.

  •   •   •

  The Roman empire in north-west Africa was itself in trouble. By the end of the third century, the Romans had been forced to abandon Mauretania. As Roman control of the interior
  waned, Berber chieftains on the frontier established their own territories. Then in 429, the Vandals, a Teutonic tribe who had swarmed through Europe to the Iberian peninsula, crossed the Strait of
  Gibraltar, marched rapidly eastwards, took possession of Hippo and Carthage and installed themselves as the new ruling caste. After expelling Roman landlords and seizing their estates, they then
  settled down to a life of luxury, as the Greek historian Procopius recorded:

  
    
      The Vandals, since the time when they gained possession of Libya, used to indulge in baths, all of them, every day, and enjoyed a table abounding in all things, the
      sweetest and best that the earth and sea produce. And they wore gold very generally, and clothed themselves in garments [of silk], and passed their time, thus dressed, in theatres and
      hippodromes and in other pleasurable pursuits, and above all else in hunting. And they had dancers and mimes and all other things to hear and see which are of a musical nature or otherwise
      merit attention amongst men. And most of them dwelt in parks, which were well supplied with water and trees; and they had great numbers of banquets, and all manner of
      sexual pleasures were in great vogue among them.

    

  

  Vandals enjoyed their stay in North Africa for a hundred years until the Roman emperor Justinian dispatched an army from Byzantium – the Greek-speaking capital of the
  eastern half of the old Roman empire – to oust them.

  •   •   •

  In Egypt, the Christian Church, despite bouts of Roman persecution, went from strength to strength, much of it resulting from the respect accorded to St Antony of the Desert
  and the ascetic movement. By 400, the vast majority of Coptic-speaking Egyptians, perhaps 90 per cent, counted themselves as Christians.

  But the Christian Church in Egypt soon faced its own crisis, stemming not from internal divisions but from an interminable theological dispute that afflicted the wider Christian world about how
  the Church should distinguish the human Christ from the divine Christ. The Coptic Church adhered to a ‘one nature’ or Monophysite doctrine; their opponents to a ‘two
  natures’ or Dyophysite doctrine. Underlying the dispute was a struggle for power and influence between the bishops of Alexandria, Constantinople, Rome and Jerusalem. The emperor Marcian and
  his formidable wife Pulcheria, a fierce opponent of ‘one-nature’ theologians, also sought to meddle in the dispute to demonstrate imperial power at a time when the empire was steadily
  disintegrating. The bishop of Alexandria, Dioscorus, argued that the emperor had no right to intervene in the affairs of the Church.

  The climax came in 451 when, much to the fury of the Egyptian Church, a council convened by Marcian at Chalcedon, near Constantinople, decided on a definition that favoured the ‘two
  natures’ doctrine. Dioscorus was deposed and replaced as bishop by a compliant priest, Proterius. In overwhelming numbers, Egyptians supported Dioscorus in rejecting the Chalcedon agreement
  and, as a means of separating themselves from the Greek Christianity of the Church in Constantinople, made increasing use of the Coptic language and their own distinctive culture. The fate of
  Proterius in 457 was to fall victim to a mob in Alexandria which pursued him into the baptistery of a city church, butchered him and six of his clergy and paraded the
  bleeding corpses round the city.

  A formal schism followed. Alexandria became the seat of two sets of patriarchs: one appointed by the Melkite or Greek Church; the other chosen by the Coptic Orthodox Church. The Coptic Church
  not only retained the loyalty of most Egyptians, it had a remarkable influence on Christian outposts in the interior of Africa.

  •   •   •

  On a journey along the Red Sea coast in about 316, a Christian youth from the Levant named Frumentius was captured, along with his brother Edesius, and taken up a steep
  escarpment to the kingdom of Aksum on a high plateau a hundred miles inland. Held as slaves, the two brothers managed to gain the trust of the king and his family and, shortly before his death, the
  king set them free. The widowed queen, however, persuaded them to stay at Aksum and help educate her young son, Ezana, until he succeeded to the throne. On becoming king in about 330, Ezana urged
  the two brothers to remain in Aksum but they decided to leave and set off for Alexandria. While Edesius travelled on to their home town of Tyre, Frumentius approached Bishop Athanasius in
  Alexandria, appealing to him to send a Christian mission to Aksum. Athanasius duly chose Frumentius as a suitable candidate to lead the mission and consecrated him as bishop. Returning to Aksum,
  Frumentius established an episcopal see there and converted Ezana and his court to Christianity. He was the first of 111 Egyptian monks to take up the post. For the next sixteen hundred years,
  until the 1950s, patriarchs of the Coptic Church in Alexandria continued to provide bishops to the highland region of Abyssinia, or, as it later became known, Ethiopia.

  At the time of Frumentius’s tenure as bishop, Aksum was at the height of its power and prosperity. Founded as a town in the first century CE, it grew into the capital of a highland kingdom
  with a sophisticated culture that blended indigenous Cushitic practices with traditions originating from southern Arabia brought to the African side of the Red Sea by several generations of Semitic
  colonists. Its prosperity came from cereal crops grown on fertile plains with the use of ploughs, terracing and irrigation and from trade that passed through the Red Sea port
  of Adulis linking it both to Mediterranean lands and to Indian Ocean territories. Among its exports were ivory, rhinoceros horn, hippopotamus hides, gold dust, frankincense and even live elephants.
  Imports included cloth, glassware, pottery and metalwork, items enjoyed by an urban elite. The language of the towns and of commerce was Ge’ez, a Semitic language, written in a script derived
  from southern Arabia, which became the kingdom’s lingua franca. By the third century, Aksum was making extensive use of its own coins as currency, struck in gold, silver and copper and
  bearing portraits of its kings. Early coins also incorporated the crescent-and-disc symbol of a pre-Christian religion.

  The burial practices of the elites of Aksum became ever more elaborate. As well as building underground tombs, they erected tall obelisks of finely cut granite which were carved with decorative
  reliefs to represent a multistorey building, complete with false doors and windows. More than 120 stelae still survive today, in whole or in part, some remaining upright. One still standing reaches
  more than 66 feet high. Another, now fallen, measures 108 feet and weighs over 500 tons; cut from a quarry two miles west of Aksum, and carved to represent a thirteen-storey building, it is one of
  the largest stelae ever made.

  Although King Ezana readily converted to Christianity, the new religion was slow to spread beyond ruling circles. It was not until the fifth century that a second phase of evangelisation began
  when a group of nine priests from Syria, fleeing persecution for their Monophysite beliefs after the Council of Chalcedon had branded them to be heretical, arrived in Aksum. The ‘Nine
  Saints’, as they became known, took Christianity into the countryside, translated the scriptures into Ge’ez and founded churches and monasteries at several locations which became widely
  revered. A monastery they built at an inaccessible site on a mountain top at Debre Damo still stands today and can be reached only by climbing a long leather rope. By the sixth century, Aksum was
  regarded as a Christian state, with its own Orthodox Church incorporating local traditions and with a strong monastic tradition.

  Though the Church survived, Aksum fell into steep decline. As had happened in the kingdom of Kush to the north-west, Aksum’s forests and woodlands were stripped for
  fuel for cooking and heating, for smelting iron and for the manufacture of glass, brick and pottery. By the seventh century, much of the land had been denuded, exposing it to erosion and no longer
  able to support a burgeoning population. With the collapse of the Roman empire and its commercial networks in the Mediterranean and the Red Sea, Aksum’s trade with the outside world also
  suffered. Persians took control of the trade routes to the Persian Gulf and India. Arabs destroyed Adulis.

  The climate also turned for the worse. Hitherto, rain from the South Atlantic would normally reach Aksum in April and May and continue until September, enabling farmers to plant twice and
  harvest two crops. But in the eighth century, annual rainfall became limited to just the spring rains, restricting farmers to one crop. The ruling elite and much of the population moved to the
  highland region further south. The capital of Aksum shrank to a small town, revered only for its history. By the ninth century, the kingdom had been reduced to a few monasteries and villages.

  •   •   •

  A second outpost of Christendom was established in the Middle Nile region of Nubia. Following the demise of the Kushite state in the fourth century, Nubian-speaking rulers
  created three kingdoms on its old territory: Nobatia in the north; Makuria in the centre; and Alwa in the south. In 543, a team of pioneer Monophysite missionaries reached Nobatia. According to the
  chronicler John of Ephesus, they were led by an Egyptian monk named Julian, ‘an old man of great worth . . . who conceived an earnest spiritual desire to bring Christianity to the wandering
  people who dwell . . . beyond Egypt’. The missionaries were given a warm reception: an army was sent to meet them and they were swiftly granted an audience with the king. During the two years
  that he spent in Nobatia, Julian baptised the king and many others in the royal circle, but he appeared to suffer greatly from the rigours of the climate. ‘He used to sit from the whole of
  the third to the tenth hour in caves full of water with the whole people of the region, naked or, better, wearing only a cloth, while he could perspire only with the help of
  water.’ Julian was followed by Bishop Longinus who built the first church in Nubia, established a clergy, organised the liturgy and set up church institutions.

  Longinus was also invited to travel to Alwa, arriving there in 580. ‘He spake unto the king and to all his nobles the word of God, and they opened their understandings, and listened with
  joy to what he said; and after a few days’ instruction, both the king himself was baptised and all his nobles; and subsequently, in process of time his people also.’ Makuria then
  followed as the third kingdom to accept the Monophysite Christian faith.

  The arrival of Christianity brought about profound change in Nubia. Its old religions – a complex mix of local cults and pharaonic culture – had held sway for centuries but put up
  little resistance. With royal encouragement, Nubians swiftly discarded the gods and symbols of dynastic Egypt and Kush that had prevailed for so long. The Temple of Isis, used for pagan worship,
  was among the first of many Nubian temples to be converted to church use. The brick temple built by the Kushite pharaoh Taharqa at Qasr Ibrim in the seventh century BCE was remodelled as a church.
  New chapels were constructed; burial practices changed. By the end of the sixth century, the kingdoms of Nubia had become Christian states.

  The liturgical language of the Nubian church was Greek, but part of the liturgy and the Bible were eventually translated into Nubian, written in the Coptic form of the Greek alphabet. The church
  also managed to incorporate local traditions, preserving them in a Christian context, thus giving it added legitimacy. A tradition of church painting grew, influenced by examples from the eastern
  Mediterranean but given a distinct Nubian character.

  By the seventh century, the church in Nubia was sufficiently robust to withstand the advances of another new religion – Islam. An Egyptian envoy, Ibn Salim al-Aswani, who travelled to Alwa
  in the tenth century, reported that its capital at Soba, near the confluence of the Blue Nile and the White Nile, possessed ‘magnificent buildings and churches overflowing with gold, all set
  in the midst of lush gardens’. A Christian Armenian visiting Dongola, the capital of Makuria, in the eleventh century, described it as ‘a large city on the banks
  of the blessed Nile’ with ‘many churches and large houses, set on wide streets’. The Christian kingdoms of Nubia remained strong enough to survive Muslim encroachment for seven
  hundred years.
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  THE ARAB CONQUEST

  An Arab army, fighting under the banner of the new religion of Islam, invaded Egypt in 639 and rapidly put an end to six centuries of Roman and
  Byzantine rule. Since the death of the Prophet Muhammad in 632, Muslim forces had swept north out of Arabia, capturing the holy city of Jerusalem and seizing control of Syria and Palestine. Egypt
  fell into their hands with little resistance. Most Egyptians, among a population of about three million, felt no loyalty to their Roman overlords. Alexandria fell in 641. Its opulence astonished
  the desert invaders. In a letter to the caliph in Mecca, the Arab commander, Amr ibn al-As, described it as ‘a city of 4,000 villas and 4,000 baths, 40,000 poll-tax-paying Jews and 400 places
  of entertainment for royalty’. Within three years, Amr had overcome all opposition and had set his sights on further conquests in Africa.

  The advent of Arab rule brought not only a new religion and a new language to north Africa but a new social order and code of law. Arab Muslims were zealous in upholding the tenets of the Koran,
  the series of revelations that Muhammad is said to have received from God and that were written down by his disciples. Supplementing the Koran were the hadith, a collection of sayings and
  actions ascribed to Muhammad. Together, they governed a whole range of religious, ritual and ethical practices. The ‘five pillars’ of Islam – the central obligations required of Muslims – concerned the creed, daily prayer, alms-giving, fasting and pilgrimage, but there were also prohibitions against alcohol, gambling and usury and
  codes of conduct for such matters as war, dress and divorce.

  The teachings of the Koran drew considerably on the traditions and experience of the two earlier monotheistic religions, Judaism and Christianity. But Muhammad believed that they had lost their
  way and proclaimed Islam – a term meaning ‘submission’ – as the original truth of the word of God. He nevertheless preached tolerance towards Jews and Christians as
  Ahl-al-Kitab – ‘people of the book’: ‘The [Muslim] believers, the Jews, the Christians, and the Sabians [an Arabian monotheism] – all those who believe in God
  and the Last Day and do good – will have their rewards with the Lord.’ Islamic law allowed Jews and Christians to practise their faith freely, so long as they accepted their subordinate
  status as dhimmis – protected peoples.

  As the new rulers of Egypt, the Arabs made few immediate changes. The army commander Amr agreed that there would be no interference with the religion, church, property or land of native
  Egyptians. In effect, one echelon of foreign administrators and landowners replaced another. The Arabs’ priority was to gain revenue from taxation. Egyptians were required to pay an annual
  poll tax and another tax levied on the productivity of the land, but Egyptian officials were left in charge of collecting it. Nor was there any overt attempt to convert Christians to Islam. The
  most significant change made by the Arabs was to move the capital from Alexandria to a new site at Fustat on the east bank of the Nile near the ancient city of Memphis; the first mosque in Egypt
  was built there.

  Within a century, however, the character of Egypt began to change profoundly. About a million Arab immigrants settled there. Muslims were favoured for posts in the administration. Many Egyptians
  adopted Islam as a way of avoiding taxes levied on non-Muslims. Others were assimilated through marriage and employment. Official business came to be conducted in Arabic. By about 750, the number
  of Coptic Christians had fallen to a third of the population. The Coptic language survived for a time in the countryside but eventually became no more than a liturgical language. By the ninth
  century, Arabs and Egyptians had merged into a homogenous population, predominantly Muslim.

  •   •   •

  After conquering Egypt, Arab armies advanced westwards along the north African coast, occupying the old Roman province of Cyrenaica and the walled cities of Tripolitania. In
  670 a veteran Arab commander Uqba ibn Nafi founded the city of Kairouan on the southern plains of the old Roman province of Africa, designating it the capital of the new Muslim province of
  Ifriqiya. As well as using Kairouan as a military headquarters, Uqba built a mosque there to provide a bridgehead for Islam. As the historian En Noveiri noted: ‘When an imam invades
  Africa, the inhabitants save their lives and their property by professing Islam; but as soon as the imam leaves the country, they revert to their pagan beliefs . . . So it is essential to
  found a city which can serve both as a camp and as a foothold for Islam until the end of time.’ Arab historians later complained that the indigenous inhabitants of north-west Africa changed
  their religion as much as twelve times.

  Arab armies also moved south from Egypt, invading the Christian kingdoms of Nubia. In 652, an expeditionary force laid siege to Dongola, the capital of Makuria, now the dominant power in the
  Middle Nile region. But the Arabs encountered determined resistance and instead of conquest settled for a truce known as the Baqt. The Baqt recognised the independence of Makuria and
  set out the terms of peace on the frontier between Christian Nubia and the Islamic world. The centrepiece was an annual exchange to be made on the border between Egypt and Makuria. The Arabs agreed
  to provide Makuria with specific amounts of wheat, barley, jugs, cloth and horses. The Nubian side of the bargain was also specific:

  
    
      Each year you [Nubians] are to deliver 360 slaves, whom you will pay to the Imam of the Muslims from the finest slaves of your country, in whom there is no defect. [They
      are to be] both male and female. Among them [is to be] no decrepit old man or any child who has not reached puberty.

    

  

  The Baqt also permitted free passage for merchants and bona-fide travellers. Parties of pilgrims from Nubia and from Abyssinia were allowed to
  make their way to Jerusalem with drums beating and flags flying, making frequent halts for Christian worship. The Baqt remained in place for six centuries.

  The Arabs also met formidable resistance from Berber tribes in the Maghreb, the lands of the ‘far west’. The first major expedition they launched from Kairouan ended in
  disaster. In 683, Uqba ibn Nafi led his army on an epic march intending to carry Islam to the shores of the Atlantic – the Maghreb al-Aqsa, the ‘furthest west’. He survived
  several ferocious encounters along the way and managed to reach the Sous valley in south-western Morocco. Spurring his horse across of the sands of Sidi R’bat, he is said to have ridden out
  into the Atlantic surf, declaring that he had fought his way to the end of the world in God’s name: ‘O God, I take you to witness that there is no ford here. If there was I would cross
  it.’ On his return journey, however, with his army now seriously weakened, he fell into an ambush near the old Roman fort of Tahuda, just east of the oasis of Biskra, and perished along with
  most of his men. His tomb became one of the holiest shrines in the Maghreb.

  Another attempt to subjugate the Maghreb was made in 693 by an Arab army led by Hassan ibn al-Nuʿman. But this campaign too ended in failure when Hassan’s
  forces were defeated by a legendary Berber warrior queen, al-Kahina, the leader of the nomadic Jawara tribe in eastern Numidia. After a second defeat by a coalition of Berber tribes near the
  coastal city of Gabes, Hassan retreated altogether to the safety of Cyrenaica.

  It took nearly twenty years for Arab armies to complete their conquest of the Maghreb. After the death of al-Kahina in 702, Berber resistance steadily crumbled. Tribal leaders converted rapidly
  to Islam and proved their loyalty by assisting in the recruitment of Berber regiments. To protect their new territory, the Arabs established three military bases in the far west – at Tlemcen
  in western Algeria, at Tangier in northern Morocco and in the Tafilalet oasis in south-eastern Morocco – but they were manned largely by Berber troops. The first governor of the Tangier
  garrison, Tariq ibn Ziyad, was a Berber.

  The Arab momentum carried on into Europe. In 711, Tariq ibn Ziyad led an invasion force composed largely of Berber cavalry across the Mediterranean to the Iberian
  peninsula. He landed on the southern coast of Spain near the Rock of Gibraltar, a name derived from the term the Arabs gave to it: Jebel al Tariq, the mountain of Tariq. Tariq’s foray
  into Spain marked the start of an Islamic occupation that lasted until the fifteenth century.

  Arab hegemony in the Maghreb now stretched from the Atlantic coast of Morocco, through Ifriqiya, to the cities of Tripolitania. Independent emirs, based in the Arab citadel at Kairouan, wielded
  wide powers to levy taxes and to trade in slaves captured during raids on the Berber population. Arabic soon became the main medium of communication for the inhabitants of coastal cities, many of
  whom had previously been Christian and spoke Latin. A new Arab city was founded at Tunis, near Carthage, in 705.

  But Arab control was frequently threatened by revolts, power struggles and sectarian rivalry. For the first century after the initial Arab conquest of the Maghreb, local governors acted as
  representatives of the Sunni caliphs of Damascus and Baghdad. But dissident Muslim sects gained a popular following among Berber tribes long accustomed to autonomy. The first major challenge to
  Sunni Islam came from the Kharijite sect which rejected the authority of hereditary caliphs, disdained the corruption of Arab overlords and became a focus of Berber rebellion. Kharijite communities
  flourished in particular in the central highlands of Algeria where members of the Ibadi branch of Kharijism set up an independent state in 761 based on the town of Tahert. Another challenge came
  from Shi’ite dissidents. In 789, a Shi’ite Arab prince, Idris ibn Abdullah, who claimed descent from the Prophet Muhammad, established a kingdom based on the new city of Fez. Much of
  the Maghreb resembled a patchwork of independent territories.

  For the next three centuries, a succession of Muslim dynasties played a central role in fashioning the fortunes of north Africa. The Aghlabid Dynasty, founded in 800 by an Arab army officer,
  Ibrahim ibn al-Aghlab, ruled as an independent Sunni power over a vast stretch of the Maghreb, establishing Kairouan as a renowned religious and intellectual centre. Aghlabid
  emirs built palaces and mosques, oversaw the expansion of agriculture and developed coastal ports. They turned Tunis into a major naval base, launched raids into Italy and seized control of Sicily.
  But the dynasty eventually passed into the hands of a murderous tyrant and fell into terminal decline.

  The Aghlabids were ousted from Kairouan in 910 by an army of Kutama Berbers from the Kabyle mountains. Their leader, Ubaydalla Said, belonged to the Ismaili branch of Shi’ism, claimed
  descent from Fatima, the daughter of the Prophet Muhammad, and announced himself as the Mahdi, a figure sent by God to prepare the world for Judgement Day. He duly established the Fatimid Dynasty
  at a new capital on the Tunisian coast called Mahdia.

  The ultimate ambition of the Fatimids was to gain control not just of the Maghreb but of all the lands of Islam. In 969, Fatimid rulers marched their Berber armies eastwards from Ifriqiya into
  Egypt and set up the headquarters of a caliphate in a new palace-city on the Nile that they called al-Kahira, the Victorious, known in the English-speaking world as Cairo. Under Fatimid
  rule, Egypt entered a memorable age of prosperity, profiting from a trade network that extended across the Mediterranean and the Indian Ocean. It was also notable as a place of religious tolerance.
  Christians and Jews as well as Muslims were allowed to hold high posts in government. Jewish merchants described Fatimid Egypt as ‘the land of life’. Cairo flourished both as a centre
  of commerce and religious study. Among the legacies of the Fatimid era was the Al Azhar mosque and university, which became the foremost centre of learning and scholarship in the Muslim world. But
  after a hundred years in power in Egypt, the Fatimid Dynasty fell into decline, hastened by a decade of famine in the 1060s and internal strife among its mercenary forces. The end came in 1171 when
  the Kurdish vizier Salah al-Din ibn Ayyub (Saladin) and his army took control, establishing a hereditary Sunni sultanate. Egypt’s wealth was henceforth used to keep out Christian
  crusaders.

  The Fatimids were also ousted from their original homeland in Ifriqiya. On departing for Egypt in 973, they had entrusted their western empire to the Zirid family, Berbers from the Kabyle
  mountains who had previously served as their military allies. But during the eleventh century, the Zirids decided to set up their own independent kingdom, formally breaking
  away from Cairo in 1048. The Zirids, in turn, split apart, one branch ruling from Mahdia in Ifriqiya, another branch – the Banu Hammad – founding a separate dynasty in eastern
  Algeria.

  The Maghreb, however, was soon engulfed by a new phenomenon: an invasion of Arab Bedouin clans which changed the entire character of the region. In 1051, thousands of Arab nomads who had
  migrated to Egypt after the first Muslim conquest moved westwards with their herds into Cyrenaica and then into the Maghreb, plundering as they went. Known as the Banu Hilal, they had no interest
  in capturing towns and villages but took possession of vast areas of countryside between the coast and the desert, driving out settled rural communities. Zirid and Hammad leaders retreated to small
  principalities on the coast. Kairouan was sacked. Within the space of a few years, the agricultural estates, olive orchards and irrigation systems inherited from Carthaginian and Roman times and
  developed by the first wave of Arab rulers had been wrecked. Cultivators were forced to withdraw into mountain strongholds. The fourteenth-century historian Ibn Khaldun, born in Tunis, likened the
  Banu Hilal to a swarm of locusts. They had, he wrote, ‘gained power over the country and ruined it’.

  The Banu Hilal made a lasting impact on Berber culture. Hitherto, Arab settlers had presided over their Maghreb territories as a ruling class based mainly in towns, holding an urban outlook and
  allowing the bulk of the Berber population to retain their indigenous culture and language. But with the advance of the Banu Hilal across the Maghreb, Berber communities were gradually absorbed
  into the customs of the Bedouin. In the towns and coastal plains of the Mediterranean, use of the Berber language began to wither and disappear. In the nomadic hinterland, vernacular Arabic, with a
  variety of local colloquialisms, became the common language. Another Arab grouping, first known as the Banu Ma‘qil, then as the Banu Hassan, began a similar migration westwards in the
  thirteenth century, occupying land south and east of the Atlas mountains; by the fifteenth century they had overrun much of the western Sahara. Berber dialects and traditions survived only in
  pockets of the Kabyle mountains of Algeria and the Atlas highlands of Morocco and oasis outposts on the desert edge.
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  HIGHWAYS OF THE DESERT

  From their base on the desert edge in north Africa, Muslim merchants began to develop routes across the Sahara to link them to the trading centres of Bilad
  as-Sudan – the ‘Land of the Blacks’ – a thousand miles to the south. The Sahara had hitherto presented a formidable barrier to contact between the
  two regions. But with the advent of camel caravans in the eighth century the Sahara became one of the world’s great commercial highways. Two commodities were prized above all: gold and
  slaves.

  The trading centres of the Sudan – an Arabic term for the vast stretch of savanna lands south of the Sahara – had prospered with their own commercial networks for centuries. Among
  the oldest settlements were communities living on the floodplains of the Middle Niger, a river that rises in the Guinea highlands, flows eastwards through an inner delta of channels before curving
  in a great bend towards the south-west to join the Atlantic. Like the floods that brought life to Nile Valley villages, seasonal rains in the Guinea highlands enabled Niger Delta communities to
  develop their own system of agriculture based on indigenous cereal crops. The river also served as an artery for trading networks.

  The first urban societies in the Niger Delta such as Jenne-jeno emerged as far back as the third century BCE. The surpluses of cereal crops and dried fish they produced
  were traded for salt and copper brought from mines deep in the Sahara. By the eighth century, Jenne-jeno had grown into a substantial town of mud-brick buildings, housing its own specialist groups
  of potters, metalworkers and rice-growers and playing a vital role in an extensive west African trading network. Further downstream, beyond the fertile floodplain, at the northern bend of the
  Niger, lay Timbuktu, another key link in the network that served as a transshipment point for traffic between the desert and the river.

  Two other regions of the Sudan gained similar importance. To the north of the Upper Niger, a kingdom of the Soninke people known as Wagadu developed control of the gold trade emanating from the
  alluvial goldfields of Bambuk at the confluence of the Senegal and Faleme rivers. Wagadu was ruled by a king with the title of ghana, a name that became attached to the empire that
  Wagadu’s rulers managed to establish over Soninke trading centres.

  In the central Sudan, in the barren region north of Lake Chad, a Kanuri-speaking dynasty, the Saifawas, gained control of Kanem in the ninth century, displacing nomadic pastoralists known as
  Zaghawa and taking over their trade links with salt-producing mines in the central Sahara such as Bilma. Beyond Bilma lay a desert route with well-spaced wells and oases leading to the Fezzan, the
  land of the ancient Garamantes, and from there to the Tripolitanian coast. Kanem had no gold to trade; its principal commodity was slaves.

  The first merchants to organise regular camel caravans across the western Sahara were Ibadi merchants based in the oasis towns of Sijilmasa in southern Morocco and Wargla in southern Algeria,
  where they hired nomadic Berbers as cameleers for the journey. Originally domesticated in southern Arabia, camels had been introduced to Egypt in Ptolemaic times. By the third century CE, camel
  caravans were travelling within Egypt and along the north African coast in large numbers. Nomadic Berbers in the Sahara took up camels during the same period, giving them advantages of mobility and
  an effective means of transport. Camels could carry heavier loads than horses or donkeys, and they could travel for long distances without water – for up to ten days.
  Arab poets described camels as ‘the ships of the desert’.

  The journey across the desert was fraught with peril. To avoid the extreme heat of the Sahara, caravans set out only in winter months and confined their travel to the cooler parts of the day or
  night. Caravan leaders needed expert knowledge of the desert landscape and climate to cope with shifts in sand dunes and to survive sandstorms. Even a temporary loss of direction could prove fatal:
  in order to leave as much space as possible for cargo, caravans carried a minimum of food and water. The need for water was an abiding concern. Travel routes were planned with the aim of providing
  a safe distance between desert wells, but there was always a risk that they had run dry or become poisonous. It took as long as seventy days for caravans to reach the Sahel, the ‘shore’
  of the desert and the trading centres of the Bilad as-Sudan.

  Caravans in search of gold headed for Wagadu. It became renowned for its hold on the gold trade of west Africa, with legends of its great wealth spreading throughout north Africa and beyond.
  Within Wagadu, a merchant class known as Wangara came to dominate the trade. The main exchange for their gold was salt that caravan traders acquired en route from the salt mines of the Sahara. For
  the Wangara, salt, sold through the trading networks of west Africa, was worth its weight in gold. The demand for salt there was insatiable. Blocks of salt were passed on in stages from camel
  caravans to donkeys and taken to the edge of the tsetse-fly belt, where transport animals could no longer be used. Human porters then carried salt into the rainforest. Along the way, its price
  could increase by as much as one hundredfold.

  From taxes levied on gold and salt, Wagadu’s rulers were able to support an army and expand the realm of their kingdom to surrounding towns. Their authority extended as far as the Saharan
  trading town of Awdaghust, a terminus of the desert crossing. An eleventh-century Arab geographer, Abu Ubayd Abd Allah al-Bakri, compiled an extensive portrait of the Wagadu kingdom based on
  accounts given to him by travellers returning from journeys there. The capital, Koumbi Saleh, he said, consisted of two separate towns about six miles apart: one served the
  Muslim community and contained twelve mosques; the other was ‘the king’s town’ where ‘the sorcerers of these people, men in charge of the religious cult’ were to be
  found, along with the king’s court.

  
    
      The king has a palace and a number of domed dwellings all surrounded with an enclosure like a city wall . . . The king adorns himself like a woman round his neck and on his
      forearms, and he puts on a high cap decorated with gold and wrapped in a turban of fine cotton. He sits in audience or to hear grievances against officials in a domed pavilion around which
      stand ten horses covered with gold-embroidered materials. Behind the king stand ten pages holding shields and swords decorated with gold, and on his right are the sons of the [vassal] kings of
      his country wearing splendid garments and their hair plaited with gold.
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