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About the Book

For many of us the history of Africa is, at best, vague. We might think of Egyptian pyramids, legendary queens and Zulu warriors. The truth is of course much more diverse, creative and culturally rich. In The Lost Kingdoms of Africa, Gus Casely-Hayford takes us on a fascinating journey through the history of this remarkable continent. We will encounter archaeological sites of staggering beauty that rival the Great Wall of China, vast and ancient universities that pre-date Oxford and Cambridge, kingdoms of extraordinary wealth, artistic traditions that still inspire artists today, great religious sites that surpass the Vatican, and a country with more pyramids than Egypt.

In recent years, new archaeological and anthropological research has opened up the study of African history in ways previously unimaginable. Long-lost kingdoms are being brought back to life. Civilizations that had faded into myth are revealing their secrets. Using this latest research, Gus Casely-Hayford is able to tell the story of Africa’s major kingdoms in an entirely new, colourful and richly informed way.

Accompanying a major BBC series, The Lost Kingdoms of Africa is both a major addition to our understanding of this oft-overlooked history and a genuine source of delight and wonder.
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Under the veranda of the Oba’s Palace: detail of Benin Bronze. (Drawn by Gus Casely-Hayford)



Introduction

There is a wooden bench in the basement of the British Museum. It is not a particularly comfortable spot to spend any length of time. The seat is low and hard so joints have to adopt awkward angles to compensate. But I somehow find myself returning there, to sit, to reflect, to be; but mostly just to look. I return to the spot to be among the Benin Bronzes and the Ife heads, a room’s worth of mysterious and controversial figurative brass plaques and busts that have intrigued and troubled generations of Western historians, anthropologists and ethnographers. Over the years I have felt a growing closeness and familiarity with these pieces. Like so many other African objects in Western museum collections, they exude a confident beauty. But there are aspects of their histories, their original use and context, that are frustratingly and enduringly obscure.

Mystery can be an important component of beauty, but ancient African history is an area of cultural studies with a suffocating surfeit of unknowns. A lack of knowledge, a dearth of evidence, of corroboration, have choked the subject, in some areas threatening the integrity of meaningful study. Beyond the unquestionable aesthetic merit of the Ife heads, there is plainly a great deal more to these objects; layers of narrative and context that have for the most part been lost. And while sitting on a bench filling the void with romantic interpretation can be thrilling, frustration at being left with both profound and basic questions about such iconic objects remains.

So I return to this bench to replay a mute discussion with the bronzes and Ife heads. I ask the same questions on every visit, questions posed by generations of historians to so much African material culture: why, when, how, and who? Over the years I have felt those big ambitious queries slipping to the status of moot rhetorical incantation. But perhaps things have begun to change. I believe that we have reached a defining moment in our understanding of African history. There are burgeoning innovations in thinking that will allow different histories to be constructed. New technologies and perspectives are being brought to bear in pursuit of a more profound, perhaps more sensitive understanding of the early history and ancient civilizations of Africa.

I began my relationship with the Benin Bronzes and Ife heads during the summer of 1976. I was still at school but I had already developed a voracious appetite for African culture and colonial history. It was a period when a pioneering generation of post-colonial historians, academics who sought to redefine history free from the lens of imperialism, were still the intellectual custodians of the subject. They wrote for the most part, with profound disappointment, of the shattered dreams and unfulfilled promise of a broken continent. But beyond new theories of history, Africa’s material culture was different. Artefacts from ancient artistic traditions stood out as tantalizing glimpses into the past. I can remember reading about the Ife heads as glorious enigmatic objects of such beguiling, startling beauty that they could almost overcome the contextual void that surrounds them by speaking to us directly. So I set out to the British Museum to see them.

It was a gloriously hot summer and I felt every degree of that heat as I squirmed back down the steps beneath the portico of the British Museum following a short and unsuccessful visit. I had been told at the information desk that Africa, Asia and other material culture of the former colonies was not held at the Great Russell Street site; objects like the bronzes were housed in the Museum of Mankind. When I asked why the bronzes were not side by side with the other great cultures, I was informed that in a dedicated building there was more space to explore their particular complexity. Even at twelve I was not convinced – why was Egypt then exhibited in the British Museum just as part of the Western canon?

As I wandered around the Africa collection at the Museum of Mankind and eventually found the bronzes, I began to understand for the first time the role of a curator and a historian. The story of mute objects could be profoundly important to the living. In the absence of evidence, interpretations of these ancient things could become corrupted and contentious. Mystery, while romantic, could also offer cover to tainted perspectives and bad history. How could we sort the truth from the monstrous black hole of unknowns that threatened to engulf the subject?

Standing among the bronzes, I became overwhelmed by a feeling of cultural disorientation. I had come in search of a story in which I could see something familiar, but I was left with a range of questions. It felt personal. I was reminded of the emotional confusion I’d felt while going through my father’s belongings after his death. On the top of a wardrobe I’d found an old suitcase; inside was a small box and two old rolls of cloth that smelt of petroleum jelly, paraffin and palm oil. I opened the box, and inside were dozens of letters and photographs of people unknown to me. I looked at each picture, each one an enigma. I tried to read each image as an artefact, as a piece of archaeology. Each tear and wallet-crease, the smell, the traces of termite and foxing, and an inscription on the back were all potential clues, but like the figures in the bronzes, they seemed to say very little. Strangely, rather than making me feel closer to anything or anyone, I felt distanced. In the same way, my physical closeness to the bronzes only made more stark the distance and barriers that obscure these objects. Up close you could sense that someone had laboured to make them, finessed and refined the metal to tell a particular story, but why, when, how, and who? I wanted to give back to the objects something of their story, their context, their due respect. While I felt frustrated, I also felt an unwarranted emotional connection to these things. We had both lost histories.

Two years later, as soon as I was able, I made my first trip to Africa, to Cape Coast in Ghana, to the home of my father’s family. I wanted to visit the house where my father grew up. I wanted to begin to understand my history, my own archaeology, to really feel part of the culture of a place. I was surprised how easy it was to start such a journey. After just twenty-four hours of travel I arrived in fading light at the side door of a crumbling house set a few streets back from the frothing, fluorescing 20-foot breakers on the Atlantic Ocean.

It was not what I’d expected. As I approached the house, a spider’s web stretched and collapsed over my face, and bits of shattered stucco crunched underfoot. My pupils tried to suck in the last vestiges of light, but the day was gone. Daunted but excited, I made my way inside. I could hear my great uncle running his hand around the doorframe, feeling for the light-switch. Even in the pitch-black I could sense it was a small room with a low ceiling. Camouflaged under the heavy tang of paraffin was a subtle secondary odour – palm oil and petroleum jelly. In different proportions I knew that particular combination of smells. I’d first breathed in that distinctive mixture when my Ghanaian aunts came to visit my family in South London. They would arrive with cases full of cloth and yam. They would lay out a length of keta or a fragment of one-hundred-year-old silk kente and tell us its life story. Roll after roll of cloth would be unravelled, each with its own biography, and then each length of material would be carefully packed away, leaving the house smelling of paraffin, palm oil and petroleum jelly. Standing in the darkness, I thought what a sad and unpleasant smell it was.

In the next few moments a number of things began to come clear to me for the first time. Firstly, history is not a singular thing. There are many kinds of history. Yes, history could be a list of corroborative dates and facts, but it could also be the ebb and flow of narrative between the dates and facts, the shadow thrown by an object on to the culture that created it, the ripples of ancient tradition still present in modern thinking. Yes, we could bring new technologies to bear in our pursuit of chronological histories, but there had also to be an empathy and understanding to build connection and story. We sometimes needed to allow ourselves to walk into the collapsed web of subtle possibilities of what history could be.

I already knew something of that kind of history. For my family, like many from Ghana, objects have always been part of our shared narrative. Growing up, cloth was a fluid medium that carried our changing story. The narrative that cloth wove around us was not a series of individual stories, it wasn’t simply shared sentiment or nostalgia, it had a kind of objectivity. It gave us a frame for our communal history. They were more than records. What they gave us was a form of corroborative testimony. Scraps of magenta-dyed hand-spun silk created a framework for particular oral histories; as our story changed so too could the cloth be altered.

For many West Africans even ephemeral cloth could be the perfect vessel to carry a community’s conjoined consciousness. The very fragility and portability of fabric served as a physical metaphor for the frailty and ever-changing nature of the family narrative. Cloth could and still can be incomparably important; in the right hands, each mark and tear can be read as an indication of some defining communal incident. A piece of kpokpo funeral cloth, its weft-face faded from lying on a dozen family coffins, was more than an archaeological remnant of a family’s mourning processes; one could smell in its fibre a meal cooked in palm oil a generation ago, see on its surface where pearly globules of candle wax had spilt when the cloth was new, trapping the intensity of fresh cobalt blue for ever. The cloth had written into its fabric the collected forensic evidence of family life. It reminded us of our part-Nigerian ancestry; its fabric gave focus and coherence to the lives of people united by blood but separated by geography and death. And thinking back to the day when I looked through my father’s things, I could now understand how objects could grow to become impotent, how neglect and isolation could destroy meaning.

I heard my great-uncle say something under his breath, then the room filled with a flickering violet neon light. What happened next made me want to become an historian. He walked over to an old dresser, knelt down, opened a drawer and carefully pulled out a bundle of deep indigo-coloured cloth. He shook the fabric and let it unravel over his knees. Appliquéd to the surface was a multi-breasted figure suckling several silhouettes of soldiers, beneath a monochrome Union Jack. The material was old, the appliqué was wrinkled and worn. It was an Asafo flag. Then he began to speak.

Two centuries before Daguerre and Fox Talbot pioneered photography these objects held the record of the lives of thousands of people who lived on the coast of Ghana. Asafo flags were once used to mark out companies within armies on the battlefield and so their history was deeply tied into many of the complex political machinations along the coast. Part-traditional African military machine, part-European army, the Asafo company system was identified by its powerful flag-making conventions; traditions that had been learned from the European military, and adapted to fulfil local needs. Although the flags could be classified as weaponry, they were – powerfully, struttingly – objects of art. It was only through combining and distilling myths, layering history into folktales, and humour into personal testimony, that the correct image could be chosen. Like football chants that are created to exclude, to privilege an elite few with clever puns and clandestine codes, these flags are considered a dynamic form of people’s art.

At the core of Asafo ideology is a philosophy of continuity. The Asafo rely upon a central notion of an enduring genealogical and cultural continuity. Not only do Asafo companies pass on their history through oral testimony, they also create material metaphors for the passage of time. As a family, which is at heart an army unit, they are never allowed to forget the ephemerality of life. And so most Asafo communities have become extremely active in putting down physical markers that can more readily defy the corrosive power of time.

These markers are not time slices, they are not created to preserve in temporal aspic what they depict or the epoch of their creation, they are constantly open to re-negotiation; their meaning is constantly in flux. A flag designed to represent a particular moment in history could grow to represent periods of great duration. A flag that depicts a particular victory might become, through use, a flag of a victorious people. And the fact that the vessel for this narrative is so fragile, so ubiquitous and so portable makes it all the more powerful. And so flag-making has become a very important, highly guarded skill that is passed down within families and veiled from the broader community with great secrecy.

The Asafo flags showed one way in which material culture could bind and anchor a community; how it could become the basis for its history, its jurisprudence, its myths and morality was a revelation. But almost the only substantial things that can withstand the constant assault of the African environment are objects made from stone and metal – objects such as the bronzes in the British Museum. And the ancient history of African stone and metal is for the most part the story of an elite. Most ancient organically constituted material culture and bio-degradable archaeology has disintegrated, taking with it these stories of ordinary people and leaving historians fighting to resist the temptation to overstate the importance of what is left behind. Even while my great-uncle spoke I began to ponder how we might give back to pre-colonial African history some of this kind of contextualization. How could we build some of this subtle, beautiful complexity back into Africa’s early history? Might it be possible to reconstruct some of the texture and tone around the surviving material culture, or begin to profoundly reconsider the archaeology and re-imagine ancient sites?

The Asafo flags tell the story of the colonial period, but were there equivalents for the truly ancient sites? There are a few places, such as the confluence of the Limpopo and Shashe rivers that divide Botswana and Zimbabwe, where a constellation of archaeological sites tell the stories of both the humble hunting communities and the powerful trading aristocrats. In such places we can do that rare thing: mine the ancient archaeology and the fragile remnants of a current anthropology to help us build a picture of a region in ancient times. This is not just the story of the powerful, the people who built this region of southern Africa a thousand years ago, it is also about the diverse social ecologies these sites supported in the surrounding countryside. But this is a rare thing. My big question was this: how could we extend that kind of connection to build complex, rich histories and augment our understanding of the Lost Kingdoms of Africa?

In the years since my first visit to Africa the disciplines of African history and archaeology have significantly changed. New technologies and theoretical approaches have emerged to fulfil the intellectual demands of post-colonial, post-Cold War, post-apartheid and post-modern generations. Each monumental change in Africa’s fortunes has thrown up a new cohort of ambitious academics, and across the African continent a number of universities and research institutes have emerged, offering their own specialist historians and archaeologists the opportunity to write new histories undaunted by long-accepted constraints. In many instances local knowledge and empathy have informed their work, the customs and practices of contemporary Africa helping to reveal the ancient history more clearly than ever before.

This book is a record of a series of journeys I made across the continent looking for Africa’s ancient past in the archaeology, the material culture and the lives of contemporary Africans. It was a trip that offered me the chance to reconsider what I knew about some of the most well-known ancient African civilizations and to test and corroborate some of the most innovative current archaeological thinking. I spoke to the brightest and sometimes the most radical specialist academics, visited sites, consulted the custodians of the traditional histories and engaged in traditional practices. I travelled on the ancient trade routes and walked the paths of pilgrims to find my way back to what remains of great civilizations. The culmination of each journey was a drawing together of new and ancient knowledge, I hope helping to move us a little closer to the Lost Kingdoms of Africa.

The particular challenges of considering a whole continent’s archaeology can be testing. The logistics of travel on a continent that makes up a quarter of the world’s landmass but which is in many areas sparsely populated and under extreme ecological stress did on occasion make me baulk. Climate change and migration mean that the archaeology of many of the ancient civilizations is now scattered in some extremely remote locations where the lack of physical infrastructure can make research and excavation very tough. But the rewards were many: the relationships I built, the awe-inspiring natural beauty I encountered, the variety and quality of the living traditions I saw, and, of course, the astounding history. And this is history on a monumental scale. The length of the timeline to be considered and the richness of the evidence are daunting: five millennia of archaeology – the oldest human remains, the earliest pottery, the most ancient rock paintings. It often felt as if history was bursting up through the earth everywhere, virgin archaeology in an almost unique abundance. The variety and quality of finds make Africa the rival of any other continent.

Over the course of two years I travelled the equivalent of two circuits of the globe on Africa’s roads, working with dedicated crews in each of the countries, men and women who know the continent’s history better than anyone else. Even so, together we barely grazed the surface of this vast, beautiful continent’s history. But I am proud of this handful of histories. They offer a vivid sense of the sophistication, complexity and diversity of pre-colonial and ancient Africa, and the contemporary echoes of that past.

I began my journey in Sudan. Although I did not go to Egypt, I took time on the next leg of the trip to look at ancient Egypt from the perspective of their southern neighbours, partners, conquerors and slaves, the Nubians. Travelling through Sudan prior to South Sudan’s secession in July 2011, I unravelled an enthralling story charting the rise and fall of one of the great African farming empires, set against some of the most spectacular landscapes on earth.

Ethiopia, the location of my second quest, is a place that claims to be the home of Christianity, where some of the earliest Christian traditions originated. Spread across this huge and glorious country, and still very much in use, are churches and temples that seem to corroborate claimed links to King Solomon, the Queen of Sheba and the Ark of the Covenant. This is a country that invites one to enquire into that ancient past, to tease out where history becomes myth and religion.

And then I travelled on down through the Great Lakes of Uganda, researching the devastating rivalry of the once struttingly confident Buganda and Bunyoro kingdoms and discovering the spell-binding story of how the maintenance of tradition ultimately led to bitter division.

In Tanzania I retraced the pre-colonial gold trade routes down across Mozambique from Africa’s oldest ports into South Africa and finally to Great Zimbabwe, at each stage trying to tease out how they both influenced and were changed by their trading partners. In Great Zimbabwe I tried to unpick the enigma of that great civilization. In South Africa I went in search of the legendary Shaka, king of the Zulu. To some he is the ‘Black Napoleon’, a skilled and innovative military leader who through sheer determination and courage succeeded in uniting disparate southern African peoples into one of the most powerful kingdoms the continent has ever seen. To others he is a brutal tyrant whose rule terrorized the people and led to a catastrophic refugee crisis and chronic chaos across southern Africa.

I then travelled right across Africa to Benin City in Nigeria to discover a beautiful story of a people who, in a highly competitive and unstable environment, were driven to craft their identity through material culture. The by-product of their striving to tell their story on their own terms is some of the most expressive metalwork ever made. And then I moved on to Ghana, the land of my ancestors, to trace the origins of one of West Africa’s most famous ethnic groups, the Asante, who came to prominence by defeating a number of their rivals and constructing a single overarching regional history. But before this campaign, who were they, and where did they come from?

I ended my travels in Morocco with the Almoravid and Almohad, Berber dynasties driven by rival interpretations of Islam that rose to dominate much of North-west African and Mediterranean trade.

It was a series of exhilarating journeys that took me from mountains to coastal fishing communities, from the most successful farming societies to the most isolated religious brotherhoods, across deserts following trade routes, through tropical forests, to the ancient slave ports. Travelling gave me lots of time to think about how we are served by the available history. Africa’s ancient empires exist on an epic geographical and temporal scale and we need big history to appreciate them. Working intensively over a relatively short period of time in such a variety of contrasting places reinforced my impression of the continuity and longevity of many African cultural phenomena. I am completely convinced that vast trade and idea networks connected ancient Africa over extended periods of time. Some networks driven by trade may have been controlled by specific empires, others defined by ideas were more subtle and ineffable, but their effects could be every bit as profound. My feeling is that there is a paucity of macro-history that considers Africa or its regions as the ancient traders or nomads did, as a series of interconnected communities. It is fairly apparent that there was never a time in recorded history when this continent was not at the epicentre of intercontinental trade routes and systems of cultural exchange. But it is also time to acknowledge both the uniquely African elements of African cultures and the range and depth of contributions Africans have made to inter-regional cultural activity. If there are two stories that demonstrate that subtle complexity it’s the history of the Buganda and the Swahili coasts: one an African state that traded and exchanged cultural ideas with almost every nation that has an Indian Ocean coastline, the other a still thriving African culture that can demonstrate a direct cultural link to ancient times, both bound by a Bantu lineage and the drive to create. Observing these large regional and continental stories over extended historical periods can reveal the cultural complexity and ambition of the African peoples in unique ways. I have tried to offer space to histories that both illustrate those big panoramic narratives and reveal something about a particular place or community.

To many, Africa remains the Dark Continent, backward and primitive, a landmass that for many thousands of years remained isolated from the rest of the world. But such a view of Africa is not just hopelessly out of date, it should never have held any currency. If there is a single conclusion to be drawn from my travels it is that Africa was a major global player long before colonization, and through that contact became fundamental to how the rest of the world developed. Africa determined our destiny. The continent is part of our story. Without it, the world would be a very different place.

Perhaps we are at a high-water mark; certainly a number of factors seem to have come together to make this an important moment for African archaeology. Years of international isolation and local neglect have allowed a shocking number of sites to be looted and destroyed, but that neglect has simultaneously saved much of Africa’s more subtle and inaccessible archaeology from attention. The growing international realization and acceptance of Africa’s deep untapped archaeological well is changing attitudes. And as new research technologies come of age there is a co-incidental strengthening of indigenous governmental support for African archaeology and a growing influence of a variety of centres of excellence on the African continent. It is a very interesting time to be looking at Africa’s ancient past. Jaw-dropping finds that rewrite history seem to emerge from the ground with amazing regularity, and it still feels as though we are just getting started.

Meanwhile, tourism is growing across Africa, many people ironically attracted by the hope of experiencing some sort of authenticity and escaping the tourist-focused over-commercialization of many world heritage sites. While the income generated is often desperately needed, the growth of archaeology-tourism in Africa might well be the slow-slaughter of the golden goose. But perhaps that is a contradictory balance that only really unsettles the very international tourists who would be keen to visit. I am a proud member of that club, confused about what I think is best for the sites and for the people who live amid the archaeology, wanting both to shout from the rooftops about Africa’s ancient past and to keep it a well-guarded secret.

I can live with those contradictory impulses, comforted by something I carried with me over thousands of miles on African roads and while meeting people in dozens of African communities – my great-uncle’s thoughts: ‘Africa’s material history may be somewhat fragile, but thankfully there is a powerful history that exists both within and beyond buildings and objects, in oral traditions and a myriad of cultural practices still celebrated in Africa today.’ It is a form of history that has shown impressive resilience in the face of colonialism, globalization, wars, migration and disease, and continues to underpin many communities. It is a spark that can bring the material culture to life; it is the particular poetic richness and beauty that distinguish African history from almost any other. It might occasionally be mysterious, but it is the kind of mystery that enhances knowledge.

This is a form of history to which it is easy to get emotionally attached. It is the stories that reach out from treasured objects to bring the past to life. It is the continuity of tradition that can still manifest itself in a variety of thrilling ways. I have been inspired by so much of what I encountered while writing The Lost Kingdoms of Africa. I hope that you draw some of that same energy from what follows.
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Nubia: cattle kingdom of the desert

ARRIVING IN KHARTOUM for the first time, it is easy to be lulled into thinking that Sudan is like other places, with its mile upon mile of single-storey white suburban houses fanning out in every direction beneath a haze of sandy smog, and the demented traffic that chokes its rush-hour streets. But as you drive out beyond the humming air conditioners and violet neon veranda lights and escape the last of the concrete bungalows and the sandblasted plant on sprawling industrial estates, the city gives way to vast expanses of grey flat sand, and then a seemingly limitless bone-coloured desert.

Sudan is big, very, very big. I only really understood that for the first time when I encountered its deserts by car. I come from a part of the world where we mapped and broke the land, bent the countryside to our own ends, millennia ago. In western Europe, nature is the backdrop to the human narrative. People have marked the physical geography with fences and hedges, moulded the landscape with boundaries and taken ownership of every inch of the countryside, and broadcast that ownership with signs and way markers. Natural danger, perhaps even beauty, has been aggressively compromised by sustained human assault over many thousands of years.

Sudan is a landscape of a different order, as becomes plain when you see the desert for the first time. Before partition, this country was almost the size of western Europe, but with a smaller population than Spain. Even its post-partition borders demarcate enormous expanses of geography. Here the Western pre-occupation with controlling and containing land seems strange; here the landscape contains, encompasses, its people. This place never allows you to forget the smallness of human presence and the fragility of the biological negotiation that is the basis of so much Sudanese life.

Over millennia, the desert has aggressively devoured the human imprint, voraciously consumed everything with life in it, then preserved and mummified the archaeology in a shroud of sand. Leaving Khartoum, you immediately begin to understand that process as you are drawn down into the desert as if being pulled beneath waves by the wake of a whale. The irresistible gravitational pull of this country’s environment and the sheer scale of time and geography that is evident in every vista simply rise up and overwhelm you.

This landscape is a buffer to the outside world, a desiccant that has turned parts of Sudan into a time capsule. It is said that millennia ago much of what is now desert was green, and that gradually since then humans have retreated as the desert ate up arable land, towns and cities, consumed cultures whole and left the north of Sudan a bleached, white, faceless wilderness, a space that holds the ancient history of this country in an impregnable sandy grip. For under the desert in the rocky outcrops where only the nomadic camel herders and industrial pioneers remain are abandoned towns and frozen material culture of the distant forefathers of the farmers and cattle communities that now live in the lush and fertile south. At least that is the theory.

Trying to put a historical narrative together, to build a coherent sense of ancient Sudan, is a complex, perhaps impossible task, but one that I will nevertheless attempt on this journey. It is not quite as nebulous an ambition as it seems, but very nearly. I’m looking for the legendary kingdom of Nubia – the traditional name for the northern part of Sudan, near the Egyptian border. For thousands of years a civilization dominated the area here, in what is now the Eastern Sahara. Nubia was first mentioned by the ancient Egyptians, as a primitive and exotic outpost, a source of slaves and treasure, dancing girls and wrestlers; to the Romans it was a barbarian wasteland. Yet these people were sophisticated, conquerors in their own right, ultimately defeated not by their rivals but by this environment. Nubia has left in the desert some of the most spectacular monuments not only in Africa but the whole world. This was a major civilization, but its history is barely remembered.

I hire a white 4x4 with a driver and we drive from Khartoum north beyond the suburbs into the desert. But the scale of my task quickly begins to sink in. The areas that constitute Sudan combine to make an unfathomably huge area. I have only been on the road for a few hours when I ask my driver to pull over. Perched on the edge of the desert in my hire car I realize that this vehicle will not be up to the task I have set myself, to discover what Nubia was actually like, how powerful it was, and what happened to it in the end. I decide, like so many who have gone before me, to retreat to Khartoum.

Two days later, having learned to take this place more seriously, I take off from Khartoum airport in a chartered ex-Soviet Sikorsky helicopter, with a guide from the Sudanese Museum Service: Mahmoud Bashir, one of the country’s most respected archaeologists. While a vast improvement on a car, this is not a luxurious helicopter but a huge, hollow, shuddering ex-military beast with a riveted metal internal frame and low, hard metal benches. It takes off in an explosion of dust and noise and carries us out low and fast above the Khartoum rooftops, across the northern suburbs towards the open desert, every rotation of the blades sending ear-splitting juddering pulses through our bodies, rendering us silent and eventually lulling us all to sleep. We have begun a journey not just through space but time, going back nearly ten thousand years to a time when humans first began to plant crops and keep domestic animals.

When I wake up we are still flying north, following the line of the Nile, hugging the thin strip of vegetation that surrounds the river and cuts through the endless grey sand. From above it is starkly apparent that if it were not for the Nile and its irrigation the whole of this landscape would be desert. And from the air it is easy to see just how narrow the strip of cultivation is, how fragile is the basis upon which human life rests. It is reassuring to have that gorgeous green corridor beneath us, but after 100 miles we leave the banks of the Nile and forge out into the desert proper.

The desert seems to throb hypnotically with heat, mirroring the vibration of the grinding blades. Each mile feeling hard fought, we fly on more than 250 miles into the heart of the Nubian desert – 15,000 square miles of arid sandstone without a single oasis. This is one of the toughest places on earth: the temperature in the Nubian desert is often pushing towards 50°C (120°F). But even from up here, hundreds of metres above the desert floor, it is obvious that there are still people working in what looks like a crucible of crackling burning sulphur. This, for reasons I am beginning to question, is where I have planned to start my journey, in the back of beyond.

It’s dusk as the helicopter flies off over our heads, leaving Mahmoud and me at one of the most remote B&Bs on earth, with the reality of what we have taken on beginning to sink in. The hotel consists of a small stove protected from the desert wind by sheets of corrugated iron; the guests are allocated beds in an al fresco dormitory. We eat a small meal of mutton and bread and retire for the night. I lie back on my bed, my ears still throbbing out the rhythm of the rotating helicopter blades, and look up at the stars, wondering what the journey will bring.

From here we are planning to drive across the sands in search of Nubia. The name Nubia is said to come from the Noba people who settled along the banks of the Nile in the fourth century, when this region of Africa was green. It was a civilization that lasted more than a thousand years and only collapsed with the fall of Meroë, one of the most spectacular of the ancient African kingdoms. Tonight in the desert, lying under a burgundy sky laden with stars, it seems impossibly distant. The sense of silence, space and isolation is daunting. Dawn cannot come quickly enough.

We are woken just before sunrise by the sound of a car horn. I have no idea how, but after two days of near continuous driving my original driver has found me in the desert. He looks completely shattered, his eyes are bloodshot, but he is keen to get going. I respect his local knowledge, so I gather my things and within minutes we are on our way. I sit in the back of the car with the spectacular amount of equipment that is needed for this kind of trip. Every eventuality and contingency seems to have been thought of, but most of the space is taken by bottles of water. In front, Mahmoud and the driver scour maps and talk animatedly in Arabic. Mahmoud is young for the position he holds, but everything he seems to say crackles with authority and imagination. Trusting your fellow travellers in the desert is vital. We are completely on our own and we are on our way to a place that does not even have a name and is not marked on any map; archaeologists call it Site 29, and it is somewhere out here in a rocky outcrop. I have no idea what to expect, but Mahmoud tells me that anyone who is interested in the early history of this region must begin with Site 29.

We drive into the shade of a rocky outcrop, and the GPS flashes twice – we have arrived at our destination. At first glance there is nothing to mark this place as special; perhaps the sand is a little ruddier, but maybe that is my imagination. It is a valley surrounded on three sides by low, craggy sandstone hills, but other than that it looks like more featureless desert.

It is almost noon. Stepping out of the car, we are assaulted by a dry ferocious heat that almost instantly becomes intolerable. Without asking the question Mahmoud answers, ‘Actually this is a very important place and here is where our story will begin.’

We climb up between rocks. I stop for a moment on top of a large boulder and scour the scene, looking for any signs of human activity or life. There is nothing. The only piece of geography that could have survived in recognizable form from ancient times is the line of rocks we are standing on, so what brought archaeologists here? And what did they find that was so important?

I climb between some rocks to catch up with Mahmoud. He is kneeling in the shadow of a double-bed-sized slither of rock perched precariously at an angle across our path. In Mahmoud’s hand is a large stone. Very calmly he lifts his palm over the slither of rock and brings the stone down on its craggy surface. A gorgeous, true, deep bell-like tone rings out, amplified by the natural rocky auditorium.

‘Is it a bell?’ I ask.

‘No, it’s not a bell. It’s what we call a rock gong.’

I know these objects. I sit next to Mahmoud in the shade with a stone in my hand and we try to beat out a staccato tune together. The surface of the gong has been shaped so that different tones are produced by different areas, rather like a convex version of a modern steel drum. Once we begin to understand the sound geometry a rudimentary rhythm forms, a galloping set of beats that are joined by their echoes bouncing off the rocks 200 metres away, filling the valley. It is instantly obvious how these drums could have been used.

For thousands of years a nexus of communication systems have carried news of political change, philosophical ideas and technological development across the African continent. Stories have always been traded across Africa and beyond, slipping along the trade routes or flowing through the dedicated transcontinental communication infrastructure. The most important tools for distributing information were drums, bells and gongs.

Many of the first Europeans to visit Africa marvelled at the continent’s communication systems. During the colonial period the miracle of the tam-tam was well known. Experiencing ‘talking’ percussive instruments would have been high on the list of any European traveller’s itinerary. The famous eighteenth-century travel writer Mungo Park was mystified by speech surrogacy systems. Like so many of his contemporaries, he wrote about drum communication as one of the many unfathomable mysteries of a deeply inscrutable continent. Half a century after Park, the Victorian explorer Captain Henry Trotter described how people on the banks of the Niger ‘could communicate … at a very great distance by the war drum which is kept in every village … so that there is an intimation of danger long before the enemy can attack them’. By then the view of Africa was changing: communication systems had begun to be seen as strategic weapons, as potential instruments to maximize localized control. In 1881, R. E. Dennet wrote, ‘we in Landana heard of the wreck of the mail steamer, Ethiopia, sixty or seventy miles away one or two hours after its actual occurrence in Luango, by drum message … The drum language, so called, is not limited to a few sentences but, given a good operator, and a good listener, comprehends all a man can say.’

British explorers had already begun to utilize one of Africa’s great advantages for their own ends. But almost simultaneously, as some drum messages were being used alongside the telegraph as part of the colonial communication infrastructure, percussive instruments became a way of subverting colonial intrusion, a method of spreading African news for Africans only. News of the fall of the British at Khartoum was said to have been celebrated by the people of Sierra Leone on the very day of the siege. That might be more folklore than history, but these communication systems really did work.

But what Mahmoud and I are looking at here is different. This is not a rock gong from the colonial period; this slice of rock was placed here more than seven thousand years ago. The sound is the natural result of the consistency of the rock but it has been fashioned and worn smooth by the actions of people playing it over and over again. Long before the Romans, long before the pharaohs, this is a sign of human civilization right in the middle of what is today desert. In the last few years archaeologists have found hundreds of rock gongs in the Nubian desert – possible evidence of a sizeable population. They think that the people here used the rock gong to communicate across the valleys, and that this was the beginning of Nubian culture. And what a spectacular voice from the past it is – an authentic sound of ancient Africa still resonating.
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Cattle wall relief, Meroë. (Gus Casely-Hayford)


But as spectacular as the gong is, it is not what we are here for. Mahmoud has something else to show me. It’s a bit of a secret, known only to a handful within the international and Sudanese archaeology world. That is until now …

As we clamber on over the rocks I can hear Mahmoud continuing to hum our tune, but then he stops and says quietly, ‘Now I will show you a very special thing.’

Beaten into the surface of a large flat vertical rock is indeed something special – an unmistakable carving of a cow. It is five thousand, perhaps six thousand years old and we are only the second group of people to see it since this valley ceased to be green.

Rock art is the oldest form of pictorial representation known. Research has shown that the pictures are unlikely to be just depictions of everyday life; instead they concentrate on subjects of immense significance to the people who made them. This region could not have been desert when these images were made. Recent research has shown that some seven thousand years ago most of the Sahara was green. From above you can see the outlines of dry valleys, or wadis, which were once big rivers that flowed into the Nile. And between them stretched grassland savannahs of the kind you have to travel much further south to see today.

I ask Mahmoud, ‘So this area here once upon a time would have had grass on it and supported cattle, and probably complex communities as well?’

‘Even wild animals, based on the rock drawings we have around here,’ he responds. ‘We have lions, we have elephants, we have giraffes.’

Indeed with a stretch of the imagination you can see the cattle here, the river meandering its way across the floor of the valley, and someone at some point picking up one of these stones and making this art. It took thousands of years for the desert to dry out completely, so the cattle-herding – or pastoralist – society that created the rock art was able to develop into a more complex community.

The heat is too great to bear for long. We are soon back in the air-conditioned car, drinking water and driving back across the desert, marvelling at what we have seen. It may be monstrously hot and arid now, but all of this was once lush and fertile and covered in cattle and herdsmen. We spend the long drive north animatedly discussing it.

We are heading some 700 miles north of Khartoum, and less than 200 from the Egyptian border. Our destination is the small town of Kerma that sits by the Nile. Kerma was once the capital of a kingdom that the Egyptians knew as Kush, and which is today called Doukki Gel or ‘the red hill’. This was the very heart of Nubia.

People have lived at this site, just above the third cataract of the Nile, for more than ten thousand years. Its strategic position is protected by shallow, unnavigable stretches of river to the north and the impenetrable desert, while the rich soils that bounded the Nile made it a relative paradise. Over the last few decades archaeologists have uncovered the remains of an impressive city here dating from around 2000 BC. And they believe this city was created by the descendants of the people who made the rock art in places like Site 29.

Founded on a fertile plain irrigated by the Nile, this city grew wealthy on trade and agriculture. The archaeology suggests that at its height Kerma consisted of a central city surrounded by a series of defensive walls and moats that contained a palace, a religious sanctuary and about two hundred houses. At the heart of this city was the huge mud-brick Deffufa, a large solid brick platform which when complete stood about 20 metres high and measured about 50 by 25 metres. It’s the oldest known mud-brick building in Africa, and one of the largest. But it has no rooms. It’s a solid block of masonry, a piece of man-made geography. In this place where the environment governs the landscape, this building has stood as a defiant piece of architecture against the corrosive power of time and nature.

As we park our car in the shadow of the Deffufa, Mahmoud tells me, ‘We believe it is something to do with rituals. For sure it is a temple or something like this.’ The truth is that archaeologists do not really know who the god or gods were that these people worshipped; archaeological exploration at Kerma is still in its youth. But according to Mahmoud it was the temple on top of the Deffufa which was the main focus, and which attracted royal attention.

We get out of the car, and it is only when I stand beneath the Deffufa that the scale, the bulk of the building really begins to dawn on me. This is ancient architecture on an Egyptian scale. The earth of the wall is deep brown and baked smooth. It lies there almost animate, as if it could roll over. I follow Mahmoud over a small hump on to the back of the sleeping Deffufa. ‘You can see that surrounding the Deffufa is the administrative city of Kerma,’ Mahmoud observes, and indeed on each side are the outline remains of a nexus of ordered buildings that surround the central colossus that is the Deffufa. Judging by the buildings the archaeologists have uncovered in the last ten years, Kerma was not so much a residential city as a place where people would come from miles around for ceremonies. Then, of course, it would have looked very different.

There is a small museum in Kerma that contains a number of finds from excavations of the Deffufa and the surrounding buildings. They give a flavour of Nubian culture. Even in cases with the artefacts numbered off and catalogued you can see how dramatic and distinctive the material culture of Kerma is: beautifully delicate earthenware bowls coated with black clips and glazes, flat-bottomed, black-rimmed polished red beakers, vases with covers that resemble small houses – exquisite in quality and variety. People started to make pottery extremely early in this part of Africa, even earlier than ancient Egypt, and at Kerma they specialized in it. The polished surfaces and black rims imitate the forms of polished drinking gourds I’ve seen used elsewhere in Africa. They are extremely finely made, and done entirely by hand. They were not using a potter’s wheel to construct these pots, which makes them all the more miraculous. And the extraordinary thing is, this technique can still be found in modern Sudan four thousand years on.

We are soon back in the cool comfort of the car. Suddenly everywhere I look along the roadside I see wide-necked, round-bottomed water-jars just like the ones dug up in the shadow of the Deffufa. Even today they aren’t mass-produced in a factory; they are made as they ever were by women in small towns and villages. Just outside Kerma is a village famed for its pottery production driven by a collective of women and led by a senior potter. I ask Mahmoud if we can visit it to gain a sense of how some of those ancient pots may have been made.

The senior potter holds my hands. I can see from the look on her face that she does not think much of my soft palms, but she is prepared to give me a chance. She sends me out into the courtyard to pick up goat excrement – not a punishment but a vital stage in creating these pots. The pots are not made on wheels or coiled, they are simply crafted with slices of flat clay and a huge amount of experience. I have done some pottery in my time, but even though the potter crafts the pot before my eyes, how the material supports itself remains a beautiful mystery to me. In its own way it is as sophisticated as the mud-brick architecture of the Deffufa. This technique may be ancient, but it’s perfectly adapted to conditions here. The clay is deliberately designed to be porous, so that evaporation keeps the contents cold, and the consistency of the aerated clay aids effective insulation in this violently hot climate. It is ingenious technology.

I do attempt several times to make a pot, but the meringue lightness of the clay simply will not support itself in my hands. I know clay, but this material is very different in consistency. Accepting that millennia of experience will not be imparted to me in a morning, I leave the women carrying their perfect finished pots out into the yard to dry.

Soon we are back on the road. What a day it has been. To think these are a people who have never developed writing. These continuities of tradition and practice are perhaps an even more important insight into the culture of ancient Nubia and maybe they carry vital components of historical narrative for these people. Perhaps as I continue this quest I should treat material culture and archaeology with even more respect.

Before we head back out into the open desert we find a final dramatic reason to respect the people of Kerma. Archaeology has revealed some astonishing insights into this ancient city, but none more intriguing than the Eastern cemetery. Visually it is a flat, barren, wind-swept plain with only a brick-built fort to mark it as anything remarkable. But even from a distance the arid, deserted valley does give off an eerie feeling. It is where the Nubians of Kerma buried their dead. We are at the edge of what was once an enormous funeral mound, nearly 100 metres in diameter.

For a few minutes we sit in the car and simply look. It is a place with an other-worldly feel, a subtly undulating valley cemetery of grey sand that seems to suck the light out of the sky. The necropolis was first excavated by an American-led team in 1913. What they uncovered told an astonishing story.

Even from its edge, through the swirling dust devils, it is possible to see that the centre is marked by a white rock set in the middle of a smooth avenue that bisects the space. It is a huge area that was once the burial mound of a king. But he wasn’t buried alone.

We climb out of the car. It is late afternoon, but it feels like dusk. A veil of parchment-coloured sand has completely filled the air. It is like moving through a snow globe. As we get closer, it is possible to make out the outlines of dozens of low tumuli.

Once you understand what you are looking at, the cemetery is in many ways more impressive than the Deffufa. Here the scale and influence of the Kerma empire are at their most vivid. When this cemetery was in use, the Kerma empire was vast. Its northern reaches are only now being assessed, possibly as far as Aswan in southern Egypt, and stretching to the south beyond Kurgus to the fifth cataract, more than 300 kilometres away. This was a mighty and impressive kingdom that more than three thousand years ago bartered goods from the Sahara to the Red Sea, from sub-Saharan Africa right up into Egypt.

This cemetery and the Deffufa would have sent a message to the citizens and trading partners of Kerma about the power of this Nubian kingdom. And they cemented that reputation in the most dramatic way. The archaeologists think that men, women and children were sacrificed to provide servants and retainers for their master in the life beyond. In all, thirty thousand bodies have been discovered in this cemetery, many of them apparently having died as a result of what would appear to be ritual sacrifice.

And among the human remains, clothes, hide bags, receptacles and chests, archaeologists have found something that ties Kerma directly to the people of the rock art: cattle. The grave goods are made up of substantial amounts of tanned sheepskins and leather goods – these people were deeply reliant on their livestock. And around the edges of the mound five thousand bucrania, or cattle skulls, have been unearthed. As the wind erodes the topsoil, the tips of more cow horns continue to reveal themselves. Looking out across the valley it is possible to make out row upon row of horns, the dark hollows of eye-sockets and the bleached bucrania – an alarming carpet for this strange place. It is more than apparent that wealth in Kerma was measured in terms of slaves and cattle.

I turn to Mahmoud, astounded. ‘If that many cattle, that many people, were being sacrificed for one person, it suggests that this ruling dynasty was incredibly powerful. There must have been an enormous cattle culture out here and probably a big population that supported it. That really does get me thinking in a different way about Kerma. This was an enormous civilization.’

His response is simple and emphatic: ‘It’s a real kingdom.’

We stand among the graves as the sun sets and the sky turns burgundy. This is a strange but impressive place. The scale and relative sophistication of the Nubian civilization here in Kerma led Western archaeologists in colonial Sudan to assume that this culture must have been imported from Egypt or elsewhere. But thankfully now it is accepted that this was an indigenous development, a civilization created by the descendants of the people who created the rock art at Site 29. What they shared, beyond their tenacity to turn this environment to their advantage, was their love and respect of cattle. The horn silhouette I saw at Site 29 is identical to the haunting bucrania sticking out of the graves here in Kerma; indeed across this region you still see everywhere the same breeds of cow being led to pasture and to drink along the narrow strip of fertile land that skirts the Nile. Powerful continuities that crackle across the millennia. This ghostly ancient place is still a part of contemporary Sudanese life. Indeed, on special occasions local people continue to gather in the shadow of the Deffufa simply to be close to its history in this magical city.

All great empires eventually come to an end. And although four millennia ago this kingdom was thriving, it was dependent on an increasingly scarce and contested local commodity – water. Access to water was key to the success of the Nubian kingdom. It maintained the lushness of the land on which their cattle-herding society was based and was crucial to the empire’s wealth. But it was a different story for Nubia’s northern neighbours, the Egyptians. Their lack of pastoral land had led to the development of irrigation technology, but even with this it was a lot harder for them to transform parched desert soil into the sort of rich greenery Nubia had in abundance, thanks to the rivers and tributaries that ran through it. Nubia was a tempting target for the ambitious Egyptian pharaohs and there were frequent raids and retaliations. Around 1500 BC the Egyptians invaded with a mind to colonize Nubia, building fortresses to deny any chance of a local insurgency, and to secure trade and redirect supply routes, sucking valuable and vital goods northward. The Egyptians also aggressively imposed their gods on Nubia, constructing temples to Amun, originally a Theban cult but now a symbol of the new, confident Egypt.

Mahmoud and I are soon back on the road, following the ancient Egyptians’ invasion route. The Egyptians’ goal was not just to capture Kerma; they continued another 180 miles up the Nile to where the river bends at a sacred place called Jebel Barkal, a small flat-topped mountain that towers over fertile fields that stretch out either side of the river. Our objective is the same as the ancient pharaohs’: to continue our quest for ancient Nubia at the symbolic mountain.

After days of tough off-road driving, the journey along the tarred Nile roads to Jebel Barkal is smooth and easy. It is the end of Ramadan and people are going home to be with their families. We arrive at the town just as the Eid moon is rising and Jebel Barkal is coming to life with calls to prayer. It is one of those crystal clear evenings when the moon rises ice white. The city streets are overflowing with local men and women gathering to celebrate with food, drink and prayer. The only place we can find to stay is a dusty courtyard full of chicken coops, but we are tired and just grateful to be off the road. Beyond the walls of our courtyard dormitory the whole city ferments with music, smells of warming food, incense and perfume as dozens of Sufis compete to praise God on distorted speakers at the tops of roofs and minarets. We light a small fire, cook a meal and listen to the evening. Tonight the whole Muslim world feels close.

After our meal we wander out on to the busy streets to mingle with the celebrating people of Jebel Barkal and are invited to join a small group of Muslim Sufis who honour the traditions of a local sheikh who is buried in a shrine at the foot of the holy mountain. Sufi mystics were instrumental in the conversion of Sudan to Islam in the late Middle Ages. In the process they adapted and made use of local cultural traditions. So although this ceremony is clearly Islamic it may be that it contains glimpses of far more ancient religious observances from this area.

Jebel Barkal is one of Sudan’s most important archaeological complexes. It is the site of the Napata, an ancient city that remains largely unexcavated. Before it was rediscovered by Victorian archaeologists, Jebel Barkal was the semi-mythological home of the Queen of Meroë, which had been attacked by a Roman legion in 24 BC. But by the late nineteenth century, when serious archaeology began here, there was a realization that this was a site of real significance. The earliest inhabitants of this region were Neolithic and there are pre-Egyptian graves, but the site became best known for a complex of temples dedicated to Amun.

The next morning we are up before dawn. Mahmoud wants to show me the Amun Temple in the early light, an ancient place of worship that is carved into the foot of Jebel Barkal mountain. As we get close to the mountain, Mahmoud asks the driver to pull the car over. From where we are parked the thick, squat mountain is bathed in a pink light. It is monolithically solid in form, but one side has been eroded to create a separate tall stack of rock.

Mahmoud wants to show me something. He points up at the thin column of rock standing proud from the side of the mountain. ‘You can see there is a feature on the mountain itself like a very interesting pinnacle. You can just see, at the top, a kind of crown on the head of a cobra.’

I look at the stack and struggle to understand what he is saying.

‘You can see if you look at the pinnacle,’ he perseveres. ‘On the top is a crown. And beneath the sides you can see the mouth of a cobra. And if you concentrate you can see part of the eye.’

It is then that it strikes me. The tall column of rock is the eroded remains of what was once a 50-metre natural feature embellished with the carving of a hooded cobra, its neck arched and ready to strike. I had seen the Deffufa, the graveyard, the cow carving above the gong. This was their match. The Nubians were masters of making marks on this landscape; this was the Egyptians demonstrating to the Nubians that they could be just as ambitious.

Around 1500 BC the Egyptian pharaoh Thumose III invaded this region. To the conquering ancient Egyptians the rearing cobra was a symbol of kingship. And here was a natural feature that signalled to them that within the mountain dwelt Amun, king of the Egyptian gods. The records tell us they felt that justified their conquest of Nubia. So they built an enormous temple to Amun at the foot of the mountain. ‘At that time Nubia was completely controlled by the Egyptians,’ Mahmoud informs me. It does seem unnervingly like colonialism. Egyptian images at the time of the conquest are explicit about the subjection of the Nubian people. They clearly regarded them as inferior. ‘At that time for the Egyptians they are just looking at the Nubian as a barbaric savage … they used to call Nubia during that time “The Miserable Nubia”.’ The images also make it clear that the Egyptians made the most of Nubia’s abundant natural resources and demanded riches as well as respect. After all I have seen of this deeply impressive culture, it is shocking to see the Nubians, who ruled this landscape with such style and confidence, laid so low.

And the Egyptians rubbed their neighbours’ noses in their subservient role. There are many propagandizing images of Nubians taking tribute to the Egyptians: gold and ivory, of course, along with wild animals, monkeys and leopard skins – and of course cattle are prominent. The Egyptians even seem to have imported Nubian wrestlers to entertain them in the manner of gladiators, and preserved their sporting prowess in carvings and paintings. The people who had built Kerma’s magnificent buildings had, it seemed, been reduced to the status of slaves – or certainly that’s what the Egyptians wanted everyone to think. There’s a suggestion that even the name by which we know them is pejorative: in one local dialect the word Nuba means ‘slave’.

After coming all this way I am keen to get a little closer to Jebel Barkal. So, while it is still cool, Mahmoud and I set out to climb the mountain. The sides of the Jebel Barkal are steep and precipitous, but at one end thousands of years of erosion have built a ramp of loose rocks, sand and stones. We begin our ascent here. The rubble makes climbing quick and easy and within a surprisingly short period of time we are at the top. We sit silently looking at the views – the bend of the Nile, the temple below, the sun climbing over the horizon. What a couple of days it has been! We have seen glorious evidence of the Nubian civilization rising up and then being humbled. I am struck by the continuities that nevertheless seem to persist. History is piled upon history here; the gong that began my journey, hearing those Sufis chanting repetitive ancient prayers and incantations – all of it reflecting back over the generations, over millennia, telling the story of ineffable Nubia.

Surrounded by all these impressive imperial Egyptian remains, it is hard to believe that the Nubians were able to turn the tables on their conquerors. The Nubians may have been brutally colonized, but the Egyptians ruled Nubia only for a few centuries. The hard evidence of that reversal of fortunes is buried behind huge locked doors at the foot of the cobra in a temple built by a Nubian ruler called Taharka in around 700 BC. Mahmoud’s position at the Museum Service really pays dividends at times like this: he has managed to negotiate rare access to this hidden tomb.

We weave our way into the belly of the mountain, into an excavated space in the rock, carrying torches that cast strange shadows which add to the eerie atmosphere. We round a passage and are soon in a series of hot, claustrophobic rooms. Even in the limited light the lifesize relief wall carvings are exquisitely precise. And one of the things I instantly recognize is the profile of the Jebel Barkal mountain in Egyptian times when the cobra had been freshly carved. It must have been an awe-inspiring sight, a towering gilded cobra carved on a mountain at the apex of a bend in the Nile, visible from up and down the river and across the fertile, highly populated valleys.

Mahmoud gives names to the row of carved figures depicted on the wall, stopping to point out Taharka making an offering to Amun. It seems that King Taharka represents the people. But these images show that Taharka was not just ruler of Nubia, he had also become a pharaoh of Egypt; as Mahmoud explains, ‘Taharka is wearing the crown with two cobras which means he is the king of the two lands.’ The subjugated Nubians had become the conquerors of all of Egypt.

Taharka was one of a dynasty of Nubian pharaohs who ruled over the entire Nile valley under the auspices of Amun, the Egyptian god of the mountain of Jebel Barkal. He was the greatest of the Kushite pharaohs and in his twenty-six years on the throne he transformed the region. He had come from a humble lineage within the royal household, but from a young age he demonstrated a zealous ambition. Working his way up through the ranks of the army, winning campaigns in the eastern and western deserts, he developed a formidable reputation. Egypt expanded under his leadership into the lands of the Phoenician port cities and into the Western Oases.

As we wander through the chambers, our torches highlighting details of the hieroglyphs, we pick out how Taharka celebrated his joint Nubian/Egyptian kingdom in the sanctuary of his temple. On one side he depicted the Nubian gods, with Egyptian deities on the other. This black African civilization held sway from the Upper Nile all the way to the Lebanon for over a century. These statues, discovered only a few years ago, give us a portrait of the Nubian pharaohs in all their self-confidence.

And though they were unable to keep hold of Egypt, the Nubian kingdom survived for centuries afterwards. But now they had acquired some Egyptian habits. From this time on Nubian rulers were buried in pyramids like the pharaohs of old. There are more pyramids in northern Sudan than in Egypt. But this wasn’t simple imitation. It had been centuries since Egyptian rulers used pyramids, and Nubian pyramids are a very different shape. This was the Nubians celebrating their own glory.

But the Nubians had a greater enemy than the Egyptians: the environment. At the time of Taharka, temperatures were still climbing. The archaeological records show that the desert was steadily encroaching on the lives of Nubians living in this region. Although Jebel Barkal remained a key religious centre, the heartland of the Nubian kingdom moved 350 miles further south along the Nile, around a place called Meroë.

It is time for Mahmoud and me to leave. We have another long drive ahead of us, back out into the desert.

The desert is not a uniform bland environment as I imagined when I began this trip. In some places it is flat, it shimmers and luminesces silver; in other places it is rugged and mountainous and scattered with dramatic boulders and rocky outcrops. On the road to Meroë the desert turns a deep orange, the sand becomes fine and light and the vistas are often broken by the remains of pyramids and temples. The society that constructed these buildings flourished between 700 BC and AD 400 at the time of the emergence of an independent Nubian kingdom at Meroë. It’s possible that the encroaching desert was their friend as well as their enemy, protecting them from another invasion from the north. It’s certainly a period marked by the creation of countless new palaces and temples in what was then a fertile, rich environment ripe for some of the most ambitious Nubian building. The Egyptians may have left their mark on Nubian culture, but the Nubians were obviously a proud people. There is evidence of confident indigenous Nubian beliefs in these bold new architectural developments. This was a renewed dynasty sending a message to Nubia, Egypt and the world beyond that here was a civilization that would not easily be cowed.

On the road to Meroë we stop at countless temples and pore over carvings and hieroglyphs, but it is the Lion Temple at Naga that really reiterates just how the Nubians felt about their Egyptian neighbours. A line of relief carvings made in 200 BC shows the Egyptian god Horus being demoted to the back of the line. Here the great Amun of Jebel Barkal plays second fiddle to a completely non-Egyptian Nubian war god, the lion-headed Apedemak.

Meroë is the ultimate target of this journey, the culmination of the Nubian architectural campaign – the royal cemetery itself, where the Nubian kings of this period were buried in their distinctive pyramids. Between 800 and 290 BC, when Jebel Barkal ceased to be viable arable land, it was from this region that the Nubians forged new trade links and built a powerful and influential empire. Today the Meroë complex is one of the most impressive sites on the African continent, a group of almost two hundred steep-sided beautifully preserved pyramids that sit in a number of discrete complexes on a bed of golden sand. It is easy to see the Egyptian influence in the shape of the Meroë temples, but the relief sculptures on the walls express a decidedly unEgyptian, pro-Nubia world-view. Once again there’s evidence of a return to their traditional way of life, where one thing was of utmost importance: cattle.

We spend an afternoon wandering in and out of the tombs, revelling in the magnificent carvings of a people at their confident height. There are signs of cows everywhere, but carved into the walls in the entrance of one of the last chambers we enter is something spectacular: row upon row of cattle lined up not as beasts of burden, not as milking machines, not as animals for slaughter, but as supernatural symbols of the continuity of Nubian culture. Seven hundred years after they were subjected to Egyptian domination, the Nubians of Meroë were still a distinct people looking back on their traditional cattle culture with an aggressive confidence – a heritage that still connects them to African cultures today.
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A Naga relief of Horus and Apedemak.


After our time at the old Meroë, even as beautiful as it is, I find it a relief to be back in the air-conditioned car. I am keen to see modern Meroë city; it is where Mahmoud carries out his main research.

Modern Meroë is something of a disappointment after the majesty of the ancient sites, but just surviving in this environment is something of an achievement. What remains fascinating is the network of ironsmiths. Mahmoud’s speciality is the history of the iron trade, and many of the old techniques survive unchanged. The Nubians are thought to have developed the earliest iron industry in Africa. The first iron technology appeared here during the first millennium BC – around the same time as the European Iron Age. The archaeology shows us that Meroë became a relatively large industrial centre, producing vast amounts of iron. For a thousand years after the loss of the Egyptian kingdom, the Nubians at Meroë flourished. By the second century BC they had even developed writing; archaeologists long ago decoded the sounds of the alphabet, but no one has yet cracked the language itself. This was a confident, independent civilization far from the barbarian wilderness described by the ancient writers, justly famed for its architecture, its ironwork, its wrestlers and its cattle.

Nubia is a remarkable society that seems to have acculturated and come to terms with the aggressive, inexorable advance of the desert. The desert had long ago destroyed their civilization at Kerma, now too the Nubians of Meroë began to see their grazing lands disappearing. With the desert came one of the few animals to thrive in arid conditions: the camel. It was first domesticated in Arabia around 1000 BC and took some time to reach Nubia. They eventually brought a nomadic way of life to the Eastern Sahara, and everything changed.

As we leave Meroë, we see something very strange rippling through the heat haze ahead on the road. It looks as if the desert has melted, liquefied. It then becomes clear that we are facing an enormous camel train. Hundreds of them are being herded across the desert by a handful of men, following the ancient camel drives that link the southern Sudan with Egypt.

By the end of the fourth century AD the nomadic camel herders around Meroë controlled the trade routes, which began to undermine the Meroitic state. It may have been the loss of trade routes to camel-riding nomads that ultimately destroyed the Nubian kingdom at Meroë; certainly the archaeology suggests that by AD 400 the ancient kingdom of Nubia was in terminal decline. The Nubian cattle-based way of life had become impossible. There were new kings of the desert.

Camels have no fear, as we discover when we climb out of the car. They completely surround us, their massive bulks shambling past, pushing and brushing against the car and nudging us out of their paths. The smell of the mud on the camels’ hides and the sound of their breathing and their hoofs in the sand are overwhelming. In the midst of the enormous herd are a handful of herders. These men have travelled all the way from Darfur, near the border with Chad. They’ve covered more than 700 miles and have several hundred more to go. This is the way of life that now dominates the desert where once the Nubians ruled. The herders spend their days guiding their camels from well to well, oasis to oasis. But they don’t seem to think it is any hardship. The driving of this camel train will take another forty days, travelling 10 kilometres a day and resting when the sun is highest in the sky. They completely fill the valley, then they are gone, vanishing back into the haze.

I am left wanting to know more about these ghost-like men who come and go across the desert. I know from our helicopter trip that there are still small settled communities out here in the desert, people who eke a living out of this harsh land. They too are dependent on the camel. At the next water hole we find one of these small communities. They seem a humble group, with a handful of possessions. Are these people surviving descendants of the original mighty Nubians? But their ancestors lived their lives out on lush grazing land; these people cluster around small wells. It strikes me as both desperate and deeply admirable. We are miles from anything I would understand as civilization, but there are men, women and children out here seemingly thriving with their camels.

Mahmoud and I sit with them for a while drinking camels’ milk and eating a crunchy sand-encrusted bread cooked on the ground beneath the embers of their fire. This is a culture perfectly honed to the desert. But it isn’t really Nubian. To see if there are any traces of the old Nubian civilization I’m going to have to head out of these desert zones and travel further south. Here I also part company with Mahmoud, as he is heading back home. We have been through a great deal together, a lot of it astounding, but we have also grown close simply through talking on the long journeys about the unrelenting tenacity of the Nubian people, who never stopped remaking their societies in order to take advantage of the limited resources nature offered them.

I drive south on the longest leg of the trip, 700 miles to an area that still enjoys regular rainfall and is highly sought after by pastoral communities. After several days in the car, gradually but unmistakably the desert begins to give way to greenery. Suddenly there are more people, more traffic, more towns. This dangerous frontier region between desert and greenery continues to be a source of conflict, just as it was for the Egyptians and Nubians three and a half thousand years ago. We stop at a level crossing and watch mile-long trains full of food, medicines and UN vehicles wending their way towards Darfur. Scarcity of resources – the same issues are still driving the politics of this region today. A key component of the recent fighting in Darfur in western Sudan was a dispute over fertile, well-watered land. The same issues were a factor in the deadly civil war that engulfed southern Sudan for over twenty years, and the long-discussed partition.

After days in the desert I can understand why well-watered arable land is, and always has been, so contested here, but I am keen to complete my journey, to see if I can find descendant communities of the ancient Nubians, the people who first made this journey south. After everything I have encountered, I want a happy ending.

I’m exhausted when I arrive at Kadugli. Slurries of thick mud, for the first time on the trip, make the last few miles to my destination in the enclosing darkness long, tough and precarious. Everyone travelling with me is tired as well, so much so that none of us complains about our al fresco lodgings beneath the porch of a local school. Even the first rainfall of my trip and the tropical buzz of insects are not going to keep me from a coma-deep sleep. Just before I close my eyes lightning allows me silhouetted glimpses of the Nuba hills. I have made it to Nuba. It is said that these people believe they are descended from the ancient kingdom of Nubia. What will dawn prove?

For most of this trip the vistas have been limited to a very narrow spectrum of the colour palette – greys, and every possible variation of sand – but we wake to a scene of violently deep rich verdant hues that vary from almost blue to acidic lime; even the sodden ground sings out in a violent orange. The colours seem to jostle and shout after the muted tones of the desert. This is the Eden that generations of people have fled to.

I’ve come to meet Shaza Rahhal, a member of a traditional ruling family here. Her uncle, the leader of the village community, remembers the family traditions well and has passed down the history to her generation. Shaza lives in London, but her history is vital to her identity. She believes, like everyone else in this idyllic valley, that they originally came from an area near the ancient Nubian city of Meroë, more than 500 miles away. I ask her if the connection is credible. Shaza is emphatic: ‘Between the Nuba people of this region and ancient Nubia they are all the same people. They just separated. There are some that stayed in Egypt. Some came to Sudan. The rest stayed in Meroë. The only difference between here and there you will see is the colour of the skin. But the language is the same. The traditions are the same.’

The extraordinary thing is that although we are miles from ancient Nubian lands, there do seem to be echoes of those far-off times. Young men still compete in what has become their most famous sport – wrestling. When the German filmmaker Leni Riefenstahl spent sixteen weeks in these hills in 1975 while composing The Last of the Nuba she tried to redefine this part of Africa, in a period of devastating drought and famine, as a place of strength, dignity and beauty. For more than a decade she had been living in the Sudan and knew the Nuba as well as any outsider. Perhaps her most beautiful images were of Nuba wrestlers, their massive muscular torsos and shaven heads dusted with white chalk. Those images evoked the work of the great George Rodger, who had photographed these wrestlers a generation before. Both captured their strength, poise and elegance. Riefenstahl remarked at the time how ‘young children, not yet able to walk properly, begin to imitate the dancing and wrestling positions of their elders. From his earliest youth every healthy boy will prepare himself to become a wrestler. The children hold wrestling fetes among themselves and decorate themselves in a similar way to their older brothers and sisters. The best of them rise to higher and higher grades. Their heart’s desire is to be selected for “initiation” by being the winner of the ceremonial wrestling matches, and then to be accepted into the highest grade of the strongest wrestlers.’

Now I have the chance to see some Nuba wrestling for myself. The village I’m in is tiny, but everyone has gathered to see the wrestling. Two young men skirt the edge of a small circle, sizing each other up. The smaller of the two jumps on to the balls of his toes, then trips backwards into the crowd and is promptly pushed back into the ring. His bigger opponent smiles – he has already won the psychological pre-fight battle. They are barechested and lean but surprisingly small. They are not the giants of Riefenstahl’s images, these are ordinary young farmers, but they mean business.

The bigger fighter, sensing fear, lunges forward and tries to pull his opponent’s left foot out from beneath him, but he slips in the dust. Some of the women in the crowd laugh, he retreats, the smaller wrestler smiles. Then they throw themselves at each other, locking arms, their cheeks pressed together, legs tense and braced, arms taut, fingers tight, clinching in a momentary stalemate, each waiting for the other to flinch or weaken. Then, slowly, a leg wraps around a torso, a head is forced back by an elbow and they begin to writhe and twist in an attempt to rock their opponent to the ground. The wrestling is just as depicted in the paintings and carvings from Nubia’s ancient past – the same stance, the same grips even. The crowd scream and ululate, then both wrestlers crash to the ground with an uncomfortable thud.

[image: image]
Nuba wrestlers, captured by George Rodger in 1949.


To me, an outsider, it is difficult to know who has won. Both fighters look shattered, glistening with sweat, their abdomens contracting and expanding in unison to try to catch their breath. But the referee is in no doubt. The smaller of the two wrestlers screams and punches the air before being lifted on to shoulders as the new champion.

But there’s a price to pay for a revelation like this. Someone behind me in the crowd pushes me hard in the small of the back and I stumble into the ring. Everyone cheers. They want me to fight, and the newly crowned champion wants to wrestle me. I turn and try to back away but the wall of bodies is not parting. I am now a wrestler.

I throw down my hat in the sand and face my challenger. He is panting and his body is still covered in sweat, but there’s a steely determination etched across his face. He wants to teach the visitor a lesson. I cast my mind back to the Egyptian wall reliefs of Nubian fighters for some tips.

Go in low and hard.

I lunge forward, but he swerves back out of my reach. I try again, even more forcefully, and inadvertently tread on his foot, my huge size ten boots crushing down on his bare toes. He recoils, his face wincing in pain, but I am off balance and he knows it. Within a fraction of a second he pushes my heavy torso back and I am bracing myself, preparing to fall, but I somehow grab hold of his upper arm and pull myself upright. He is much smaller than me but also much stronger so my weight is constantly cancelled out by his strength.

The referee takes mercy, stepping forward to proclaim my opponent the winner. The fight has only been minutes long but my body aches – and I know I have to perform one final act. I lift the winner on to my shoulders and present him to the applauding crowd.

It somehow feels so ancient, so right. But of course the similarities in style between this wrestling and the wrestling of old Nubia may be a coincidence. I know, as any historian would, that if there really is an inheritance from old Nubia it should show up in more fundamental features of the Nuba way of life.

In the crowd I spot Shaza who seems to sense that I am not convinced. She wants to introduce me to someone, Abdu, a cattle-drover, a man who certainly believes that the way of farming cattle has not changed in a long time. Shaza argues that this way of being with cattle ‘has gone through tradition, through history, through family. From an early age everyone is allocated a certain number of cows. So if they can raise them, they can feed from them. They can use the milk from them to grow the children. They build on those. So obviously the more cows you have the more wealth you have.’ Once again it is clear that cattle are absolutely integral to politics, to culture, to weaving the whole of this community together. There are cattle cultures like this one right across Africa, from the hills of Sudan down to KwaZulu in South Africa. And so many of them are connected to kingship.

Then, the crowd that had cheered the wrestling begin to clap rhythmically and a group of drummers start playing. It is the beginning of the Kambala, the Nuba’s most venerated dance. It’s possible that many of the stories played out in these dances may have begun in old Nubia, right the way back to the rock art people and Kerma. The Kambala’s origins are in ceremonies which initiate young men as full members of Nuba society. Rows of dancers take turns to dance down through a column of people, but what makes it fascinating is that the headdresses are made out of cattle skulls. In this gorgeous hubbub, who could fail to be convinced? It is the ancient Kerma culture brought to life. The cattle masks, the women singing about the cattle, the men reliving ancient traditions through drumming and dance … so much of what I have seen along the journey made alive in dance.

But are these people really the descendants of that ancient kingdom? There certainly seems to be an inheritance but it’s difficult to be certain of the links between the people of Nuba and those of old Nubia. Still, such a connection would only be the icing on the cake. The most important thing is the weight of evidence we now have for the existence of Nubia as a remarkable, long-lasting and indigenous kingdom, one that equalled, even conquered Egypt, leaving a profound material culture legacy that points to Nubia at its peak being Egypt’s rival in more than just military might. Yet, sadly, we know so little about it. Nubia wasn’t a barbarian wasteland on the fringes of civilization, as the Egyptians and Romans would have us believe. It may have sat out on the edge of a great desert, but it was a significant power that developed independently with a distinctive way of life. In the end it fell victim to climate change, but I think Nubian ideas of power, wealth and kingship continue to resonate in modern Africa. As archaeology reveals more of this great kingdom, I believe its cultural sophistication will continue to amaze us, and to challenge our ideas.
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