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INTRODUCTION

Our early forefathers lived as hunters and food-gatherers.
The search for herbs, nuts, wild fruit and berries, which
ripened at different times in different places, kept them
constantly on the move. So did the seasonal migrations of
the wild animals on which they relied for meat. It was
impossible for them to build permanent dwellings and
live in one place. From time to time they might return to
stay for a few days in some familiar cave, but more often
they slept under the stars.

At various times in various parts of the world, some of
them discovered how to keep flocks and herds, so that
meat was always ready to hand. Others learned how to
sow and reap grain, storing it to make bread. Such people
could build villages and settle down, And, having settled,
they found time for other things besides just getting
enough to eat. Slowly they learned countless arts and
crafts, and discovered ways of constructing roads, bridges,
temples and palaces. They drew up systems of laws,
founded religions, and groped their way towards the
beginning of the sciences.

The solution they found to their problems varied
widely from place to place, giving rise to many different
and fascinating civilisations. Each made some special
contribution to the way we live today.
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Bust of Neferiti,
Egyptian gqueen of
over 3300 years ago

THE EGYPTIANS

In the north-east corner of Africa lies the
land of Egypt. Most of it is hot, barren desert,
but through it flows the mighty River Nile,
which rises in wet lands far to the south.
Regularly each year, swollen by heavy tropi-
cal rains near its source, the great river over-
flows its banks and spreads its waters over the
parched Egyptian valley. The flood reaches
Egypt in June, and by October it has gone
down once more, leaving a laver of dark,
fertile mud on either side of the river.

Very early farmers had no artificial fer-
tilizers and knew little about the use of
natural manure in agriculture; but in this
rich mud, renewed wvear after vear, they
could grow abundant crops without ever
exhausting the soil. In the surrounding deser!
people had to spread out thinly and keep on
the move to find a bare living. Beside the
Nile, where farming flourished, they lived
together in large numbers and built per-
manent villages and towns. What is more,

growing food did not keep people occupied
at all seasons, for seed sown in the October
mud brought forth harvests within a few
months. Everybody had some time to spare
for other activities, and a few could devote
all their energies to specialised work. So it
came about that along the banks of the Nile,
within a kind of oasis only a few miles wide
but over so0 miles long, one of the greatest
of ancient civilisations gradually grew up. It
was firmly established more than 5000 years
ago, and its greatness had hardly lessened by
the time of the Greeks and Romans, nearly
g000 vears later,

The Egyptians were well aware that their
civilisation depended on the Nile, They wor-
shipped it, and sang of the annual floods as
“the waters of renewal, the waters of life.”
Indeed, Herodotus, the Greek historian who
visited Egypt in the fifth century B.C., tells
us that the people called their land “The
Gift of the Nile.™

However, the river brought problems as
well as blessings. The most valuable prop-
erty men possessed was their fields, and it
was on the produce of those fields that they
were taxed. But flooding often washed away
boundary marks. So to keep property intact
and levy taxes fairly, the Egyptians had to
organise regular land survevs and replace
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boundaries correctly. When the floods were
very high, there was danger to homes and
barns; when they were low, it would have
been disastrous to let the water low onward
to the sea without watering as much of the
land as possible. For these reasons it was
necessary to raise dikes and cut irrigation
canals. Finally, there were occasional Vears
when the floods almost failed, greatly re-
ducing the next year’s crop yields. Means of
storing food, and where possible preserving
it, therefore had to be found as a saleguard
against the risk of famine,

Surveying, flood control, irrigation, and
large-scale food storage were tasks beyond
the ability of small groups. They could’ be
accomplished only by very large numbers of
people working in co-operation and accept-
ing some central anthority to organise their
efforts. It is no wonder, therefore, that by the
time Egypt first figured in recorded history it
was already organised into two kingdoms. In
the north, around the Nile Delta, was the
Kingdom of Lower Egypt, consisting of
twenty - small provinces, called nomes.
Stretching southward along the Nile Valley,
roughly to where the Aswan Dam now
stands, was the Kingdom of Upper Egypt,
made up of twenty-two nomes. Among the
main towns of Lower Egypt were Sais and
Memphis; among those of Upper Egypt
were Thebes and Philae.

At some time around 2900 B.C. the two
kingdoms were joined together by the semi-
legendary King Menes, and after him no
fewer than thirty dynasties of monarchs —
the pharoahs - reigned over a united Egypt.

Maoulding bricks from clay.
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The last one was Queen Cleopatra, who com-
mitted suicide in 30 B.C. rather than let her-
self be captured by Roman conquerors.

The span of time between Menes and
Cleopatra was three times as long as that be-
tween William the Conqueror and ourselves,
so conditions in Egypt naturally did not re-
main exactly the same throughout. But the
changes were surprisingly few, and on the
whole they were slow to take place. So many
things that are true about life under the early
pharaohs are also true about life under the
late ones,

We can judge how high the pharachs
stood above their subjects by the size of the
pyramids that served as their tombs. The
oldest one, built at Sakkarah soon after 2900
B.C., was designed by the world’s first known
architect, Imhotep, for the pharach Djoser.
When new, it was almost certainly the largest
building on earth. But within two centuries
it was dwarfed by the three great pyramids
near Gizeh, built to hold the remains of three
of his successors. The Pyramid of King
Khufu {or Cheops) is shown on page 15.
Apart from a few chambers and passages it
is solid. It consists of more than two million
blocks of stone, averaging over two tons in
weight, and covers an area of thirteen acres.

In an age when the only “machines” were
rollers and levers, the time, effort and cost re-
quired to erect such a building are almost
beyond imagining. Yet one circumstance ex-
plains why the Egyptians thought it worth-
while. To them the pharach was a god, who
would live on in the afterworld to all eternity,
His hody, careflully embalmed and then




An Egyptian princess wearing
traditional dress

mummified, together with many of his
prized possessions, must therefore be pre-
served as long and as safely as possible, no
matter what the cost.

Yet in time the cost of building gigantic
stone pyramids did become too great for the
Egyptians. Many more pyramids were built
after 2500 B.C., but they were all far smaller.
and most of them were built of bricks. In all
these royal tombs, great or small, the rich
possessions of the pharaohs were buried with
them. But neither the strength of the walls
nor fear of the gods could keep robbers out
forever. Over the centuries nearly every
pyramid was plundered. Modern archae-
ologists have therefore found only a small
fraction of those treasures of long ago. Yet
even that fraction is beyond price, and tells
us an immense amount about the people of
ancient Egvpt — how they were governed,

Gold clasp and beetle-shaped
brooch (scarab) in turquoise.

A pharaoh beanng the rayal
insignia — crook and flail.

how they worked, what crafts they practised.

The pharaoh, besides being a god and
guardian of the religion of the land, was the
supreme judge, and commander of the army
in time of war. In his palace, and also on his
travels, he was attended by nobles, officials,
guards, and a host of personal servants.
Second in power to him was his right-hand
man, responsible for hearing serious com-
plaints, controlling the exchequer, receiving
important foreign visitors and provincial
governors, and ensuring that every royal
command was carried out. The Old Testa-
ment reports how one pharach installed

Joseph the Dreamer in this high office.

“*Pharaoch said unto Joseph . . . “Thou shalt
be over my house, and according unto thy
word shall all my people be ruled: only in the
throne will 1 be greater than thou.’”

Other nobles were provincial governors
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