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Introduction


THE DISCOVERY in the late evening of November 26, 1922, of the tomb of King Tutankhamun in Egypt’s romantic Valley of the Kings, and the removal from it, over ten years, of nearly five thousand dazzling works of art caused a sensation throughout the world. It was, and remains, the richest discovery in the history of archaeology.

Tutankhamun, a shadowy pharaoh who lived over three thousand years ago and died under mysterious circumstances at the age of eighteen or nineteen around 1350 B.C., instantly became a prime celebrity of the 1920s. The discoverers of the tomb—Howard Carter, who was a British Egyptologist, and his wealthy patron, George Edward Stanhope Molyneux Herbert, Lord Carnarvon—became unwilling celebrities at the same time.

After the shattering years of the Great War, the unearthing of the only pharaoh’s tomb in the valley that had not been totally pillaged by ancient tomb robbers was extraordinarily appealing. The two excavators had been told by all the experts that the ancient City of the Dead had been completely excavated, yet they pressed on doggedly. For years they found nothing. But over the years they persistently assembled clues that led them to the inescapable conclusion that the valley held one more royal tomb, which other archaeologists had ignored. Then, in the very last season that the patron would support, in the last minute area of the valley where they guessed no earlier excavator had plumbed to the bedrock, there came the splendid discovery. Suddenly before them lay thousands of works of art of such serene beauty that certain visitors to the tomb literally felt faint when they looked upon them.

Word of this phenomenal discovery spread throughout the world, speeded along by techniques that had barely existed before, the miracle of modern communications, including telegraph and telephones at the tomb itself, and the first minute-by-minute photographs and moving film footage ever undertaken in the history of archaeology. The following year, a mummy’s curse which was said to have killed Lord Carnarvon ignited a conflagration of public excitement.

Since the startling day of the discovery just over a half century ago, the treasures of King Tutankhamun have continued to capture the public imagination. No exhibition of works of art has been more popular in world history than “The Treasures of Tutankhamun,” which has traveled outside Egypt—to Paris in 1967, to the British Museum in 1972, to four cities in the Soviet Union in 1973, and to seven cities in the United States. Because of this exhibition, a madness for King Tut seems to have taken hold. When the fifty-five masterpieces were at the National Gallery of Art in Washington, D.C., nearly a million visitors viewed them in sixteen weeks. At the Field Museum in Chicago the million mark had been reached in just ten weeks. No doubt over seven million individuals will have paid homage to the youthful Pharaoh by the end of the three-year tour that was sent to the United States in honor of the Bicentennial by the government of Egypt.

In the fifty-six years that have passed since the discovery, dozens of books and exhibition catalogues have been published, and hundreds, even thousands, of news stories have appeared. One would think there would be little new to relate about Tutankhamun and the events surrounding the dramatic find. Not so. As a matter of fact, in all the accounts published up to now—including the three-volume history written by Howard Carter and a colleague, A. C. Mace of the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York—some of the most important facts regarding the discovery and its aftermath were not revealed, deliberately on the part of some, unconsciously by others. These facts, overlooked or suppressed, substantially change the official and up to now unquestioned story and impart to it a human interest far beyond simply the obvious nature of its archaeological significance.

How was the true story of the discovery unearthed? By intuition, a bit of searching and some serendipity.

As head of the team from the Metropolitan Museum that organized the exhibition “The Treasures of Tutankhamun” for its American tour, I have been, since 1975, immersed in all things relating to that mysterious boy King. I read virtually every piece of the literature, popular and scholarly. I examined the one hundred eighty-odd pages of the volume of the “Journal of Entry” in Carter’s own handwriting in the Egyptian Museum of Antiquities at Cairo and studied every one of nearly five thousand objects on display in the galleries. I became fascinated with Howard Carter and his patron, Lord Carnarvon—their characters, their working methods, their relationships with the members of the Egyptian Department of the Metropolitan Museum, their dealings with the Egyptian Service des Antiquités. I even helped dream up the general philosophy of the show. I picked objects from all four chambers and placed them as much as possible in the order in which they were discovered and removed, so as to recreate as far as possible what Carter and his colleagues had experienced in those exciting years of discovery.

I was involved in the myriad administrative details of bringing such an undertaking across the ocean. This entailed hundreds of hours of tense and complex negotiations with the Egyptian authorities. The work was carried out in an office in Cairo crowded with representatives of a variety of countries—England, France, East Germany, Poland, West Germany, not to mention the United States—all waiting their turn in the same room, eavesdropping on everyone else. They took up with the president of today’s Organization of Antiquities subjects ranging in significance from the right to conduct a massive new dig to a permit to sleep alone deep in the burial chamber of the Great Pyramid. One even asked permission to embrace the statue of Pharaoh Chephren outside its glass case in the Egyptian Museum, to test the power of the life-giving rays that “most assuredly emanated from the ancient divinity-being and would beyond doubt cure most, if not all, maladies of mankind’s oppressed and enfeebled bodies.”

I participated in an unorthodox method of bringing electricity into the darkened section of the Egyptian Museum where I was to supervise the building of a temporary photo studio and a small factory for making casts and molds for reproduction. Weeks before my arrival I had been told that the electricity would “surely be working.” When I arrived with a team of eight specialists, I was assured that the lights would indeed function—perhaps in a month or two! So two hundred meters of cable were promptly borrowed from the sound-and-light extravaganza at the Great Pyramid. A street light near the museum was tapped. The cable was hauled up the side of the building, across the roof and down through a broken pane of glass into the studio. There, accompanied by the first and no doubt last sounds of the music of Bach, Mozart and Vivaldi heard in the Egyptian Museum, the work was begun.

Then, months later, when every detail of the complex agreement for the exhibition had been thrashed out, a problem concerning transportation arose that threatened to cancel the show. After agreeing, or seeming to agree, to send the objects by commercial air freight, the Egyptians suddenly demanded the hiring of charter cargo flights at an additional half million dollars’ expense to the exhibitors. I rushed to the American Embassy to discuss the grave difficulty with Ambassador Herman Eilts. When I pointed out to the ambassador that, shortly after World War II, the American Navy had brought an exhibition from Europe to the United States, the ambassador said, “I think I shall cable Henry Kissinger and my old school friend Jim Holloway about that particular technique of transportation.” Holloway? The Chief of Naval Operations. And so the Navy saved the show for America by sending the great treasures over on the U.S.S. Sacramento—for free.

But amusing as these episodes were, they were extraneous to Tutankhamun, his treasures, Carnarvon, and Howard Carter, whose three volumes, The Tomb of Tut-ank-Amen, I must have read half a dozen times. I am not sure exactly when I became baffled, then suspicious, then skeptical of Carter’s account of the noble discovery. I began to wonder how Carter could simply have looked into the tomb the first night, resealed it and then retired. That was not human nature. At any rate it was totally different from the impulses I had experienced as an excavator of a Greek city in Sicily. For me to see the barest tip of the nose of a terra-cotta head appear in the caked soil of the trench was a monumental temptation to cast aside restraint, patience and method and tear away at the soil with my bare fingers. Perhaps it was when I could find no mention in Carter’s first volume of one of the most beautiful objects, a wooden portrait head of the boy King on lotus leaves, that I began to say to myself, “What really went on?” Perhaps it was when I tried to recreate the precise order in which Carter removed the objects from the four chambers, and found curious discrepancies between his text and the series of more than eighteen hundred photographs made on the spot by the Metropolitan’s photographer Harry Burton, that I began to question the total veracity of his recounting of the events.

Routinely I examined the archives of the Metropolitan Museum regarding Tutankhamun and the “partnership” between the museum and Howard Carter. There was nothing of interest, save for a few references—curious, to say the least—to the effect that the American Secretary of State, Charles Evans Hughes, was pressuring the Egyptian government on behalf of the museum and Lord Carnarvon. The museum and Lord Carnarvon? An intriguing little note stated that the prime aide of the Secretary of State in the museum’s Egyptian affairs of 1922-1924 had been doing “splendidly.” The aide was a young man by the name of Allen Dulles. Allen Dulles?

But nothing more. There was not even a “hush-hush section” in the archives for those years of the 1920s.

Again, routinely, I inquired of the museum’s Egyptian Department what it had in its files. Nothing, beyond copies of some of the material in Archives. Then, by chance, I asked a member of the department who has an office adjacent to the space where twenty-seven bound volumes of the prints of the original Tutankhamun photos were stored if there were materials or files regarding the episode. There were. Nothing put away in a special place, nothing marked “Confidential”—just there. The materials were described as things relating to “the mummy’s curse,” with standard forms for handling that particular Egyptological annoyance—“junk like that.” I looked, and saw hundreds of original documents, letters, drawings, notes, observations, parts of diaries in the handwriting of Howard Carter and Lord Carnarvon and many of the members of the Egyptian Department who labored for years on the excavation—all in precise chronological order, with a host of clippings from a number of newspapers.

It is through these materials that the full and true story of that most amazing of archaeological discoveries makes itself manifest. And the full story is not altogether the noble, waxen, proper and triumphant tale so familiar to us. The truth is also full of intrigue, secret deals and private arrangements, covert political activities, skullduggery, self-interest, arrogance, lies, dashed hopes, poignance and sorrow—a series of events disfigured by human frailties that led to a fundamental and enduring change in the conduct of archaeology in Egypt.

THOMAS HOVING

New York
April 1978



CHAPTER ONE

Dramatis Personae

TUTANKHAMUN IS one of the most famous and, at the same time, least known rulers of the ancient world. Or, as Howard Carter put it, “We might say with truth that the one outstanding feature of his life was that he died and was buried.” In 1907, when Howard Carter was introduced to George Herbert, Earl of Carnarvon, by the director general of the Egyptian Service of Antiquities, Sir Gaston Maspero, an enormously entertaining French archaeologist much revered by European and American Egyptologists owing to his immutable support for their right to dig in Egypt, very few people either knew or cared about even that accomplishment of Tutankhamun.

Specialists knew that he had two names—a given name, Tutankhamun, blessed of Amun, the all-powerful god, and a throne name, Nebkheperura. His cartouche, the elliptical emblem surrounding the hieroglyphs, appeared on a number of monuments. A few experts in dynastic records and royal genealogy knew that a king by that name had existed in the second half of the Eighteenth Dynasty, which had produced some of the greatest rulers Egypt had known—Thutmose I, Thutmose III, Queen Hatshepsut—and one of the worst, Akhenaton, the heretic Pharaoh who had brought the New Empire into chaos. But no one could say for sure just where Tutankhamun fitted in, although it was generally agreed that the shadowy monarch belonged among a confusing number of minor rulers who emerged after the death of the “monotheist” Akhenaton and before the ascendancy of Ramesses the Great. Some Egyptologists suggested that Tutankhamun had been the son-in-law of Akhenaton, had himself once been sympathetic to the Aton heresy, yet had at some point in his reign moved from Akhenaton’s sacred city, the present Tell al-Amarna, back to Thebes, the city of Amun, and helped restore the old religion.

Certain monuments did proclaim him—in a muted way. There was a nearly life-sized seated statue of Tutankhamun, carved in a dark, rather unpleasant-looking stone, in the Egyptian Museum of Antiquities in Cairo. It showed a youth whom some looked upon as frail but confident and others as weak, almost sickly. And there were fragments of a partly obliterated relief sculpture at Karnak depicting his solar boat. There were also references to him in a tomb of one of his officials stating that certain tribes in Syria and in the Sudan were subject to him and brought him tribute.

And in 1907 a French archaeologist, Georges Legrain, published his discovery of a stele at the base of the temple at Karnak in ancient Thebes. Its inscription referred to Tutankhamun’s coming to the throne and, roughly translated, read:

This land was overriden with ills. The shrine of the Gods ran to destruction. The Gods neglected the land. I appealed to the Gods and Goddesses for assistance, but they shunned me. To win them back I labored mightily. I found the temples fallen into ruin, with their holy places overthrown, and their courts overgrown with weeds. I reconstructed their sanctuaries, I re-endowed the temples, and made them gifts of all precious things. I cast statues of the Gods in gold and electrum, decorated with lapis lazuli and all fine stones.

The proclamation goes on to say that Tutankhamun made laws for the land every day without ceasing, and built new ships to ply the waters, and covered them with gold so that they illuminated the Nile. It says that he was benevolent as a ruler and as a judge. For this everyone, everywhere, exulted and praised him and danced for gladness.

But nothing more was known of Tutankhamun than that. Compared to the masses of historical data, inscriptions, sculpture and paintings referring to other kings, it was meager. Since history seemed not to care enough about him to leave an extensive record—even an enigmatic record—the archaeologists who flourished during the early part of the twentieth century must have felt they had somehow been spared the necessity of finding out where he had been buried. There were other pharaohs to investigate, particularly the intriguing heretic Akhenaton. It was Akhenaton whose brooding, troubled visage, with its strange, distended features almost like a caricature, captured contemporary imagination. Tutankhamun was hardly a likely candidate in 1907 for the most extraordinary discovery of the entire history of Egyptian archaeology.

In 1907 very few people outside his own special social set had ever heard of George Edward Stanhope Molyneux Herbert, former Viscount Porchester, the fifth Earl of Carnarvon. If they had bothered to find out, they would have discovered that Lord Carnarvon was a wealthy member of the English landed aristocracy who had, in the forty-one years since his birth on June 26, 1866, accomplished virtually nothing at all. He appeared to be merely a titled ne’er-do-well, an individual whose achievements were so slim and erratic that—except in sporting activities—he did not even deserve the title of dilettante. But he was a most charming and witty ne’er-do-well. In his youth, Lord Carnarvon had been trim, elegant, a bit dashing. He had sandy hair and a devastating profile, the kind that silhouette cutters of the Victorian epoch would have found a splendid challenge to cut out of their thin black papers, preserving perfectly the snub-nose, the neat mustache, the deceptively subtle angle of the forehead and the mildly strong chin. But by 1907 Lord Carnarvon’s face was haggard, his body thin and frail. His bones seemed to protrude from the impeccably tailored yet rumpled tweeds he invariably wore, even in Egypt. Contemporary photographs show him with a cane in one hand and the other hand thrust in a pocket of his jacket, holding himself as if he had just been wounded.

His father, the fourth Earl of Carnarvon, was a noted politician. At one time a member of Disraeli’s Cabinet, he was once described by a relative as a “statesman who never allowed ambition to deflect him by a hair’s breadth from the path mapped out by a meticulous conscience.” To other observers, less adulatory, the fourth Earl was such a statesman because he was rich enough to be independent of any position. He was also, however, a superb scholar of the classics, capable of reading, writing and even speaking both Latin and classical Greek.

None of these talents seems to have been handed down to his young son, Viscount Porchester, or “Porchey.” Teachers at the various schools he attended, and his private tutors, considered Porchey to be very bright, able to concentrate at times, but “idle” in matters of scholastic achievement. He first attended a public school near the country seat of the Carnarvon family, the magnificent Highclere, which, even when matched against the many stately homes of England, connoisseurs agreed, was certainly a domain of rare beauty. Soon he dropped out of that school, was tutored at home, and eventually enrolled in Eton. There he fared badly, and he left. It was, according to his aunt, who reared him after his mother had died when he was but nine years old, “most unfortunate that Eton had not done much for the formation of methodical habits in a boy with an exceptionally fine memory and unusual quickness of mind.”

If Lord Carnarvon had not been titled, wealthy and living in the most glorious epoch of English aristocracy, he would perhaps have been a drifter—certainly a young man who would have been described as someone still searching for an identity. After Eton he went back to a local school and then enthusiastically entered “cram” schools in London and in Germany, with a view to entering the military. Soon, however, the notion of an Army career paled. Somehow he was able to enroll in Trinity College, Cambridge. There he stayed but two years, never graduating. His single noteworthy effort there appears to have been an attempt to persuade the authorities to remove from his room at his expense the many coats of paint that, to him at least, disfigured the fine wooden paneling. The offer was refused. In his two years at Cambridge he began to collect works of art, primarily French prints, for which he gradually developed a fine eye; he also developed an obsession for exceptional bargains. But his real passion was sports.

After the brief sojourn at college, Porchey traveled for seven years. His itinerary, even in terms of today’s air age, was phenomenal. He first sailed three quarters of the way around the world, then went to South Africa, following that with trips to Australia and, successively, Japan, France, Turkey, Sweden, Italy, Germany and the United States, which he covered coast to coast before setting out for South America. During all these peregrinations, Porchey, who became an earl when he was twenty-three, would return frequently to Highclere, then suddenly dash off to Paris or Hannover or Constantinople, and just as abruptly return.

He affected a rather allusive style of communication and would drop such lines as “When I saw the chief of the Mafia in Naples . . .” or “On being refused an audience in Constantinople by Abdul the Damned, I was given one of Turkey’s highest honors.” He relished what were then known as “quaint people” and acquired numerous friends in callings far removed from his exalted station—herdsmen, jockeys, hair cutters, railroad brakemen.

Lord Carnarvon might appear to have been the most superficial of men at a time in history when superficiality was considered by some to be a high calling. But well hidden beneath the surface of his frivolous behavior and picturesque talk were a steely seriousness, a brilliant mind and a deadly shrewdness. Carnarvon seems to have been one of those “disguisers,” the type of man who, when discovered intensely studying a serious book, would exclaim, “Oh, I just picked it up and, having done that, I supposed I should simply turn the pages to the end.”

The reality is that, despite the camouflage, Lord Carnarvon was a brilliant man—possibly even a genius.

He was also resourceful. His Aunt Winifred told a story about him that perfectly illustrates this side of his character. On his way to California he paused in New York City, where he had promised a friend he would try to obtain some privileged information about a certain business. He gained it by first asking his barber about the president of the company in question. Amazingly, the barber knew a lot about the tycoon. Porchey contrived to meet the particular captain of industry, asked him for his advice on a certain stock, and was told on no account to touch the securities. Carnarvon looked hard at him, thanked him, and went quickly to a telegraph office, where he cabled instructions to his broker—to buy. When he returned from California, he dropped in to thank the magnate for the advice that had been so profitable. The industrialist burst out, “But, Lord Carnarvon, I advised you against buying.” To which Porchey replied, “Oh, yes, I know you said that, but of course I saw that you wished me to understand the reverse.”

On his twenty-ninth birthday, Carnarvon married Almina Wombwell, an extraordinarily pretty and highly intelligent girl. In four years they had two children—a son, Henry, Viscount Porchester, today the spry, somewhat garrulous octogenarian sixth Earl of Carnarvon, and a daughter, Lady Evelyn Herbert, who was destined to become her father’s dearest friend and close companion, particularly in Egypt.

A few years later Lord Carnarvon suffered an automobile accident that completely changed his life, his outlook and his destiny. He was fortunate to have survived, and if his chauffeur had not pulled him out of the mud into which the car had fallen and dashed a bucket of cold water into his face to start his heart beating, it would have been all over. He was a shattered young man: he had sustained a severe concussion and was temporarily blinded; his chest had been crushed, his legs badly burned, his jaws broken, and his arms dislocated. From that moment, he was never well again and was frequently in pain. But he bore his wounds with great courage and emerged, as some people do under such circumstances, mellowed, thoughtful, determined. At the same time he appeared to be slightly saddened by the realization that he had wasted so much of his life.

Carnarvon thought about trying to enter politics, even began to consider an academic life, but nothing really worked. It seemed to be too late. After all, what future was there for a partially crippled young lord, uneducated in a formal way, peripatetic, and passionate for sports? Apparently, nothing. On his physician’s recommendation, however, he went to Egypt in 1903, and was at once enchanted by the majestic age and the immemorial serenity of that ancient civilization. He soon became captivated by “digging.”

Carnarvon had in fact been interested in archaeology for some years, but his frenetic travels had prevented any involvement. However, once in Egypt, where he now went each winter, he took it up as a hobby with, as he said, “the idea of keeping me out of mischief, as well as keeping me employed.” He obtained a concession in 1906 from the Ministry of Public Works and its Service of Antiquities to work a part of the pyramid-shaped promontory high above the Theban hills, west of the modern city of Luxor, in the vicinity of the fabled Valley of the Tombs of the Kings. There he started digging enthusiastically and in a highly undisciplined manner.

Today, the idea that an English “lordy” (as he was known to the local Egyptians, or natives as they were called in those days) could descend upon Egypt and almost at once obtain official permission to flail away in the sacred precincts of the pharaonic age without training or proper supervision is not only bewildering but appalling. But to say that at the turn of the century the rules and guidelines for such activities in Egypt—and elsewhere—were lackadaisical is to be generous. Then a private citizen had only to be rich and alert enough to find an “in” with the appropriate Frenchman in the Antiquities Service to obtain a license to dig. The French had almost exclusive control over all matters concerning antiquities on behalf of the Egyptian government, and had maintained that control since the turn of the nineteenth century, as an outgrowth of Napoleon Bonaparte’s occupation of Egypt of 1798 to 1801. The French primacy in archaeological affairs in Egypt was reinforced in 1904 when England and France banded together against Germany and partitioned North Africa into two spheres of interest. The French took Morocco; the British assumed control of Egypt. But in Egypt, as far as archaeology was concerned, France retained the right to rule the roost. As the first clause of the agreement of 1904 states: “It is agreed that the post of Director General of Antiquities in Egypt shall continue, as in the past, to be entrusted to a French savant.”

At that time the license or concession to excavate was a simple, rather routine piece of “boiler-plate.” It had a preamble and a list of thirteen conditions.

Authorization to Excavate

I, the undersigned, Director-General of the Antiquities Service, acting in virtue of the powers delegated to me, hereby authorize ———, residing at ——— to carry out scientific excavation in ———, on lands belonging to the State, free, unbuilt upon, uncultivated, not included within the Military Zone, nor comprising any cemeteries, quarries, etc., and in general, not devoted to any public use, and this on the following conditions . . .

Those conditions of any significance at all involved, primarily, having the work carried out at the expense, risk and peril of the concessionaire. The undertakings had to be conducted under the control and supervision of the Antiquities Service—a condition that was only casually enforced. If the digger found a tomb, he was required to give instant notice to Antiquities. But the discoverer did have the right to enter the tomb first, provided he was accompanied by an inspector of antiquities. Notes, drawings and data, when completed, could be delivered to Antiquities anytime within two years. Mummies, together with coffins and sarcophagi, were to remain the property of the State, but objects in tombs found not intact—that is, tombs which had already been “searched in ancient times”—would be divided. The Antiquities Service would take all works of art of capital importance from the point of view of archaeology and history and would share the remainder with the permittee.

The critical issue, having to do with the division of the spoils, was handled in an exceedingly offhand manner. The unwritten rule, forged by precedent, was that the digger and the Antiquities Service should share the objects evenly. The admonition in the concession form to the effect that treasures from an intact royal or noble tomb would all revert to the State had never really been an issue. For no one in history had ever found a tomb that had not been substantially plundered by ancient robbers.

So in 1906 Lord Carnarvon obtained a concession and started his digging. Because of his noble status, apparently, the authorities did not even bother to insist that an archaeologist or qualified expert accompany him. And he really did flail away. Years later, in reminiscing about his first season as an archaeologist, he recalled, “We suddenly struck what seemed to be an untouched burial pit.” This had given rise to much excitement, “which soon simmered down when the pit was found to be unfinished.” There, for six weeks, enveloped in clouds of dust, Lord Carnarvon stuck to it day after day. Beyond finding a large mummified cat, nothing whatsoever rewarded his “strenuous and very dusty endeavours.”

But the more dust clouds he sent up, the more Lord Carnarvon became convinced that he did need, after all, an expert to assist him. That expert was to be a curious individual named Howard Carter.

In 1907, Carter, like the other members of the cast of characters, was wholly unrecognized outside his field. His origins, unlike those of the others, were humble. He was born on May 9, 1873, in Swaffham, Norfolk, a hamlet of no more than twenty-five hundred inhabitants. His father, Samuel John Carter, a draftsman and watercolorist whose specialty was painting portraits of the animals belonging to the landed aristocracy, was too poor to send the boy to school. So Carter was tutored at home and never obtained formal schooling of any kind, including either archaeology or Egyptology. Taught by his father, Carter became a watercolorist. He seemed fated to continue, like his parent, the unpromising career of a portrait painter of animals, village scenes and landscapes in a style of uncompromising rectitude and banality.

But in the summer of 1890 his life totally changed. Professor Percy E. Newberry, who was on the staff of the Egyptian Museum of Antiquities and a lecturer in Egyptology at the university in Cairo, happened to visit an old acquaintance, Lady Amherst of Hackney. Her husband was a devotee of ancient Egypt and had in his extensive rare-book collection a famous ancient papyrus that showed in line drawing the layout of a royal tomb in the Valley of the Kings. Newberry told his hostess of his recent work in Egypt recording by pencil tracing the hieroglyphs of a number of ancient monuments at Beni Hasan in Middle Egypt, and expressed his desire to find someone to help finish the drawings. Lady Amherst suggested Howard Carter, then seventeen, who lived in the neighboring village. His father had done occasional work for her ladyship, and she had been impressed with Carter’s early efforts.

Professor Newberry interviewed the young man and hired him. Carter worked at the British Museum for three months; then, in the fall, he became the most junior member of the staff of the Egyptian Exploration Fund, a private organization linked to the museum that carried out excavations in the land of the Nile for “the further elucidation of the history and arts of Ancient Egypt, and to the illustration of the Old Testament narrative.”

Carter eventually became an assistant to one of the greatest Egyptologists who ever lived, Sir William Flinders Petrie, a gaunt, leathery sage with an impressive white beard. Petrie can be justly credited with bringing system, sense and order to a field that up to that time was not known for its methodical character. From 1890 to 1898 Howard Carter worked under the tutelage of Newberry, Petrie and a Swiss Egyptologist, Édouard Naville, patiently recording in watercolor the paintings, reliefs, and inscriptions from the walls of the imposing funerary temple at Deir al-Bahri, which had been constructed by order of ancient Egypt’s most powerful Queen, Hatshepsut. It was she who, when she eventually became pharaoh, for twenty years guided the land of the Nile to one of the highest moments in its long history.

Howard Carter was the perfect man for the job. Quiet, retiring, awkward in the presence of anyone who seemed to have been blessed with greater privileges in life, he was a loner, and an utterly dedicated worker. The very fact that his watercolors gave no hint of inner spirit, or demonstrated any sort of creative spark, made them perfect for the task at hand. He made his eyes and his fingers totally subservient to the process of recording the precise shape and outline, and the exact colors, of his subject matter. A number of watercolors by Howard Carter are on exhibit in the Egyptian Department of the Metropolitan Museum. They display punctiliousness, verisimilitude and no life at all.

Carter, a short, stocky man of great physical strength, with ample dark hair and mustache and an egg-shaped expressionless face with brooding dark eyes, kept fairly well to himself during his apprenticeship in Egypt. He was a humorless, rather dour individual of driving energy. Despite his lack of formal schooling, Carter learned archaeology and Egyptology quickly, teaching himself the basics of hieroglyphics with the guidance of Petrie and Newberry. His mind was keen and his powers of deductive reasoning were extraordinarily acute. His dedication and enthusiasm eventually won him the respect of his superiors, and in 1899, at the age of twenty-five—only nine years after his arrival in Egypt—he was appointed by Sir Gaston Maspero to the post of inspector of monuments in Upper Egypt and Nubia, with headquarters in Luxor, the site of ancient Thebes. While he was inspector, he worked a number of seasons for Theodore M. Davis, an American millionaire who had amassed his fortune from law and finance and who had become obsessed with Egyptian archaeology. Although Davis was thoroughly pleased with Howard Carter’s work, they never really became friends. Perhaps it was because at times Carter tended to become aggressive, or in turn highly defensive, at even an implied criticism, or perhaps because of his obstinacy, his impetuousness or his explosive temper, which occasionally suggested the possibility of physical violence.

Carter’s career in Egypt in the Antiquities Service flourished until 1903, when it suddenly ended forever. Sir Flinders Petrie, accompanied by his wife and three young women apprentices, had been recording hieroglyphs in a tomb at Saqqara, one of the most important sites of ancient Egypt’s Old Kingdom. According to Petrie, several drunken Frenchmen entered their camp one evening, demanded a special guided tour of one of the mastabas, or table-shaped tombs, and then attempted a forced entry into the women’s quarters. Petrie sent word to Inspector Howard Carter, who arrived as soon as he could with a squad of Egyptian guardians attached to the Antiquities Service. There was a struggle in which one of the Frenchmen was knocked to the ground by an Antiquities guard. Later the French complained bitterly to Sir Gaston Maspero and lodged a formal complaint against the guard and Carter. The French consul general demanded a formal apology, but Carter refused on the grounds that he was doing his duty and that it was the group of Frenchmen that ought to do the apologizing. Maspero tried to persuade him that the issue was an insignificant one blown up into a political squall by several stupid Frenchmen who were momentarily injured by their own pride and sense of guilt. He urged him to make a routine apology for the sake of Anglo-Gallic amity, and advised him that the incident would be utterly forgotten. But Carter, a man completely insensitive to the exigencies of petty politics and apparently blind to the subtle demands of human and public relations, staunchly refused. Maspero, the genial Frenchman, who was director general of the Service of Antiquities and had great affection for the headstrong Howard Carter, continually begged his stubborn subordinate to change his mind. Carter would have none of it. Sorrowfully, Maspero, who fully recognized who controlled the power structure in Egyptian archaeology, dismissed him from the service.

For the next four years Carter barely survived. He conducted guided tours, sold his watercolors to tourists, and apparently also dealt occasionally in antiquities—antikas, as they were called by the natives. When he was introduced to Lord Carnarvon by a solicitous Sir Gaston Maspero and was asked to become his archaeological expert, he readily accepted. It was an excellent arrangement for both, for Howard Carter was a professional, and eminently and cheaply available.



CHAPTER TWO

The Stage: The Valley of the Kings

THE STAGE FOR THE extraordinary and troubled drama that would involve Tutankhamun, Lord Carnarvon and Howard Carter is an awesome one—the Valley of the Tombs of the Kings.

The very name is full of romance. But one cannot imagine a more remote, unpleasant, hot, dried-out, lonely place anywhere in the world. In this valley head, far from every sound of life, once lay buried, for their sleep of a million years times infinity, thirty of the greatest kings ancient Egypt had known.

In ancient days, as now, one traveled to the valley from Thebes, today the modern city of Luxor, situated about four hundred miles south of Cairo on the east bank of the great Nile. Across the river, stretching for three or more miles to the west, was the lush green plain made incredibly fertile by the seasonal flooding of the Nile. At a certain point fields, palms and vegetation would abruptly cease, becoming sand, rock, boulders and desolation. The point of transition from the life and humanity of the arable land to the deathly precincts of the desert has not varied more than a few yards in countless thousands of years. From that point the wasteland rises up, at first gradually and then in a dynamic crescendo, to a great cliff at a place known as Deir al-Bahri. Beyond that, stretching out in what to the ancient Egyptians must have seemed infinite space, lay the great deserts.

At the very base of the towering cliffs which face the open plain and the rising sun is the Valley of the Kings, known in Arabic as the Wady Biban al-Maluk. It was there, in one ancient dried-out valley tributary, that one of the greatest rulers of one of the highest moments of ancient Egyptian history unexpectedly broke with a precedent forged over thousands of years and constructed an innovative tomb. This King was Thutmose I, a great military pharaoh of the Eighteenth Dynasty, in which Tutankhamun also reigned. Thutmose I was one of the most vigorous, dynamic and inventive pharaohs of all of Egyptian history. As such he had fascinated Howard Carter. The place where he chose to ensure his afterlife, called by the ancients the “Place of Truth,” was to Howard Carter a magical and, at times, frightening locality. It was dominated by a peak called the Horn, the highest in the Theban hills, standing sentinel like a natural pyramid above the sleeping Thutmose and his successors.

Carter would explain Thutmose’s achievement to those whom he conducted on guided tours of the valley, during the lean years after he had been cashiered from the Antiquities Service and the beginning of his association with Lord Carnarvon. To understand how profound a change from tradition was Thutmose’s tomb, one had to know something about the funerary beliefs of the ancient Egyptians and the nature of tomb design before the innovative Pharaoh.

To the ancient Egyptian it was vital that his body should be fully equipped for every need in the afterlife and should rest inviolate in the place constructed for it. The pharaohs “were luxurious and display-loving Oriental monarchs,” Carter would say, and the equipment for their needs after death naturally involved a lavish use of gold and other treasure. The earliest kings of Egypt, who ruled a thousand years before Thutmose I, sought to ensure their ultimate security by erecting pyramids over their bodies, veritable mountains of stone. But, far from guaranteeing protection, the very massiveness and magnificence of the pyramid attracted the tomb robbers. Always within a few generations at most, the mummy was disturbed and the treasure stolen.

Everything that ingenuity could suggest or wealth could buy was tried in the pyramids. The entrance was plugged with granite monoliths weighing tons. False passages were constructed. Secret doors were contrived. It was all in vain. For in that timeless struggle between those who sought to conceal their incalculable treasures for eternity and those who sought them for themselves, those who yearned for secrecy were inevitably vanquished.

After the age of the pyramid had passed, the kings of Egypt built more modest tomb structures above the ground, adjacent to temples dedicated to them where priests would carry out various rituals pertaining to their afterlife. But the plundering continued, and by the beginning of the Eighteenth Dynasty there was hardly a tomb in the whole of Egypt that had not been rifled—which, as Carter explained to the tourists, was “a somewhat unsettling and grisly thought to Thutmose I, who was choosing the site for his last resting place.” In a drastic break with tradition, Thutmose I finally decided to construct a totally hidden burial chamber. He selected one of the valleys beneath the great cliff that loomed up across the Nile from his capital city, Thebes. It was, Carter would say, the perfect place. Eons before, when time was but a spirit, before man had lived in Egypt, powerful waters had cut into the Eocene limestone and flint bedrock and had formed the valley. So violent were the primeval torrents that wide furrows seem to have been cut through the region, as if by the talons of some grotesque prehistoric creature. These floods caused innumerable faults and fissures, eminently suited for the construction of a hidden tomb. There, tucked away in a corner at the extreme western end of the valley, half concealed by a projecting bastion of rock, Thutmose I placed his secret burial sanctuary. It was difficult to find, easy to overlook and infrequently visited by tourists. “But,” Carter would say, “it is a very special place, since it is the very first tomb ever constructed in the valley.” Thutmose I had no doubt hesitated long before he made his decision. His pride must surely have suffered, for “love of ostentation was ingrained in every Egyptian monarch, and in his tomb more than anywhere else he was accustomed to show it.” Thutmose’s decision must also have caused a certain inconvenience to the priests charged with the enactment of funerary rituals. But Thutmose had traded pride and ritual for secrecy as the only chance of escaping the fate of his predecessors.

Surprisingly enough, even the architect involved in Thutmose I’s startling innovation was known. His name was Ineni, and on the walls of his own funerary chapel he had carved the story of his accomplishments in life. Foremost among them had been the tomb for his King. “I, Ineni, superintended the excavation of the cliff tomb of his Majesty, Thutmose I, alone, no one seeing, no one hearing.” Ineni omitted to relate what had happened to the workmen he employed to cut out of the flint the tons of living rock. In some manner they were prevented from ever speaking about the hidden chambers. There is no doubt that secrecy was the primary reason for Thutmose’s and Ineni’s remarkable invention. His royal tomb and all those which followed were constructed in out-of-the-way places. The prodigious amount of debris from each one was carefully removed and deposited a long distance away. Neither the sanctuary of Thutmose I nor any other had any external mark or monument to show its existence.

Thutmose I’s brilliant idea set the pattern for centuries. All the succeeding monarchs of the great Eighteenth Dynasty followed his lead, and during the first part of the New Empire very few robberies were known. But the secret did not last forever. Later on, in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Dynasties, a period of history when order and discipline broke down under a series of feeble rulers, tomb plundering became a plague. In time, all the great monarchs had been defiled.

Carter had fallen in love with the solitary character of the valley, its history and what he called a “religious feeling emanating from it so profoundly that it appears almost imbued with a life of its own.” He had always been impressed with the “savage rocks which rise rugged and barren” on both of its sides, “rounding off to bare summits gilded by the rising and setting sun.” He often liked to ride up, alone, on the back of a donkey, and as he passed over the endless stones covering the valley bed he would be moved by the solemn, almost gloomy character of the silent desert chasms. All was dead and mute. The footsteps of his beast would be interrupted by an occasional and frightening howl of a jackal or the sudden somber boom of a desert “eagle” owl. It was sometimes almost terrifying to pass through the winding, trackless desert’s rocky defiles to the tombs themselves, called in ancient times the “Great Seats” of eternal silence. At those moments nature seemed to be standing before him “naked in all her majesty.” All was “stationary, fixed, immutable, as for eternal duration.” In such moments, Carter felt himself “participating in the full tranquillity of nature.”

Carter would invariably take the touring group first to the tomb of Thutmose and point out how beautifully Ineni had camouflaged it among the rugged cliffs. Its entrance was visible only when the visitors were on the very brink of the top step sunk into the flint bedrock. From the humble, tentative scheme of this first burial chamber the design gradually became more grandiose during the New Empire, culminating in breathtaking man-made caves of startling complexity in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Dynasties. The entrances to the later tombs were enormous. Their architecture was rectilinear, sharp. The brilliant surfaces and fresh vivid colors of their wall paintings provided a magnificent contrast to the rugged sunburned rock of the valley walls. These particular tombs appeared to Carter almost like friendly human presences in the lifeless terrain.

As Howard Carter guided visitors through the largest of the New Empire tombs, those of Seti I or Ramesses II, he spoke poetically of their shapes, their “emanations,” the serene spirits that seemed to exist within them. One would enter the tiny entrance and penetrate into long, straight corridors, past a profusion of bays sculpted from the limestone, past a succession of rooms that coursed deeper and deeper into the cliffs. The walls were beautifully carved and painted with innumerable scenes of the Underworld, known as Amenti to the ancient Egyptians. The king was portrayed countless times, standing before his gods, invoking prayers for his future, justifying the conduct of his earthly life. The peace that would come to the justified was depicted on one side, the punishment for the wicked on the other.

Carter was particularly fond of one of the paintings in the tomb of Seti I. There the goddess of heaven, Mother Nût, was depicted extended lengthwise on the ceiling, her great attenuated body painted blue, her back supporting like a table the imperishable stars, which themselves issued forth from her womb. The symbols of every hour of the day and night were painted and carved on the walls. According to the ancient Egyptians, each one exerted enormous influence over man. All scenes—as rich and complex as the illustrations in the stained glass of a Gothic cathedral—would be elucidated by hieroglyphic texts carved from the surface of the rock. “These are not, of course,” Carter would say disdainfully, “as some fools have actually suggested to me, the creations of crazed brains, but symbols with a dignified and recondite meaning, for which only the ancient colleges of priests could furnish the true key.” He would point to some of the virtually thousands of hieroglyphic texts covering the walls and translate some of them: a psalm to Ra, the Sun God; a book of hours; a book explaining the various portals to the Underworld.

The number and complexity of the writings were bewildering. As the Eighteenth Dynasty progressed, the underground tombs had become larger and larger, carved with more and more surfaces for the specific purpose of carrying the profusion of incantations. At some time in the Eighteenth Dynasty, a deep pessimism about the future had set in. The dead king was suddenly thought to be beset with innumerable and terrifying dangers in the next world. Magical formulas were evolved to protect him. Guidebooks to conduct the ruler through the hereafter proliferated. An elaborate network of chambers, passages and cells was constructed to carry the literature and contain the profusion of objects required to protect the king against his foes in the Underworld.

The farther the visitors progressed into the chain of subterranean caverns, the deeper they became involved in endless but marvelous depictions of gods, genii and thousands upon thousands of painted and engraved cobras in every possible attitude and form—human-headed, human-legged, crowned, uncrowned, lying down, rising up, curled back, even upside down. This was the royal serpent.

The visitors would at last enter into a great vaulted chamber of pillars, the “Golden Hall,” more spacious and splendid than all the rest. A stone sarcophagus usually dominated the space, enclosing the royal mummy conceived as the descendant of Ra, the Sun, and the “Eternal Horizon.” This chamber was the “Holy of Holies,” the eternal dwelling of a pharaoh. In every tomb discovered in modern times this room was, but for the stone coffin, barren, plundered. All the finery, the treasures, had been stripped, hacked away as if a band of madmen had scratched and clawed their way, taking everything, leaving only wisps of linen mummy wrappings and broken shards of stone and pottery.

An intact Holy of Holies must have been magnificent. And, although no one in the history of archaeology had ever discovered an intact or even only partially plundered royal burial chamber, it was possible to imagine one in its full glory. This could be done from surviving tomb paintings, descriptive texts and several ancient papyri, scrolls made of paper fashioned from papyrus plants, which showed actual ground plans of royal tombs and described the contents of their chambers. Some of the dozens of rooms and storage areas of the royal tomb would have been outfitted with an array of objects: mummified food—dressed duck, haunches of mutton; jugs for beer and wine. For the king’s mummy had to have sustenance for eternity. There would have been hundreds of caskets packed with clothes of all sorts, and thousands of containers for precious oils, unguents and perfumes. There might have been a full armory of weapons—bows, arrows, harpoons, boomerangs, spears. And throughout would be countless little statues in wood, faience and gold, depicting the king in all his many forms, to serve as substitutes for him if anything went awry with his mummy. There would have been regiments of little wooden figures of servants—in Egyptian, shawabtis, “answerers”—to respond to his every request and fulfill his every need. And the eye would surely have been beguiled by gold—mountains, rivers, cascades of gold in leaf, plate, bulk.

The Amherst Papyrus, an important source, is quite explicit about the nature of the Holy of Holies. In the ancient drawing, five rectangles are to be seen around the sarcophagus. These signified, most probably, a series of gilded wooden shrines. Each one would have been carved or painted with thousands of texts warding off evils and describing the safe way through the Underworld.

On virtually every door, box, casket, and shrine a curious and powerful device would appear: the seal of the royal City of the Dead. A number of examples had previously been found. It is remarkable and beautiful in itself. It depicts the jackal Anubis, who is the god of embalming and the god of the valley itself, where even today living jackals abound. On the seal the jackal lies prone, stately, with his elegant long neck and pointed nose held at a majestic angle. Below him nine prisoners or slaves kneel, cruelly bound by their elbows, with their arms held so tightly back that it was a form of execution as well as bondage. The seal is unique to the valley and to the Eighteenth, Nineteenth and Twentieth Dynasties. No one knows exactly what it signified. But since Egyptians had always feared foreign powers, one can presume that the prisoners were intended to signify alien forces of any kind dominated, crushed, vanquished by the god of the eternal afterlife. If one were to find this seal on the outer doorway of a tomb, one could be sure that one might be about to experience the most awe-inspiring sight of all time—an intact royal tomb.

Carter would inform his listeners that one had a fairly good idea of what would be inside a royal sarcophagus. This information, too, had been culled from a variety of ancient writings. Most important among them was a poetic fragment from the Middle Kingdom referring to “the night devoted to oils and bandages when thou art reunited with the earth in the mummy case of gold with a head of pure lapis lazuli.” And, from the Nineteenth Dynasty, there was a startlingly fresh and human account of eight thieves which describes the royal mummy and its trappings. The names of some of these vandals are even known: the stonecutter Hapi, the artisan Iramne, the peasant Amenemkab, the water-carrier Kemmese and the Negro slave Ehenefer. They were apprehended during the reign of Ramesses IX and brought up on the charge of having desecrated a royal tomb. An almost full account of their trial has been preserved. It began, according to custom, by “beating the prisoners with a double rod, smiting their feet and their hands,” to assist their memories. They made full confession. The thieves had tunneled through the rock to the burial chamber and had found a king and a queen in their sarcophagi. The papyrus recounts that the thieves penetrated them all, opened their coffins and the coverings in which they lay, to discover the mummy of the “August King.” Amulets and ornaments of gold adorned its neck. The head of the King was covered with a mask of solid gold. The mummy was overlaid with coverings of gold and silver, inlaid with every costly stone and jewel. The thieves told how they stripped off the gold and all of the precious amulets and ornaments. After they had stripped the King they did the same to the Queen. And they told of setting fire to the linen wrappings. Not content with that, the thieves had stolen the furniture and all else they found there—vases of gold, silver and bronze. Finally they had left and had divided everything into eight parts.

What eventually happened to them is not known. But they were declared guilty and were removed to the house of detention until the Pharaoh Ramesses IX himself could determine their punishment, which, one can assume, was appropriately severe.

In the Nineteenth and Twentieth Dynasties this macabre and lugubrious testimony was repeated with increasing frequency. The tombs of the greatest kings of all—Seti I, Amenhotep III and Ramesses the Great—are mentioned in court records as having been defiled. In the Twentieth Dynasty all attempts to guard the sepulchers were abandoned. The guardians resorted to a curious expedient. They would pick up the mummies of the kings and drag them from sepulcher to sepulcher in a desperate effort to stay one step ahead of the robbers. Ramesses III was disturbed and reburied at least three times—and even Ramesses the Great was disinterred and buried at least once.

With the passing of the Twentieth Dynasty the history of the valley came to an end. Five hundred years had passed since Thutmose I and his architect Ineni had built his innovative little tomb. “Surely, in the whole world’s history,” Carter would say, “there is no small plot of ground that had half a millennium of more romantic story to tell.”

From that time onward the valley was deserted, spirit-haunted to the Egyptian. Its cavernous galleries, plundered, remained empty. The entrances to many of them, left open, became the home of living jackals, desert owls or colonies of bats. In the early Christian period, when thousands forsook the world and adopted the contemplative life, such a perfect spot as the valley did not pass unnoticed. In the second and fourth centuries A.D. a large colony of anchorites and hermits came into full possession. The open tombs were used as monk’s cells; in one case a chapel was constructed within the chambers.

And, as Carter would point out in concluding his intriguing tour, this final glimpse of the valley in ancient times presented a fascinating incongruity. For great luxury and kingly pride, rank poverty had been substituted. The “precious habitation of the Pharaoh has narrowed to a hermit’s cell.”



CHAPTER THREE

Forty Kings and the Thieves from Kurna

OVER THE YEARS, working with Sir Flinders Petrie and for the Service of Antiquities, Howard Carter had compiled extensive notes on the ancient history and records of the valley, and records of who had gone there in modern times. He kept careful track of every archaeological discovery, no matter how insignificant, and accounted for every king’s tomb or mummy that had been exposed. He began to believe, early in his career, that the valley had not given up all its secrets. He was convinced that earlier investigators had failed to examine it properly, owing to their unsystematic techniques. And Howard Carter revered system.

He had identified the earliest travelers and treasure seekers, where they had gone in the valley, what they had observed, and voraciously consumed their books and journals. He admired, for its extraordinary accuracy, the account of Richard Pococke, an English traveler who published a story of a visit to the valley in his A Description of the East in 1743. Pococke wrote of entering such tombs as were accessible in those days and mentioned fourteen in all. He started to make plans of a number of them, but was stopped from further researches because of the dangerous hordes of bandits which had taken over from the anchorites and the hermits. By the middle of the eighteenth century the valley had become an extremely dangerous place in which to linger. The bandits who dwelt in the village of Kurna, situated among the foothills leading to the valley, terrorized the entire countryside. No scientist interested in ancient Egypt could explore the valley in safety for long; as Carter was fond of pointing out, not even the magic of Napoleon’s name was a deterrent to the greedy and arrogant bandits of the Theban hills. The members of his scientific commission who visited Thebes in the last days of the century were molested and even fired upon. But Napoleon’s specialists, even under attack, had been able to make a complete survey of all the tombs then open, and their lists had been dissected by Howard Carter.

During his researches on the early visitors to the area, Carter, this orderly, precise, inwardly directed, retiring, yet tempestuous individual, became fascinated with one of the most flamboyant, undisciplined, picaresque and quarrelsome self-made adventurers in the history of Egyptian archaeology—or pure treasure hunting, for that is what it really was at the time. This man was Giovanni Belzoni, whom Carter would describe as “the most remarkable man in the whole history of Egyptology.” In his first volume on the tomb of Tutankhamun, Carter devoted more pages to him than to any other archaeologist, even his mentors Petrie and Newberry. Perhaps as a self-made man with humble origins he felt an invigorating kinship with Belzoni. He wrote:

In the early years of the century, a young Italian giant, Belzoni by name, was earning a precarious income in England by performing feats of strength at fairs and circuses. Born in Padua, of a respectable family of Roman extraction, he had been intended for the priesthood, but a roving disposition . . . had driven him to seek his fortune abroad. In the intervals of circus work Belzoni seems to have studied engineering, and in 1815 he thought he saw a chance of making his fortune by introducing into Egypt a hydraulic wheel which would, he claimed, do four times the work of the ordinary native appliance.

The wheel didn’t work; although Belzoni exuberantly claimed it a superior success, Mohammed Ali, the great leader of Egypt, refused to have anything to do with it, and Belzoni was stranded in Egypt without anything to do. But not for long; for he turned to “archaeology.”

Carter then touched on Belzoni’s early excavations. The Italian “archaeologist” had managed an introduction to the British consul general in Egypt and contracted with him to bring the “colossal Memnion bust” (Ramesses II, now in the British Museum) from Luxor to Alexandria. Belzoni had remained for half a decade, excavating throughout Egypt, assembling hoards of antiquities for the British consular officials and for himself. He contended with other excavators, arguing and quarreling. His chief rival was the archaeologist Drovetti, who was allied with the French consul and who detested anyone working for the British. And here one can pick up, not for the first time and, for Howard Carter, certainly not the last, reference in his publications to the Anglo–Gallic rivalry. Then Carter added: “Those were the great days of collecting. Anything to which a fancy was taken, from a scarab to an obelisk, was just appropriated, and if there was a difference of opinion with a brother excavator one laid for him with a gun.”

Giovanni Belzoni roamed Egypt, and his published diary—Narrative of the Operations and Recent Discoveries . . . in Egypt and Nubia (London, 1820)—was, to Howard Carter, one of the most intriguing pieces of literature on Egypt and early archaeology ever written. Carter used to regale his friends, over and over, with the incredible escapades of the restless, energetic Belzoni; how he dropped an obelisk weighing hundreds of tons into the Nile through a monumental miscalculation of engineering and then quickly “fished it out again.” Carter was greatly amused by the unending series of squabbles Belzoni managed to have with practically everyone he met. In this regard, too, Howard Carter must have felt a secret kinship with the outrageous Italian.

Carter studied with avid interest Belzoni’s account of his excavations in the Valley of the Kings. The Italian had been the first man in history to carry out large-scale investigations of the tombs. Apparently this “strong man,” who thought nothing of cranking off a barrage of rifle fire at anyone who stood in the way of his work, thoroughly cowed even the vicious bandits of the Theban hills and Kurna. Carter compiled a special list of the tombs Belzoni had found and the finds within them.

Carter gave effusive credit to Belzoni for the highly systematic manner in which he had carried out his work, and admired the lavish scale of his undertakings—hundreds of fellahin laboring often seven days a week. Carter admitted, however, that there were incidents that were shocking in terms of modern excavating. Particularly bizarre was Belzoni’s favorite technique of dealing with the sealed doors of tombs: he simply slammed right through with battering rams. Yet, when examined in its entirety, Belzoni’s accomplishments were to Carter extraordinarily good.

Carter was particularly intrigued by the fact that Belzoni, like all others who followed him in succeeding years in the valley, was convinced that he had totally investigated the area.

It is my firm opinion [Belzoni wrote in his Narrative] that in the Valley of Beban el Malook there are no more [tombs] than are now known, in consequence of my late discoveries; for, previously to my quitting that place, I exerted all my humble abilities in endeavouring to find another tomb, but could not succeed, and what is still a greater proof, independent of my own research, after I quitted the place, Mr. Salt, the British Consul, resided there for four months and laboured in like manner in vain to find another.

For twenty years after Belzoni had departed the valley in 1819, it was plumbed by literally dozens of real scientists, would-be scientists and treasure seekers. Carter absorbed every single one of the accounts. Every time someone had stated that the valley was finished, Carter made a note of it. In 1844, one of the greatest archaeologists of all time, the German Karl Richard Lepsius, did extensive work, and since all others believed that the meticulous scholar had finally unearthed the last bits and pieces, no other work of any serious nature was carried on.

Then in 1875 the most curious discoveries of all took place—not in the valley, but just on its edge in the cliffs at Deir al-Bahri. There a family of professional tomb robbers from the village of Kurna by the name of Abd-al-Rasul discovered a cleft filled with treasure. The village of Kurna may have the distinction of possessing the longest-lasting tradition of high thievery of any human habitation in world history. The citizenry of that place had become adept thieves as early as the thirteenth century B.C. and had carried on highly successful thefts right down to 1875 and beyond—more than three thousand years of the pilfering trade! A member of the Abd-al-Rasul clan had found a rock-cut chamber in the cliffs containing the mummies of no fewer than forty kings of the Eighteenth through the Twenty-first Dynasties who had been gathered up throughout the valley and put away in one common chamber in a last frantic attempt to foil the thieves of antiquity.

The leader of the Abd-al-Rasul family, seeing that the treasure was unprecedented, swore all members to secrecy. He drew upon the breathtaking jewelry, gold amulets and ornaments found within the wrappings of the royal mummies like the contents of a savings bank—only when the clan was in pressing need of cash. Eventually greed got the best of him. And soon the authorities began to see exceedingly rich and diverse royal discoveries coming on the antika market. Sooner or later these objects were traced to the Kurna vicinity and thereupon by a cool trail to the Abd-al-Rasul family.

It was virtually impossible to find factual evidence or proof of any discovery. The eldest member of the clan was apprehended and examined by the governor of the province of Kena, a certain Daoud Pasha. The patriarch fulsomely denied any knowledge of ancient treasure. All the citizens of Kurna flocked to the defense of the Abd-al-Rasul family, its chieftain and the community as a whole, proclaiming self-righteously the integrity and the honesty of everyone. In time the leader of the Abd-al-Rasul family was released for lack of hard evidence, but his questioning by the unrelenting Daoud Pasha appears to have unsettled him.

Daoud had a unique system of examination; he simply riveted the suspect with a pair of the coldest and most malevolent eyes in the interrogation business. One of Carter’s workmen who had been a chief in his youth had once been dragged before him. Daoud was sitting up to his neck in a large jar filled with water. To see only a great bullet head cut off by the water, and a pair of cruel black eyes, was upsetting right at the start. Then, as Carter described the scene:

. . . from this unconventional seat of judgment the Mudir had looked at him—just looked at him—“and as his eyes went through me I felt my bones turning to water within me . . . Then very quietly he said to me: this is the first time you have appeared before me. You are dismissed, but—be very, very careful that you do not appear a second time, and I was so terrified that I changed my trade and never did.”

Not too long after this episode the unique mudir gazed at one of the members of the Abd-al-Rasul family, who made a full confession and led the authorities to the ancient chamber in the cliff. There, bunched together in a rude, shallow grave, lay, tattered but intact just the same, the remains of the most powerful monarchs of ancient Egypt. They had lain in a sort of involuntary royal conclave ever since the priests had secretly and in desperation plucked them from their own half-plundered sanctuaries. On their wooden coffins (the rich trappings had long since been stolen) and on the linen wrappings on the mummies themselves, the priests had composed a precise travelogue of their wanderings. Some of the kings had been rewrapped several times in the course of their peregrinations, yet each king was specifically identified, a point of particular interest to Carter, who many years later retained the knowledge of just who was still missing in the royal succession.

The mummies were gathered up by the officials from Antiquities and the tomb was cleared in just two days—an unbelievable haste for archaeological material of such magnitude. The earthly remains were loaded onto a barge belonging to the museum and in a week arrived in Cairo. As the barge floated down the Nile the men in villages on the river banks fired guns as they would do for a modern funeral, while bands of women walked slowly, tearing their hair and giving forth that distinctive Arab high, ululating cry—a form of lamentation that had no doubt been passed down directly from ancient times.

This phenomenal discovery convinced all historians of ancient Egypt that this time the valley really had been exhausted. After all, fifty or more individuals had excavated it since the eighteenth century—some more seriously and vigorously than others, but it had been probed well nevertheless. What foreign archaeologists and savants had not found in modern times, no doubt the villagers at Kurna probably had.
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