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INTRODUCTION

Red river

Picture a river that flows through a quarter of all Africa, a river fed by smaller streams and other rivers, yet retaining in our mind a unity, a single identity, despite the diversity of the nations and tribes it passes through. One molecule of the water that rises in the forests of Burundi or in Lake Tana in Ethiopia can make its journey all the way to the Nile delta in Egypt and flow into the Mediterranean, and so justify our referring to the mighty system of the Nile as one river.

The Nile is mighty. If the Thames were on the same scale it would not end at Gravesend – it would swim the Channel, continue through Europe, cross all of Turkey and enter Iraq to issue like the Euphrates into the Arabian Gulf. Imagine travelling such a river, wanting to own it and control it. This has been the dream of men and nations since nations began with the world’s first – the country known as Misr, Egypt.

These attempts at control have faded, the influence and consequences all forgotten. Only the stories remain. And the ruins of great buildings, old dams, temples and statues? Don’t these exist too as the stories we tell of such buildings and their makers? Only the stories remain.

And what is the colour of such stories? A trick question. The stories that remain are always the most highly coloured, the most passion filled or the most blood curdling. Naturally, their colour is red.

Red. The real Nile isn’t White or Blue or even Green. It’s Red. For a moment when the Blue Nile in full flood enters the White Nile it backs up the river, reversing its flow for five miles, mixing its load of sediment with the clearer waters of the White Nile to make, for a few days, a blood-red river. This moment, in time and place, where Blue and White meet in the Sudan in early summer near Khartoum, is a magical metaphor for the world’s greatest river: a river of blood, of life, of death. When Moses demanded that the Pharaoh allow the Israelites to leave, ten plagues were visited upon the Egyptians – the first being that the Nile turned into blood and all the fish died. Some commentators suggest this was a ‘red tide’, a rare algal bloom on the river’s surface, but we will, in a short while, discover better explanations for this seeming miracle. Later, in 1249, ‘Bloody’ Baiburs, the Mamluk defender of Egypt, put 3,000 French crusaders to the sword in the delta and turned ‘the mighty Nile red with blood’. This is a river that naturally runs red throughout history, the colour of wars, of creation, of struggle, of pilgrimage, of sickness, of triumph.

The White Nile and the Blue Nile are rivers, amazing rivers, but riverine in scope and history, like rivers, admittedly big rivers, the world over. The lower Nile, the only river to cross the Sahara Desert, is extraordinary in its own right too. But take them together – the Blue, White and lower Nile – and you have something truly remarkable. This is what I choose to call the Red Nile. It is the entire system of Niles, and it is without doubt the greatest and most influential river system in the world.

The Nile inspired Alexander the Great in the fourth century BC to seek its source to discover the explanation for its miraculous flood – which happens in summer. All other rivers in the ancient world flooded in winter. One reason for the incredible plenty of Egypt, which allowed it to amass grain and establish an urban culture (and the world’s first nation state), is the fact that just when you need water, when it’s hot and dry, you get a ton of it. A veritable flood, an inundation that bursts banks and brings life-giving silt into every field. And the sheer quantity of silt, which comes from the Ethiopian highlands, was unsurpassed in growing power until the advent of chemical fertilisers. With flood and flood-borne silt you have the makings of a country that the Romans would call the ‘breadbasket of the Empire’.

Alexander’s emissaries never did get to the source. Instead he turned to the Oracle in Siwa. The Boy King asked it to explain the summer inundation. There is no record of the oracular answer. But we now know the flood arises in the summer monsoon rains that deluge the Ethiopian highlands.

Creation’s river

The banks of the Nile are smoking with the fires of the river dwellers. There are crocodiles and hippos, gazelle and ibis. Hyacinth floats midstream. A sacred river, old and contorted as a creation myth, the Red Nile absorbs all life and death and moves on. It swirls its way deep into Africa, its scale beyond comprehension.

So much begins on the banks of the Red Nile, on the palm-tree bank, the papyrus bank. All religion, all life, all stories. The script we write in, the language we speak. The gods and the legends and the names of stars. This great river, somehow unhurried, yet always swiftly moving on, has been history’s greatest and most sustained creator.

The first people of the Red Nile were very probably the first people anywhere. They came up the Nile valley, an extension of the Great Rift Valley of east Africa. The rift was where all the little competing groups of humanoids first emerged. Eventually Homo sapiens sapiens made it up the rift and up the river, into Europe and the rest of the world.

These first humans were far from unimaginative. We encounter them through their art, drawn exquisitely on scooped-out cave walls, and through their tools: hand axes, heavy and scalloped, and flint arrowheads chipped from silica, a rare natural glass found only in the Egyptian Sahara, thought to have been formed by a meteor of massive proportions smashing into the sand and fusing with the Great Sand Sea into a wondrous aquarium green. (Millennia later, a large piece of this glass was transported by donkey and then up the Nile, so that the Pharaoh Tutankhamen could have it carved into a scarab and set in gold around his neck.)

Stories remain

Older than Egypt, older than the current course of the Nile, is the Crocodylus niloticus, the Nile crocodile. There is one outside my window in Cairo, where the Nile moves with effortless ease, always wind lapped, always flowing north. The crocodile’s appearance, usually among the reeds of some Nileside suburb of Cairo, gets reported every two or three years. This time it surfaces in Maadi, where I live, a few miles from the centre of the city. Instead of being a wild creature it is a pet released by a bored owner. In ancient Egypt, the crocodile was a symbol of protection. It’s comforting to have him near.

My home is one road back from the Corniche, the once grand, now faded and tatty avenue that runs alongside the Nile in Cairo. I can see the water between two new buildings: an oblong of river, a single palm and a patch of blue sky. In the late afternoon I can see, in this oblong, the sun setting directly behind the Pyramids, ten miles away – when the smog isn’t too bad, that is. The Pyramids were built with giant limestone blocks carried to the Giza plateau by the floodwaters of the Nile. If you tried to build them today using the methods of the Pharaohs you couldn’t, because the Aswan high dam has reduced the summer flood to no more than a quickening of the flow and a rise of a foot or so; this is all that remains of the great flood of the past. There is almost always a breeze blowing up or down the river and, remarkably, it is never crowded. On it sail pleasure boats, small dhows called feluccas named by the British after the Portuguese boats, also of Arab origin, that look similar. Far older are the rowing boats plied by the fishermen. The design, with an upturned bow and stern and square-shaped oars, is the same as those found in ancient tombs in Saqqara.

Families of fisherfolk live year round on the water. While the men usually have an outboard motor, the women and young men still have to row using big ungainly oars. They cast their nets and beat the water to drive the fish into them; as with the boats, there are 3,000-year-old friezes, in the tombs of Beni Hassan, depicting fishermen beating the waters, doing exactly the same as they do today. There is another type of fisherfolk I can only see when I get closer to the river, usually from the outdoor terrace of TGI Friday’s, which serves ice-cold beer and overlooks the water. It is the Nile kingfisher, black and white to our kingfisher’s blue, and it plunges from on high to splash into the water, a sudden flicker like a flash photo, surfacing with a blood-stained silvery fish in its beak. Not long ago, in a small rubber boat more suited to a beach than the Nile, I floated downstream for six miles, from my suburb to the city centre. I passed an island where, according to legend, Moses was left in his basket; a few miles further downstream was the spot where Joseph and Mary landed after their flight to Egypt. The present population were busy killing a lamb for the eid festival, there on the beach – they waved at me to join them and the kids jumped into the bloodied river to grab hold of my boat. The Red Nile won’t let you get away from history – it’s the source and the sauce in more ways than one.

People set eyes on the Nile and they are beset by a curious urge to travel up it, discover its secrets, own it, control its bounty. Most of the stories, the human stories, concern attempts successful or not to control this river. For millennia the Nile’s flood was controlled by building up high banks or levees along the river. These would contain the flood. Then at right angles other embankments directed the flood’s might right and left into large square basins, a patchwork of small lakes over which the populace would sail on papyrus rafts, wooden boats or even floating logs. The basins would dry up and be planted with grain which grew abundantly on such well-silted and well-watered soil. What follows is not the mainstream of history, chuntering on, year in, year out. Instead I have followed the metaphor a step further, written stories borne on the back of the Red Nile’s flood, stories of excess, love, passion, splendour and death. Plenty of death.

But, while necessarily limiting myself to the bloodiest and best narratives, I found something odd happening. This patchwork of stories began to join up in most unexpected ways. Just as floodwaters link up overlooked canals and waterways I started to expect rather than be surprised by the often extraordinary connections between stories I uncovered. Who would have thought that the place where the crusaders’ blood filled the Nile – Mansoura – would also be the place where, only a few years later, the first accurate description of the blood’s circulation would be made? That Cleopatra would not only be the mistress of Caesar and travel up the Nile on a state boat with him, but also have an affair with the same King Herod who would later drive Mary and Joseph to embark on a less exclusive Nile cruise with their infant son Jesus? Or that an island in the Nile with the oldest flood-measuring device should also be the headquarters of the slave warrior Mamluks later to be exterminated by Muhammad Ali, the first man to interfere with the flood by building a barrage across the Nile? Or that Napoleon would inadvertently be the cause of both the Suez Canal and the translation of hieroglyphics? Or that Flaubert would almost literally walk in Florence Nightingale’s footprints in the sand as he was only a few days behind her on a Nile cruise? Or that the Stanley who discovered Livingstone was the first man to visit the Blue Nile source before the White Nile source when he covered the little-known elephant war of 1868 in Ethiopia (accompanied coincidentally by James Grant, who had already been to the source of the White Nile and was now visiting the Blue Nile)? Or that the man whose brainchild was the Aswan high dam was a lone Greek inventor, who was inspired by the first Arab to try and dam the Nile, Ibn al-Haytham, who incidentally also invented the camera? Or that the first man to photograph the Nile, Maxime du Camp, would also be the man inadvertently to cause Flaubert to write Madame Bovary, the world’s first modern novel? And these are only a few of the canals, irrigation ditches, patches of shining water that accompany any historical journey down the Nile.

I made the easy decision not to travel from the source to the sea in the rubber boat I travelled through Cairo in (or even one a little more seaworthy). I left my hang glider at home, so to speak, and forwent, rather easily, the temptation to jet ski like James Bond from Uganda to the Med. I’d need to read as much as make miles. Rather, I would travel at my own pace, and try to uncover the best stories, in all their light and darkness, the stories red in tooth and claw, the more bizarre the better, the blood and the guts of this river which spills into history. Only the stories remain.


 

 

 

 

 

Part One

NATURAL NILE

Beasts and beginnings
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1 • The source

The strength of the crocodile is the water. Ugandan proverb

One should always begin at the beginning, and with a river that means the source. But where exactly is it? Despite, and maybe because of, a universal longing to ‘find the source of the Nile’, even now the exact location of the source is still disputed.

Searching for the real source of the Nile, in fact, is rather like visiting Stratford and discovering that the commercial attraction known as ‘Shakespeare’s Birthplace’ is simply a nineteenth-century invention, and that, in reality, Shakespeare has several competing birthplaces. (According to the most informed, the real site of the bard’s birthplace is now currently a car park.)

In antiquity the twin sources of the Nile – the Blue Nile and the White Nile – were often confused when it came to naming the true source. The Blue rises in Ethiopia, the White in central Africa. The Blue Nile, in the wet summer season, provides 85 per cent of the water that crosses the Sahara Desert and enters Egypt. But in the dry winter season the Blue Nile’s contribution is negligible, less than 5 per cent, and the White Nile is the main provider. So in summer you could argue the Blue Nile is the source and in winter the White Nile.

Another definition, more acceptable, is that the source is simply the furthest point on the river from its end, from the delta on the Mediterranean where it enters the sea. The White Nile is by far the longest contributory branch and its official start is where it leaves Lake Victoria at the town of Jinja.

But rivers feed Lake Victoria too and the longest of these is the Kagera. A river of considerably greater girth and power than many European rivers, it makes the Thames look rather small and unimportant. Though it doesn’t bear the Nile’s name the Kagera is, in a sense, the mother to the Nile; 450 miles long, it is a mighty river in its own right. It is navigable in its lower stretches, but higher up it weaves through deep clefts and swampy patches occluded with papyrus. Higher still it takes on the vivacity of a mountain stream as it drains the western lake mountains that extend from the Ruwenzori range, known in antiquity as the Mountains of the Moon.

So the true source of the great River Nile, arguably, and most do argue this, is the source of the Kagera river. It was this that I had come in search of. It wasn’t the first of my Nile explorations – I had been travelling up and down the river for some years, ever since moving to Cairo in 2004 – but it felt like the start of the current phase, ‘the Nile-book phase’ as I had come to think of it.

But the complications multiplied. The Kagera has several sources of its own, mostly in damp and hard-to-get-to forests. And river measuring – from maps and satellite pictures – is never an exact science. Do you, for example, measure along the inside curve, the middle or the outside? Presumably the middle. But what about when it went around islands – islands, which, in the case of the vast Sudd swamp in Sudan that the Nile traverses, actually moved?

On a previous expedition I had been involved in the tricky task of measuring long snakes, pythons that refused to straighten out. Pythons are strong – the best you can expect in terms of straightness is a wavy line, like a river; finding their length as they squirm is more art than science despite the technology of exact measurement.

A 2006 expedition that had gone up the Nile in powered rubber boats equipped with hang-glider wings for flying over rapids had measured their route as they went. From this practical rather than theoretical measuring we get the official length of 4,175 miles – 6,719 kilometres. This expedition had also made a diligent search for the furthest source they could find. It was this source I had decided to seek out.

It should have been rather momentous, plodding towards this most sought-after of places. Think of the history, I kept telling myself, but here, in the Rwandan Nyungwe Forest, the dripping Nyungwe Forest, I sensed nothing significant at all. At first. Not even the troop of olive baboons that sidled away could interest me. ‘Them scared of bushmeat hunters,’ I was told.

I thought I knew about rivers. I had followed one of Canada’s longest, the Peace, from its finish in Lake Athabasca to its start in the pine-clad Rockies. I’d written about my three-season journey against its vicious current in my book Voyageur. I say vicious because the Peace river was plain mean compared to the strong but benign Fraser. Every river has a moral character, strange but true, and you find it at your peril usually by going against it, drinking it, pissing in it, watching it in its moods of repose and anger. If you ride with a river it’s harder to get to know it. It’s the same with people – you only find out the real person when you come up against them, anger them or they anger you, or you strive together against some joint adversity. If you submit to another and just get carried along you’re more likely to go to sleep than learn anything. Not that I was going to do anything as crass as follow it geographically from start to finish, or finish to start as that group of adventurous folk did using powered hang gliders to jump over the rapids. I suspected that this would be about the dullest way to approach a river as rich historically as it was geographically. My own experience as a latterday explorer making long and difficult journeys where others hadn’t been (in recent memory at least) was that the very difficulty in remaining authentic – ignoring handy lifts from pick-ups, stops in towns, going on local tours – actually kept you from interacting with, and keenly observing, the country you travelled through. It was like the whitewater rafting I was later to do during my Nile journey. Every raft experience was more like the previous one than different. The guides sought to turn every evening into a beach party with beer, boombox and barbie tickling your senses with the scent of meat fat crackling over the glowing embers. The more a trip becomes a physical test the more you have to ignore the non-physical – everything else, really. But the Nile wasn’t just a series of Class 5 rapids separated by a lot of boring flat water, it was a river of immense human significance.

At first. But just as I glimpsed the puddle that I knew immediately was the source a strange sense of contentment came over me. It wasn’t the exultation I had anticipated long ago when making plans, buying tickets, telling people. Rather it was a sense of wondrous contentment, and, at the risk of ridicule, it was not unlike the sentiment I first felt visiting Legoland. The sheer size of the tiny Legoland world (all built out of Lego – mountains, towns, cities, harbours, jungles) on my first visit made me feel awe mixed with cosiness, a kind of pet-owners’ generosity of spirit – a world in your palm, but still a world.

And the source of all this was a small puddle in the middle of the jungle in Rwanda. I had forced our guide, called Pius, using my cheap yellow eTrex GPS, which I already thought of as a dear friend, to follow a route he thought both improbable and pointless, through strange bushes equipped with a thousand thorns and up and down ditches and over rotten logs soft as pie crust to get to the spot explorers earlier that year had decided was the real true source of the Nile – in their eyes – as it was the longest distance from its end in the Egyptian delta that flows into the Mediterranean. I sat by the puddle and produced to great interest and some hilarity my secret weapon, my piece of business, my magic. Si-105 was a mini-pump filter that was guaranteed to clean fifty-five litres (twelve gallons) before it was used up. It was about the size of a big tube of toothpaste with rubber pipes that allowed one to suck up water from a tree bole, for example, or a handy crevice. The great thing about Si-105 was the built-in filter over the sucking end – it sort of flared out and had a micromesh net over it. This stopped the thing getting clogged, something that had happened with previous pump water filters I had used. The idea was simple, diabolically simple – I would drink my way down the Nile, imbibing it at every point of interest, historical, psychological, mystical and any other significance I could think of. I’d be able to make fifty-five samples, more than enough. I hoped I wouldn’t get ill – but hell, no pain, no gain, and I knew of no other way to discover the river in all its pride and glory. Except one – swim it. I already had my sweaty Gore-Tex boots off and was dangling my toes in the slime. I removed them before I started pumping, recalling a story told about Orde Wingate, the enigmatic Abyssinian campaigner who insisted on rushing to the head of his military column when they arrived at a water hole – and stripping off and dunking his behind in the water . . . before any of his men could take a drink. But that was at the other source – the Blue Nile.

The water came out clear and enticing. I thought Pius and his friend Peter would be vaguely insulted. Instead they gave broad grins and were keen to share the half-litre or so of liquid I managed to pump into my Sigg water bottle, another friend (you cling to travel kit, turn the everyday into the iconic as a way of normalising the new and unexpected).

It had been my ambition like the venerable Roger Deakin, who swam his way across England, to swim and drink my way down the Nile. I stuck to it, for a while, and then it began to seem a bit silly. Why risk getting ill or eaten just for a book? It served its purpose I suppose, it got me moving, really looking at the river and seeing it as the main source of water and movement for the entire region – since earliest times until this century, when air travel and mineral water served up from wells drilled deep into the Nubian aquifer began to take over. And even now it is really only the rich who can afford to ignore the Nile’s bounty.

I intended to meander. That was important. I eschewed, out of epistemic necessity, the purely linear way of approaching the river; that left the vaguely historical, the psychogeographical and the purely personal and meandering. History was definitely my major resource. Psychogeography was less promising; while I applauded the works and methods of the psychogeographers, I knew such occidental urbanity would be chewed up and utterly masticated by the immensity of Africa. As for the neat interpretations of psychology, they tend to become dwarfed and tortured into mythology when they leave the comfortable confines of the Western city, the cosy suburbanalities of the campus. What sort of psychological analysis can one apply to Lord’s Resistance Army leader Joseph Kony, who had his men remove the lips of children who displeased him? Or to Napoleon invading Egypt in 1798 with his sights set on Persia, India and the world? Or to the first Sultana of Egypt, Shajarat al-Durr – who murdered one husband in his bath and pretended another was still alive when he wasn’t? The personal and meandering had always served me surprisingly well in the face of other such enormities. I hoped, with such a long meandering river in my sights, it would serve me well again.

2 • A high-speed journey down the Nile

Where there is the Nile they do not wash by using water drip by drip. Egyptian proverb

The problem with any book attempting to tell both a geographical and a historical tale, or a linked series of tales, is that geography starts at the source (if we are talking about rivers) and ends at the sea, while history can zip up and down the river a couple of times each generation. Certain spots attract more history than others – Cairo, obviously, and also the dark jungles of the upper Nile – but, whatever way you cut it, any history of the Nile involves knowing a lot of geography before you can even start. Otherwise, as one zips up and down the river, following, say, General Horatio Kitchener on his mission to avenge Gordon and at the same time steal the Nile from the French pushing in from the Congo, one needs to know where one is. The names of places. The rapids, waterfalls and tributaries. Maps help a lot, and we have included a few in this book, but you still need a solid mental picture of the river before we start. Hence the instant jetboat and Cessna plane descent, taking, I hope, no more than ten pages and keeping you fully engaged in what is actually a very, very long river with its fair share of longueurs between all the very exciting bits.

First, for those who have never seen the Nile, what is it like? I’ll never forget the disappointment I felt on seeing the mighty Mississippi in New Orleans. Muddy, dull, forgettable. It didn’t help that I had just been mugged on the viewing platform. My main thought was: it ain’t that wide. I was expecting something like the Brahmaputra – so wide you can’t see the other side, something more reminiscent of a great lake or the sea than a river. Nope, the Mississippi is ordinary, like the Thames at Deptford, the eminently missable Mississippi. (I’m talking about New Orleans here – it widens out elsewhere.) In Cairo, when the Nile filters around mid-river islands, it too can look rather narrow. But get down to the riverside and the grandeur, the stately calm of the river, is all too apparent. This is a river that has been places – and with its unhurried air it seems not a jot tired of its journey, not yet at least. It is a fast river, a continent-crossing river – fast compared to a big English river. There are parts where the river widens out – Lake Kiyoga north of Lake Victoria, in stretches in Sudan and Upper Egypt – but this is never a river like the Congo and the Amazon, rivers watered along their entire length by tropical downpours. The Nile spends most of its time crossing desert or dry savannah – it is less of a drain than a life-bringing irrigation stream. There are no big cities south of Egypt on the Nile, apart from Khartoum. It is a clean river and looks clean. Oh you get rubbish in the canals, and a few beaches and washing places in Cairo, places where, even today, women take pots and pans down to the river to wash them; there may be Coke bottles and plastic bags. But there is nothing like the garbage you see on the streets around the overflowing skips (which replaced the highly efficient donkey-cart-driving rubbish collectors who were deemed too ‘old fashioned’).

But what of its character? I have written that all rivers have a moral character. This is indefinable, but appears to those who spend a long time in their company. The Nile’s character is sui generis, one of dependability. For all its floods and famines and small tantrums, this is a river you can rely on. It won’t rush you to your death if you fall in. It will carry you along, perhaps to the shore. I should say I am talking about the lower Nile here – the mixture of the White and the Blue. And, despite its cataracts and waterfalls, the upper White Nile too has a similarly dependable feel. The Blue Nile is altogether wilder and more unpredictable. The character of the Blue Nile is unlettered wildness, the wildness of a falcon or bird of prey that can be yoked into work but never entirely trusted. Turn your back on the Blue Nile, one feels, and it will drown you.

Now we have the several sources to skim over and observe: the Blue Nile rising in Ethiopia – at Lake Tana, or, rather, thirty miles from Lake Tana; the White Nile in that part of Africa where a great many countries seem to get drawn together: Uganda, Kenya, Sudan, Congo, Rwanda. The sources dominate men’s imaginations, but they are only a small part of the river’s identity, an identity largely forged by the terrain the river travels through. With its huge summer flood, literally pregnant with water, the Mother of the Nile would have to be the Blue Nile. But we’ll start our quick journey with the broadly agreed beginning of the White Nile, the father of all the Niles. The Kagera river, the ultimate source of the White Nile, snakes its way from the montane jungles of Rwanda to the west coast of Lake Victoria. But where does the water actually come from? Just as the Blue Nile is charged by the monsoons that pound the Ethiopian highlands, the White Nile receives its rainfall from the south Atlantic gales that arrive burdened with moisture on the African coast. Meeting no real resistance until they strike the mountains of the central rift, the rain falls and is channelled north. The precipitation that hits the mountains lower in the chain around Lake Tanganyika drains into the Congo basin and back into the Atlantic. Interestingly Lake Victoria, being only 300 feet deep and over 25,000 square miles in area, is actually a net loser of water – more flows into it than flows out – the rest being lost to the wind as evaporation.

For the first part of its life after the Owen Falls at Lake Victoria the Nile follows a chain of rapids through forest traditionally unoccupied, due to the prevalence of sleeping sickness. The river is wild and only with the coming of whitewater rafting has it been possible to descend safely. The thick, subtropical forest on either side was traditionally penetrated only by elephants, whose huge trails became the paths for inquisitive explorers who, in the late nineteenth century, ignored the local avoidance of the disease-ridden area – and suffered for it. Dealing with strange fevers, boils, mysterious sheddings of skin, bone ache and ague became the stock in trade of all who dared penetrate to the heart of Africa.

Around 50,000 people a year in Africa are still supposed to die from sleeping sickness. Spread by the tsetse fly, the disease is a parasitic amoeba that eventually invades the nervous system, causing, if it is not treated, disability and death. There are now several lines of defence, various drugs and treatments. This has led to eradication from some areas. Spread further by Arab slavers, colonisers and modernisers from its original location in the upper Nile regions, sleeping sickness is now more of a problem elsewhere than in the lands above Lake Victoria.

So, with less disease and tamer rapids, thanks to the Owen Falls dam (now renamed the Nalubaale), the first forty miles of the White Nile are not so wild as they once were. As it drops 600 feet in those forty miles it is easy to see why, in the 1860s, the explorer John Hanning Speke chose to avoid a direct descent of the river – though, if he had braved disease and cataract, he would have found the next 120 miles perfectly navigable. The Nile widens to a third of a mile and the forest begins to recede. It is as if someone has employed a forestry company to thin the trees in a charming manner in keeping with the landscape; only it is nature that has performed this task.

The river gets to a mile wide and the river’s floor gets nearer and nearer – less than ten feet deep. You can see the fish rising for air – Nile perch and catfish, tilapia, elephant fish. The river becomes wider still and transforms into Lake Kiyoga, a broad muddy sheet of water choked in parts with weed; it is a presentiment of the swamps to come. As the river flows through this lake for sixty miles it carries a pale-blue water lily that lies like a Chinese carpet on the moving surface.

The lake receives another wild tributary, the Kafu, at its northern end. This is just as well – if the tributary entered earlier on in the swampy lake its force would be absorbed and negated. Just as it was thousands of years ago, the Nile would be finished, spent of all motive force before it had half started.

After the join, the river begins to loop, and following its hypnotic swirls I am reminded of the philosopher’s conundrum about the identity of a broom which has had its brush and handle changed many times. Is it still the same broom? Similarly the Nile is rejuvenated all along its path and loses much of its source water long before it reaches the sea; yet it maintains its identity by some mysterious process.

The first of the swamps abruptly changes and the scoured rocky river floor is gained again as the Nile sweeps west and becomes again a mountain stream – an epithet uttered by Speke and the cause of much mockery from the bewhiskered stalwarts of the Royal Geographical Society. The mighty Nile – a stream! The insult! Yet only those who have seen both the mile-wideness of the Nile and its ferocity squeezed into a gorge twenty feet wide can understand that it can be both of these things. It is here, at the Murchison Falls, first seen by the explorer Samuel Baker, that the Nile is squeezed and then dashed from ledge to ledge surmounted by a constant rainbow, which Baker took to be a symbol of good fortune.

The foam stays on the river long after the bruising 141-foot Murchison Falls, but the river again quickly broadens as the rocky out-crops become less pronounced. It is here that hippos proliferate; and crocs – hundreds of them basking on rocks; both animals waiting, it seems, for rafters and kayakers who are too cocky or too unlucky to ply these waters carefully. Now the Nile enters, again at its head, another lake – the Albert. On its banks grassland alternates with forest and all manner of wildlife proliferates; and again the Nile is recharged, this time by the waters gathered in Lake Albert from the Ruwenzori – the Mountains of the Moon.

The Mountains of the Moon are fascinating in their own right, and we will return for a closer look. For the time being we will just glimpse them from the plane window, shrouded for 300 days a year in cloud, with the snowy peak of Mount Stanley poking through like a bewitched island rising from an enchanted lake.

Very quickly the river loses its pace and begins to resemble the intestines of some giant beast. The banks of the river are scrubby savannah – thick patches of low trees. As it widens and loops the river’s speed of flow drops so low it would be very hard to say which direction it is flowing in. As with a patient in a coma only the most advanced equipment can detect if it is alive or not. We are entering the world’s largest swamp – the Sudd.

Solitude of a stifling kind settles over the Sudd country. Here the Nile is almost lost in its wanderings and in the absorbent mulch of the world’s biggest marsh. In previous versions of the Nile, a million years ago, the Sudd would have been the true end of this part of the river, yet now it is only a hindrance, a massive hindrance, but one that the river finally overcomes.

The river widens but keeps to its banks, even in flood times, the excess simply absorbed by the land. The floating islands are a sign of further swamps ahead. From Bor to Lake No, 300 miles north, swampland predominates. Flying low over it in a six-seater Cessna the red-brown Nile seems vaguely undulating, held together by white slime. Backwaters, pools and marshes unravel the river into shoals of heaving papyrus and elephant grass. Nourished by boggy soil, grasses predominate in the swamps.

That the Sudd was not really conquered until 1900 is easily understood when the process of travel within the swamp is revealed. Though the first water crossing of the barriers of island, mud and marsh was made in the 1880s, it was the British in 1900 who decided to make it properly navigable. The process was laborious in the extreme. The first problem was to identify which part of the vegetation blocking the river was part of the bank and which part of a moveable island. If island, stakes would be driven in and attached by cables to the steamer, which would then reverse downstream ripping away the barrier of foliage. Like a dentist pulling teeth the blockages were torn away piece by piece. Sometimes islands could be burned first, then the roots would be hacked away by a hundred natives waist deep in water heaving with mattocks and spades. Five miles of swamp took three months to clear. It took five steamers and 800 Nubian prisoners – all surrounded by warlike tribes, mosquitoes and fever. This gigantic task of clearage has ever since always been under threat. The true path of the river always changes and still becomes blocked. In the 1990s, during the second civil war in Sudan the swamp again became impassable for months at a time.

We fly over the white and grey, somehow dilapidated-looking towns and villages, but they are as nothing compared to the relentless pull north of the winding river. This is the defining feature of the region. Around each village and town there is nothing like the amount of vegetation we see along the river.

From Bor northwards for 300 miles papyrus and elephant grass dominate the swamps. Papyrus is the Nile plant par excellence – it provided the first boats and the first paper. On the walls of tombs papyrus boats are depicted, similar to those still used on the Nile. The virtues of papyrus are recorded also on ancient pieces of papyrus mummified by the desert air at Oxyrhynchus and Fayoum. Papyrus in the Sudd grows over eighteen feet tall in places, forming dark-green forests, the younger lower plants a paler shade from lack of light. The papyrus rustles and creaks, forcing itself right into the Nile at the water’s edge.

Elephant grass, with its stems like bamboo, looks much stiffer and less graceful than papyrus. It has a brown feathery crown and pointed upright leaves. Another grass is the ‘um-soof’ with its green hairy fur; its name means ‘mother of wool’. Towering above all of them is the ambatch, a fibrous pithy plant twenty feet high and six inches thick. Often it is festooned with huge blue-flowering convolvulus. With its tiny thorns it isn’t so easy to work as papyrus, but like papyrus this is a great material for making rafts.

We swoop on over the flames of oil platforms – the Sudd was drilled for oil by Chevron in the 1970s, but ongoing troubles in the region have always made it a hard place to maintain production.

After the swamps, after the oil-bearing swamps of the Sudd, the Nile begins again with a no, a giant no, Lake No in fact. This is the first lagoon after the great marsh. It is really the beginning of a new epoch in the Nile’s existence. From now on it is downhill all the way. Almost.

Here, in the south of Sudan, around latitude 10 degrees North, the Nile regains a firm bed, which it keeps until it reaches the delta in Egypt. There are no more swamps. This is the region where the Bahr el-Ghazal – ‘the island sea’ – meets the Bahr el-Jebel – ‘the mountain sea’ – at the western end of Lake No. Though the Ghazal is the tributary and the Jebel the original continuation of the Nile, the Ghazal is a mighty river in its own right, dumping, on its earlier path through the swamps, as much water as the Nile itself. Another tributary is the Bahr el-Zeraf – ‘the giraffe sea’ – which, seen from a plane as it enters the Nile, looks like some malignant disease eating away at the land. This is the furthest point that anyone from antiquity reached on the Nile. The Emperor Nero’s men knew this point, as did, most probably, Greeks of an earlier age. Seneca wrote about Nero and the two centurions he sent up the Nile in the first century AD. He reports that they said on their return, ‘we came to immense marshes, the outcome of which neither the inhabitants knew nor can anyone hope to know, in such a way are the plants entangled with the waters, not to be struggled through on foot or in a boat, because the marsh, muddy and blocked up, does not admit any craft unless it is small and containing one person’. That this is a precise description of the Sudd swamp and its rafts of papyrus can hardly be disputed. It is remarkable that this feat of exploration was not to be replicated for nearly 2,000 years.

The Nile now enters the dry lands, and it will never leave them. The earth is red laterite, and when it is damaged by vehicles you can see the scars scorching through the land and along the river banks. At the point where the Nile at last turns north again, the Sobat enters into it. The first of the Ethiopian rivers, it carries silt down from the south-western highlands. It is a powerful river supplying 14 per cent of the water carried by the White Nile to Khartoum. In this stretch the river is not deep – perhaps fifteen feet, though in places as little as six. On either side the land flattens out and acacia replaces papyrus. There are no rapids in this section of 750 miles – from Lake No to Khartoum – and low undulations on either side protect the land from floods and swamps, holding the stream within firm banks. There are eleven varieties of acacia growing on the plain along this stretch of the river and traditionally the Shilluk made everything from boats to waterwheels, firewood, tanning materials and gum from these trees that stand like black skeletons stark against the midday sun of the plains.

This is the point where invading Asia meets escaping Africa along the Nile. The conical huts of the Dinka and Shilluk give way to the square houses of the Arabised northerners. Donkeys and camels walk by the Nile now and people cover their heads and bodies almost completely. The hippo becomes rarer and rarer. At Kosti there is the third bridge over the Nile since its beginning 2,000 miles away.

It is here that the migrating birds of the north spend their winter: the swallow, the increasingly rare corncrake, storks, orioles, terns, snipe and lapwing. What is most strange is that the Egyptian swallow flies only a short length down the Nile. The ones furthest south are those who have come from the furthest north, and this is true of the cranes and storks who migrate further than the native species, as if this travel were necessary for some reason other than mere survival, as they too, like our ancestors, sought to penetrate as far along the Nile as possible.

We arrive at Khartoum and observe the relentless spread of the city. If we are lucky and are hovering overhead sometime in summer we will catch a glimpse of the birth of the Red Nile, the powerful miscegenation of White and Blue, the Blue Nile so overwhelmingly powerful at this time that it punches the old White Nile back upstream. The silt – orange, red, pink depending on the exact conditions – pours into the widened river as it flows on towards the cataracts of northern Sudan.

From above, rapids look like drippings of toothpaste on a grey floor. By some curious optical illusion the river is stopped, freeze-framed, as you watch from a small plane window. Down on the ground the noise is deafening.

We pass the 200 or more mysterious steep-sided Pyramids of Meroe, home to the ‘Black’ Pharaohs, who lived here from 800 BC to around AD 230. From on high these Pyramids look like a series of diagonal crosses; when the plane banks you get a side-view and they resemble somehow the tiny wooden houses left over from an old-fashioned Monopoly game.

The Nile reaches Lake Nasser. One of the world’s largest man-made lakes – over 250 miles long – it takes an hour to fly over in a twin-prop Beechcraft. All that water! And so hypnotically blue, patterned with algal green around the shores. The lake makes mini-fjords along its banks, the dry valleys or wadis it has filled up. Surprisingly, for a lake less than fifty years old, there are already some sandy beaches developing along its edges.

We swoop over the two dams, missing the ruins of Philae, camouflaged in their rocky brown from above. The agricultural benefits of the Nile are now apparent: bright-green fields about the darker-green belts of densely planted palm trees. Everything looks tilled, cared for, and then, without warning, it is yellow, pure sand – the desert. The life-giving river is never more apparent than when seen from above with its fragile fertile margins clinging to each side.

We fly over the great temple at Luxor and cross the small dam, or barrage, at Asyut. The river widens and narrows for no apparent reason, waxing and waning. At Cairo there is a kind of explosion. The city is everywhere, the river dwarfed but still vital, still pumping away like the main artery it is. We cross the first dam ever built on the Nile – the barrage at the delta, which sits at the fork of the two main branches. The delta spreads out around us. It is the original of all deltas, shaped as it is like a Greek letter ‘D’.

Finally the sea. The white line of surf appears stationary, like the rapids we saw earlier. Dots, or rather people, on the beach. The sea greenish – lighter now that it is denied the silt that used to flood into it, feeding the great schools of sardines that are now all but gone. The river spreads into the sea, its home, and is lost.

3 • A river of change

The person whom God has cursed trades butter in the hot season and salt in the rainy season. Sudanese proverb

So, been there, done that. Having flown the Nile, skimmed its surface, it’s time to dig deeper, unearth what we can. For a start, the most interesting thing, I think, about the Nile is how young it is, how much it has changed, and continues to change. In a sense, all rivers are old, and the Nile is, in parts, an old river; but it is also, geologically, a young river. The Nile’s earliest valleys are millions of years old. Yet, in its current path, the Nile is shockingly new (in geological terms): only 12,500 years old. It is, above all else, a river that has been through many transformations and incarnations.

If there is one idea I want to keep in mind when thinking about the Nile it is the utterly simple and all too slippery notion of change. The Nile has changed; it changes things. When people come into contact with it they change – by moving along it, settling by its side, inventing irrigation, writing, forming an embryonic civic society, or using it as an excuse to invade, convert, plunder, rule. The Nile changes; it is a catalyst for change. Is it too general a concept to be of any use? We’ll see.

What remains? After the red river has flooded, what remains? The land, the black land. The land, black with silt, the nutrient-heavy silt that allowed ancient Egypt to flourish. In the water, suspended and moving, it appears red, like blood; again like blood, when it dries and congeals and ages it becomes black. There is always a risk with running such metaphors too far and for too long; but they seem to hold, and in the Nile’s case, with a river so vast in scope and length, it was the only way, with such flimsy strategies, that I could sort my own version of the nutrient silt, the mountains of research, story, history, science, myth and fiction that were piling up around me in my Nileside study. As I sat in my little brightly lit room at number 32, Road 100, just up from the gas station at Maadi I made sure, when I looked up from the computer, that I had a view of the Nile, an uninterrupted view. I took down the curtains, as they were of heavy material that intruded into my vision. The blank square was better, even better when I opened the metal-framed window. The river looked like a small swatch of greenish brown trapped in the gap between two buildings. One building was very high, over twenty storeys; it had been built only a few years previously. The other, suggestively I felt in the current mad phase of urban development in Egypt, was a home for the mentally ill. Often I heard them screaming and yelling. Well, once a week or so. I asked my wife about that and she said placidly, ‘It means one of them has escaped.’ ‘You mean it’s not the mad people who are screaming?’ ‘No, it’s the nurses.’

The first building that blocks or curtails my view is, as I mentioned, a new block – for the newly rich, those richer than myself presumably. The proof being: they live nearer to the Nile than I. (Proximity to the river has always been a priority in Egypt, but the injection of high finance and the profits of real estate have elevated this concern to the same levels of hysteria you find in London and Paris with the Thames and the Seine. Strangely, New Yorkers seem still to prefer Central Park to the Hudson; tainted by commerce still perhaps.)

How to get enough of an angle on change, metamorphosis, transformation, evolution, revolution, mutation, transfiguration, translation, transmutation, alteration, rebirth? One angle: the river’s course as palimpsest – dig down deep enough and you will reveal successive layers of inhabitation, geology, agriculture. Simple enough. Or, ignore those layers. Be an anti-archaeologist, an anti-palaeontologist. While the academics deal with what is there, the evidence, another more radical form of research might be to focus on what isn’t there, the gaps in the fossil record, the glaring absences, the ignorance, the lost tribes and missing persons.

Perhaps the way forward is to look at the other. The river’s opposite – stagnation. A river flows, provides life. When it stagnates it becomes a lake or a canal – something that is held by some shape, some depression, some ditch in the landscape. It is as if the land has killed it, made it dependent instead of alive. And it is true – canals leak and have to be puddled with clay or else all the water will escape.

The stagnant may be useful, but it has a short shelf-life. Without attention, without gardening, without human intervention it gathers the surface decay of stagnancy, it harbours disease, it actually becomes a danger to man; it can, in the breeding of mosquitoes and the harbouring of parasites, become the death of us.

Yet, even knowing this, our first instinct is always to make the river stagnant – to turn it into a ‘useful’ lake. We want more, we want every golden egg and we’ll kill the goose for it.

It reminds me of Paul Celan’s poem ‘Death Fugue’ – ‘Black milk of daybreak we drink it at nightfall’: we constantly want to exchange the living red river for black milk. Life seems to bore us. We need to know how much death we can imbibe, sip, tipple away on, unnoticed in the corner.

The word ‘alcohol’ comes from the Arabic al-kohl – the black powdered eyeliner so favoured by ancient Egyptians and later adopted by the Arabs. Making al-kohl involved distillation of antimony, so ‘alcohol’ came to mean any process involving distillation (a curious irony that those who oppose distilled spirits invented the process).

For all its blessings our favourite drink can also be a poison. In the form of methanol, alcohol can blind and kill. In the form of ethanol it simply makes us drunk. But pure ethanol is not very palatable, so all the preferred forms of alcohol contain varying amounts of methanol, pure poison. Death provides the taste.

Back to black. The kohl-lined eye is one of the most characteristic images of ancient Egypt – depicted in hieroglyphs as the eye of Horus. As befitting a falcon-headed god, Horus’ eye resembles that of a bird of prey. The eye watched over and protected the Pharaoh in the afterlife, and was painted, for similarly superstitious reasons, on the bows of ships, a practice that spread to the whole Near East. Even today you’ll see the eye of Horus on the bow of a dhow or felucca plying the Nile. The eye in ancient Egypt was thought of not as a passive organ of mere recording, but as an instrument of action, intention, wrath. The eye that guards against the evil eye. Perhaps from merely recording what I see I should take the hint and go out on a limb. Ride the river.

Black milk, evil eyes. At what point does change kill, become a form of death? At what point does tradition stifle and choke and become a cause of death? This is all too apparent in Egypt, where the ultra-modern butts up time and again against the immemorial. People living in the tombs in the city of the dead logging on with a Mobinil smartphone.

The black land, as the ancients called Egypt. The land remains the same – in the delta they farmed until the mid-twentieth century in the same way as they had 3,000 years ago. Even now there are many similarities in the poorer communities along the Nile. The land remains the same, the river changes.

Tradition is bad. That’s one dogma. But tradition could be called a preservative, preserving ways of living, life. Change could involve killing what we need but temporarily no longer want. Because it has slipped out of sight.

One thing I am sure about, though: the piloting of the material, the navigation down the river from my little cabin-like study, lined with books, no curtains, view of the Nile night and day (the sunsets are amazing), the documenting of that journey, the pilot’s log so to speak – that will be as vital a journey as the log of any real journey I might make. There had been any number of Nile trips recently, from the very adventurous to the strictly televisual; some had recorded changes in the river, some had not. Some had sought to emphasise that nothing had really changed. Others that everything had. It was all about what you looked at, where the black, kohl-rimmed eye looked.

Certainly, looking at the life of the Nile, over the longest period of time, will help us delineate better the roles of rebirth, death, change and tradition. These are the real questions, aren’t they? I am hoping for it, sipping my Sakkara beer, alcohol of a refined kind, courtesy of the Al-Ahram brewery, sitting at my little window watching the sun set in my own little square of eternity.

4 • A child of the Rift

Only two things in this world are innately good: water and one’s mother. Sudanese proverb

Alfred Wegener, a German explorer and scientist, was disbelieved and ridiculed for his continental-drift theory – the theory, put forward in 1912, that the world was fissured, like an infant’s skull, and yet that these fissures were actually fruitful, fructifying with molten magma deep under the sea, expanding, sliding over each other. Wegener was ignored from his untimely death in Greenland in 1930 until the 1950s, a warning shot to those who would propose a theory that looks right but can’t be easily explained.

Wegener, from an early age, noticed what every schoolchild notices: South America fits into the right angle of west Africa; in fact the land mass of the earth all looks as if it was once joined. Wegener searched for evidence of his theory – finding rocks and fossils that matched on either side of the Atlantic Ocean. He provided the evidence but no mechanism and was opposed heatedly by such august organisations as the American Petroleum Society. He sought solace in making expeditions to the frozen north. On his last trip to Greenland conditions were so harsh he had to amputate a team member’s frozen toes with his penknife. Temperatures dropped to 60 degrees below freezing; then Wegener, aged fifty, a heavy smoker who had spent too long in his study, died.

The discovery in the 1960s that the sea floor really did spread as Wegener had speculated, with magma bubbling up along tectonic plate lines, finally brought respectability to a theory that had been derided and lampooned. Scientists agreed that the circulating hot liquid centre of the earth was how the plates, with the continents sitting on top of them, moved. Just as rice in a pan of boiling water will circulate, so the surface of the earth was in constant movement, shoved by the circulating movement of the magma below.

I think it is salutary to note that the current theory about the birth of the Nile – in a valley made by tectonic plates shifting – was, until the 1960s, considered pure poppycock. I think we are all apt, especially non-scientists, to underestimate the transitory nature of scientific ‘truth’. By definition such truth can only be a groping towards better and better explanations. I think we need to maintain a sense
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