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The possibility of sea trade between Mesopotamia and Egypt
during the late pre-dynastic period

P. B. Adamson - Knaresborough {(England)

[The author discusses in this article the possibility of a maritime trade route between Mesopotamia and Egypt,
from the Persian Gulf to a port on the Egyptian shore of the Red Sea, from the period of Nagada II (c. 3400 B.C.)
onwards. Goods would then be taken into Upper Egypt via Wadi Hammadmat].

The Naqada I people of Egypt (c. 2800 BC) had definite but tenuous connections with the Persian
Gulf and the southern coast of Arabia, as shown by similar types of painted vases having been found at
Bandar-Bushire and Old Harmuz', and, even further afield, from the lapis-lazuli mines of Afghanistan®.
Although the majority of trading goods probably came into Egypt overland via Palestine and the Nile
Delta’, it was possible that some trade goods were shipped directly on the river Nile down from ports in
the Red Sea.

By the time of the Naqada IT people (c. 3400 BC), villages were later established in the neighbour-
hood of the Wadi Hammamit, strongly suggesting that this was their main port of entry into Egypt".
However, it is not known where these peoples came from, and the indications may be that they may have
invaded from Nubia?.

Ships with paddles certainly were in use at this period of history®, being employed for religious and
trading purposes within the confines of riverine ports. There is evidence of contact with S.W. Asia, partic-
ularly with those of southern Mesopotamia. It is known that some of these artefacts may have entered via
the Delta, although we have little evidence that trading took place from the overland route of Sinai’.
Mesopotamian influences concerning ships, cylinder seals and other artistic motifs, began to influence
areas of Upper Egypt, but the Delta area was later included in this culture®. This suggests that at least
some of these influences may have come by the Wadi Hammamat, but all such influences ended by the
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time of the early years of dynasty I (c. 3200 BC), being equivalent to the Jamdat Nasr or the late Proto-
literate period in Mesopotamia. The reason for this cessation of trade may be due to the direct irade from
the North by the more secure overland route®.

The possibility of sailing between the Persian Guilf and the Red Sea, via the southern coast of
Arabia, needs to be examined more closely; and should be considered in the sight of historical events in
Egyptian history.

The ship

Reed boats were in use both in Egypt and in Mesopotamia before wooden ships had been built; they
were propelled by oars, but the sail was certainly used in the late Nagada Il period’’. The ships repre-
sented on the handle of the Gebel el-Arak xnife-handle and those of predynastic rock drawings of ships,
also found in Upper Egypt'!, are similar to those from sources in Mesopotamia of the late Uruk period,
and are similar to representations on early Sumerian cylinder seals'?. The reed boats did not have sails for
use on canals or rivers in Mesopotamia, but it had been noted previously that sails were occasionally used
for coastal voyages'®. These vessels were characterised by having high bows and sterns, and the boat was
steered by an oar. The Pyramid Texts of dynasty VI (c. 2400-2200 BC) mention a journey by reed boat to
the distant horizon of the sky'. Quite clearly, this was considered to be a long voyage so that sails might
have been used. Thus, the reed boat was already capable of making long journeys safely, even as early as
the latter part of the third millenium.

The reed boat was highly valued for short voyages throughout the seas, and this type of ship was still
in use during early Christian times'*. Reed boats have proved themselves to be seaworthy for long periods
at sea and could readily survive adverse sailing conditions's. Futhermore, this type of ship was easy to
manage, gave a good, profitable cargo for the sailors, and could sail closely to the wind, and was capable of
carrying food and water for a relatively large crew, thus needing no replacements from land. It should be
noted, that all artefacts of Egypt associated with Mesopotamia were of small size and easily transportable
as personal possessions.

By the late Sumerian period, the largest cargo vessel was only about 11 tonnes'’, having a limited
capacity for the crew and their supplies of food and water. It would have been difficult to provide for a
lengthy sea voyage and would have needed frequent supplies en route's. Tt was customary to !and and
sleep under guard every night, because sailing by night was considered 1o be too dangerous'®. Apart from
hostile natives, food and water were usually scarce and voyagers had to be armed against surprise attacks
from
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the inhabitants on shore®™, Wooden ships with a keel and mast were not so easily manoeverable. Sailors
had to keep close to land, keeping the shores in sight by visual contact with the coast, thus providing a
dangerous lee shore for the unwidely vessels.

The port of entry into Egypt

Although the port of entry is still debatable, it is likely that El Quseir, near Koptos, is the most
pobable for trading goods?'. Numerous Naqada II artefacts have been discovered in the neighbourhood of
the Wadi Hammamat?™ and this Wadi gave access to several village sites near the Nile in Upper Egypt. El
Quseir was an unsheltered but deep anchorage, providing reasonable trading facilities along the African
coast. There were better harbours and watering facilities along the Arabian and African coasts, but they
were 0o isolated for trading purposes®. El Quseir remained in use by the Egyptians until after the reign of
Mentuhotep III of dynasty X1 (¢, 2000 BC). Afterwards, the port of entry into Egypt was situated further
north at Sawu (Safaga)™, at the end of Wadi el Gasus, which terminated near Koptos, lying near the
Nilotic end of Wadi Hammamiit. Safaga was a sheltered anchorage, having good watering facilities and
capable of unloading large cargo ships.

The sea route

The long coast-line of southern Arabia, exposed to dangerous winds, tides and currents, made
hazardous sailing for all types of vessel, expecially the clumsy, unwieldy ancient merchant ships®. There
were very few safe anchorages for food and water on this coast®. Inside the Persian Gulf, sailing condi-
tions were much easier; the area was known to merchant traders from the reign of Sargon of Agade {c.
2350 BC), if not much earlier’. The journey along the Red Sea was less hazardous than that of the whole
of the Arabian coast, since numerous places for food and water were found along the Egyptian and eastern
Arabian coasts.

The voyage from the Persian Gulf to the Bab ad Mendab straits, near Aden, is ¢. 1420 sea-miles, and
thence up the Red Sea to El Quseir is a further 1200 sea-miles. A wooden ship under favourable monsoon
conditions would be capable of 3-4 knots, so that the total sailing-time for the voyage would be 66-71
sailing-days, without allowing for adverse weather conditions for replenishment of water and food. It is
most unlikely that merchants would have been able to survive the barren, dangerous coast-line, and the
sailors could with difficulty have plotted their course under such hazardous conditions.

On the other hand, reed boats under sail could travel at 2-3 knots®, taking about 30-20 days during
the NE monscon, The boat would be sailing for 24 hours daily with a following wind and under visual
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sight of land, keeping a close watch for dangerous rocks and shoals. The period at sea was within the time
of weathering from sea water; it was well within the period of similar reed boats used by Heyerdahf®®. The
further journey from the African coast up to the Red Sea to El Quseir may have taken another 35-17 days,
thus allowing for replenishment of food and water and for repairing the reed boats™. The inhabitants of
East Africa had a good reputation for sailors and merchants®'.

The trade of merchants

The absence of trade westwards is rather surprising, but merchant-adventurers may have been lured
by the quest for gold. Egypt was a potent source of gold®, and it is noticeable how the sources of gold are
never clearly described in the history®. In particular, the Ur III gold ornaments®, the gold-mines of
eastern Egypt®, and the voyages of Solomon to Ophir®, have become known although they were well
documented historically. We know that the desert troglodytes were sailors and had a flourishing trade in
the time of Sesostris I {c. 1951 BC) with more than twenty vessels voyaging to India’. They lived on the
western Egyptian shores of the Red Sea, and traded in gold38. They were also in the hinterland of Punt and
had a coastal trade with the Egyptians in the dynasty X VI, Sesostris I actually invaded the country of
the troglodytes, thus demonstrating his naval supremacy?. Furthermore, troglodytes produced gold dust
and nuggets for trade in the Arabian Gulf*'. Tt appears that the Egyptian kings had strict security over the
gold-mines, and we know that the pharaoh gave considerable quantities of gold for the temples which

2

were endowed with golden ornaments*2. These products were not usually given an undue prominence in
tablets, although the goldsmith was a skilled artist®?, probably working under the eye of the ruler.

Tt is hardly surprising that strict secrecy was to be preserved in all their profitable trading ventures.
The voyage was so profitable that trading returns were well worth the risk, and the weight of the goods was
so profitable. It does, however, assume {hat the monsoon was known to the sailors, which may have
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indeed been known from that part of the homeland of India towards Mesopotamia®’, and possibly from
the time of Hatshepsut (dynasty XVIII) in her expeditions to Punt®’,
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