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Introduction

Everyone is originally from Africa, and this book is therefore for everyone.

Africa is the birthplace of humankind itself, yet little of its ancient and modern history is widely known. It has an extraordinary past: engrossing narratives of warrior queens, kings, chiefs, priests and priestesses; of mighty civilisations blooming on the banks of rivers or in the shade of sacred mountains; of lavish buildings hewn out of rock, exquisite libraries bursting with discovery, bustling caravan routes and market squares thick with the voices of traders, travellers, farmers and entertainers.

But for many, the history of Africa begins only a few centuries ago, with the arrival of the Europeans. It has been dominated by the subjects of slavery, imperialism and colonialism, and written mostly by Western historians, missionaries and explorers. And while these are of critical importance, Africa’s history is more than that.

I wanted to write this book because it is the kind of work I wish I had been able to find and read myself many years ago. As a person born under the African sun, I had long been aware of the continent’s rich history. But it was a fragmented knowledge, and I searched in vain for an accessible and relatively comprehensive history of Africa, highlighting key chapters in its story – and told by Africans themselves.

At last, I had the opportunity to embark on such a project myself, and it is one that has engaged me for the best part of a decade. Over a period of about seven years I visited more than 30 African countries, and travelled across these nations in pursuit of a first-hand experience of Africa’s history from the perspective of Africans. This book draws on my conversations and the interviews I conducted with dozens of people, ranging from academics to ordinary engaged citizens, who enlightened me about their culture, history and the amazing sites I visited. Some of these were off the beaten track, such as the ancient ruins of Eritrea, or Chinguetti in Mauritania, while some were tricky or risky to get to, such as Timbuktu in Mali, or the Hausa parts of northern Nigeria. I used just about every means of transport known to humankind, from modern sleek 4x4 vehicles, to riding on camelback and donkey carts. I was awestruck by the beauty of the continent: the natural wonders such as the Falls of the Zambezi River in Zimbabwe, or the vast territory of Katanga in the Congo and the Virunga Mountains of Rwanda.

I wish to introduce the history of Africa to all readers who want to dispel the myopia of a post-imperial education and especially to young students with an African background seeking to learn more about their history. Most people would struggle to name an African king beyond Tutankhamun, and few of them would even be able to give the years of his reign. One former African president told me he was better able to list the names of English medieval kings than those in Africa. This is not an academic book, nor is it about ‘contested history’ – setting one narrative against another in a confrontational framework. Nor does it seek to make comparisons between civilisations. I aim to provide a counter-balance to the many negative perceptions of the continent and its people, improve our collective understanding of its history by ventilating African scholarship that has been occluded, and in this way reveal a different and more honest history of Africa.

This book is an overview of the continent from the beginning of humanity to the modern era. It is by no means comprehensive, and there is plenty of history that I could not include. As much as possible, the focus is on pre-colonial history rather than on what occurred in the twentieth century, since contemporary history and current events have received more attention and coverage. I have selected personalities who helped shape the continent because I believe history is most easily understood when it is seared into the imagination. The figures examined are predominantly rulers, since sources drawn from African oral tradition consist largely of the lives and deeds of leaders. To those who will admonish me for omitting certain individuals, I apologise in advance. I could not do justice to everyone in a single book. I have strived to cover all regions of Africa and emphasised the significant role that women play.

We begin with the origins of humankind: what makes us unique, and how human societies and culture developed. I celebrate our common and shared beginnings. In chapter 2 we move to ancient Egypt, the best-known aspect of Africa’s history, for a comprehensive overview. Less famous are the histories of ancient Sudan, Ethiopia and Eritrea – civilisations that gave rise to magnificent monuments and which are the focus of chapters 3, 4 and 5. In chapters 6 and 7, I explore the early story of North Africa and the strong impact the region had on the three major monotheistic religions. The fabulously wealthy Mansa Musa, the fourteenth-century king of the Mali Empire, is the centrepiece of chapter 8, in which we will also examine the kingdoms of West Africa. The lesser-known Indian Ocean trade in enslaved Africans that lasted a thousand years is the topic of chapter 9, while in chapter 10 we look at Benin, whose bronzes have been the focus of efforts to repatriate looted and stolen African artwork, 90 per cent of which is found outside of the continent. The southern kingdoms of Africa are the focus of the following chapter, including Great Zimbabwe, a civilisation that Europeans refused to believe was built by Africans. The Asante people, and in particular Queen Mother Yaa Asantewaa, are the subject of chapters 12 and 13. In chapter 14 we revisit the tragic topic of slavery, this time examining the impact of the transatlantic trade on Africans and their continent. European invasions and occupation underscore chapters 15, 16 and 17, but the protagonists are always African, including King Shaka Zulu, Queen Njinga and the heroic communities who resisted European rule and fought for liberation. Finally, the Epilogue reflects on the future of the continent, and how it is being shaped by Africa’s youth.

I fervently hope that you will emerge with a stronger and deeper knowledge of Africa’s history and be encouraged to learn more about the subjects I have covered.

In my research for this book I was privileged to meet some of Africa’s best academics. Their passion, rigour and brilliance, even in resource-starved university departments, are remarkable and merit a much wider audience. Every single academic I met was extremely generous with their time, even when the perils of traffic and a packed schedule meant I was sometimes late for appointments. So keen were they to be heard that they were to a man and woman gracious about my tardiness and indeed I often had to tear myself away from them to reach my next destination.

I also relied greatly on the work of a unique project called the General History of Africa, the GHA, which is one of the continent’s best-kept secrets: Africa’s history, written largely by African scholars. The project was begun in the early 1960s, during the period of rapid decolonisation in Africa. Several of the newly independent African leaders decided that, after decolonising their countries, they also wanted to decolonise their history, so they approached UNESCO (the UN’s Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization) to help them implement the project. UNESCO formed a special committee and identified the continent’s leading historians, anthropologists, archaeologists and experts in other fields. In total, UNESCO gathered around 350 scholars – mostly African – to undertake this work. They compiled 11 volumes with more to come, starting from the origins of humankind and evolution, and continuing to contemporary eras. They used written records, including those that had been overlooked; as well as archaeology, art, song, poetry, oral storytelling, traditions, dance, craft and archaeobotany. Using the GHA as my inspiration and compass, my sources and references are predominantly African and non-European, in contrast to the many histories of Africa written by Western authors.

I was struck by the words of the late Kenyan palaeoanthropologist Dr Richard Leakey, who was a good friend, and is sadly missed by many, including me. He told me that it was imperative to challenge the prejudices some people hold ‘in their thinking about Africa. It will probably take time to break that down; but break it down we must, and we do so – not with fairy tales but with facts.’ So this book is my attempt to do just that.




1

Our Family and Other Hominins

[image: ]
As the young museum attendant diligently unlocked the door I was full of excitement. I was about to meet a superstar – albeit one who had been dead for millions of years. With great reverence and awe I gently stroked her hand with the tip of a finger and felt as though I had made contact with a long-lost relative. This was Lucy, or Dinkenesh, as she is known in Ethiopia – part of the lineage that eventually led to us: Homo sapiens sapiens, Latin for ‘wise and thinking man’.

Africa is where it all began for us modern humans. We should be united by our shared beginning in a way that enables us to look beyond race, to a time when such differences did not exist. When one examines the long history of humankind, it becomes apparent that racial differentiation is a relatively recent occurrence; genetics present us with facts that are at odds with the cultural construct of racism. There may be new genetic interpretations in the future, but current thinking indicates that characteristics of the ‘white race’ emerged between 8,000 and 12,000 years ago, well after many genetic divisions in Africa itself. Unfortunately, as the late Kenyan palaeoanthropologist Dr Richard Leakey described, some are still reluctant ‘to embrace fully the idea that humans, whether blue-eyed Europeans or pale-skinned Asians, originated in Africa’.1

Dr Leakey and his equally illustrious parents, Louis and Mary Leakey, were making ground-breaking fossil discoveries at a time in the twentieth century when there was still ongoing research in the field aimed at disproving the theory that we all came out of Africa and were thus originally black. The discovery of a complete ancient skull in China in 1929, dubbed ‘Peking Man’, for example, led the Beijing authorities to fund research by Chinese palaeontologists aimed at showing that Homo sapiens first evolved in Asia, or that Peking Man was an ancestor of modern East Asian people. Such efforts persisted into the twenty-first century.

That we are all part of the original African diaspora is no longer disputed scientifically. New paleontological discoveries are still being made and the vast majority of the pieces in this fragmented and ever-developing jigsaw puzzle are missing, but even if there is still debate about precisely where it happened within the continent, Africa is certainly where the human story began. We are an African animal, an African species who colonised the world, at different times and in different ways. No human being on earth can deny that Africa is their first home.

About 2 to 3 million years ago there was a big freeze that killed the majority of animal life on land and sea. Africa was the region least affected by the Ice Age and life continued to flourish there. As wet, warm grasslands spread across the continent, these habitats created the perfect conditions for the evolution of the great apes: gorillas, chimpanzees and later the hominins or hominids (creatures between ape and human), from which we modern humans finally appeared. These primates gingerly came down from the trees to inhabit the ground and placed their safety in their wits rather than their strength.

It was the Victorian biologist Charles Darwin who first made the observation, in his 1871 book The Descent of Man, that since the African gorilla and chimpanzee are most like us in terms of their anatomy, and because they only existed in Africa, then humans must have originated there. Although Darwin’s reasoning may not meet today’s scientific standards, he had advanced a ground-breaking theory that creationists and many religious conservatives found abhorrent.

Gorillas are now only found in a few places in Africa, mainly in the Great Lakes region. More than a third of the 1,000 surviving mountain gorillas live under protection in the wild forests of the Virunga National Park. The mountains, a chain of volcanoes, span parts of Rwanda, the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) and Uganda. I set off to see these endangered creatures in northern Rwanda, a mission that involved a long hike starting at dawn, through masses of thick vegetation glistening with morning dew. My exertions paid off when I eventually spotted the gorillas through the foliage. A couple of adult gorillas, including one majestic silverback, lay indolently on the ground – seemingly revelling in the early morning sunshine, while a pair of young gorillas tumbled down from a mound and played together on the muddy earth. It was remarkable to see how similar they are to humans. They live in family groups and their movements, antics and expressions are so like ours. In fact, data shows that humans and gorillas differ in only 1.75 per cent of their DNA, far less than previously assumed. (Chimpanzees – our closest relatives – differ only 1.37 per cent from our genomes.)

Once Charles Darwin had advanced his theory that humans originated in Africa, other scientists began to try to piece together the evolutionary chain from gorillas and chimpanzees to humans by studying extinct species of hominins and looking at bipedalism in particular. Bipedalism, which occurred about 6 million years ago, meant a primate’s hands could remain free. About 3 million years later, this led to hominins being able to use their intelligence to make tools or hunt with weapons, assisted by their ability to rotate the wrist, a feature unique to apes and humans. Habitual bipedalism, the ability to walk permanently on two legs, is a defining characteristic of what makes us human. One theory, propounded by early twentieth-century experts such as the Australian palaeoanthropologist Raymond Dart, posits that walking on two legs developed because, as the climate changed, there was less woodland and more grassland, making bipedalism a more efficient way of moving around. There was a long intermediate stage, during which bipedal hominins still had a divergent big toe for climbing up trees to escape predators on the ground and could swing from branch to branch with their rotating wrists.

Once hominins became upright around 4.4 million years ago, anatomical changes to the hands, shoulders, elbows, pelvis and spine took place. As the evolutionary chain developed, they began to look more like humans today.

Our Ancestral Trail

Toumai, 7 million years ago

Scientists wanted to establish the date at which our human line diverged from other primates, and the breakthrough came in 2001. After a decade of digging through the sand dunes in the Sahara of northern Chad, a Franco–Chadian team of palaeontologists were rewarded for their efforts. They found fossilised bones, a partial skull and a mandible, ascribed to an ape-man who they dubbed Toumai, meaning ‘hope of life’ in the local Daza language. Some experts believe Toumai, known as Sahelanthropus tchadensis, was from a species of primate that was a common ancestor to both humans and chimpanzees. Molecular evidence suggests that Toumai lived close to the gorilla/chimpanzee–human divergence approximately 7 million years ago, but it is not known if he or she was at times bipedal. This was nevertheless the point at which the evolutionary process that made us fully upright began.

Lucy or Dinkenesh, 3.2 million years ago

Let us fast forward another 4 million years to one of the most iconic discoveries: Lucy, a celebrity in the world of palaeontology. She was a member of a species known as Australopithecus afarensis, and was named after the Beatles song ‘Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds’, which was playing on the camp radio when she was discovered in Harar in eastern Ethiopia in 1974. Lucy is known as Dinkenesh in Ethiopia, meaning ‘you are marvellous’ in the Amharic language, and it is how I refer to her.

There is a model of what Dinkenesh would have looked like at the National Museum of Ethiopia in the capital Addis Ababa. The real skeleton of Dinkenesh is under lock and key in a climatically controlled room, where the temperature is maintained at an optimum level for the preservation of her remains. An impressive 40 per cent of her skeleton was found, and its constituent parts are kept in carefully identified and classified pieces placed in special padded drawers. It was wonderful to see and touch Dinkenesh’s bones under the supervision of Professor Yohannes Haile-Selassie, a leading Ethiopian palaeontologist. He described her as ‘the icon of palaeoanthropology’, adding that experts like him are still learning a lot from her.

[image: ]
1. The skeleton of Dinkenesh
Yohannes proceeded to tell me how Dinkenesh lived 3.2 million years ago. A reconstruction of her head shows that its lower half points forward, unlike the flat faces of modern humans, and that her brain was no bigger than that of an ape. Her jaw was relatively small but her teeth were large. An adult, she stood about a metre tall and weighed just under 30kg. She regularly walked on two legs, freeing up her arms, which were relatively longer than ours. Dinkenesh would have used her hands to make simple tools like sharpened twigs in order to fish, dig out termites or kill small animals. Fossilised turtle and crocodile eggs were found near where she died, and support the theory that she foraged for food, possibly by raiding reptile nests. Still, Dinkenesh would mainly have enjoyed a plant- and fruit-based diet.

Dinkenesh probably slept in trees for safety. One theory holds that she may have died by falling from a tree – ironically, peril lay in her refuge. Despite her superstar status in hominin history, modern humans are not direct descendants of Dinkenesh. But she is still part of the lineage that eventually led to us.

Taung Child, 2.8 million years ago

The first evidence of a ‘hominin’ was discovered much earlier. Professor Raymond Dart found the Taung Child in a limestone formation at Taung near Kimberley, in South Africa’s Northern Cape province in 1924. Taung Child lived about 2.8 million years ago and is from a species of hominins called Australopithecus africanus. I went along to the University of the Witwatersrand in Johannesburg, where he is kept. The prominent South African palaeoanthropologist Professor Francis Thackeray pointed out the braincase of the skull and the front of the face and lower jaw, and explained that for decades it was thought that our hominin ancestors were voracious predators, or ‘killer apes’. Some nearby eggshells were accordingly interpreted as the child’s lunch, but showing me the cracks in the Taung Child’s skull and eye-sockets, he told me that in the 1990s scientists like him began to notice that the damage looked similar to that of modern monkeys killed by eagles. It seems that the Taung Child was not at home in his cave, but in the lair of a huge bird of prey, probably an ancient eagle, which killed him and dragged him there. It is a window into a time when our forebears were both predator and prey. Taung Child was the first hominin to be found in Africa, and he appeared much more archaic than other remains found elsewhere at the time. He provided the first hint that Charles Darwin may have been correct about humans originating in Africa.

Mrs Ples, 2.5 million years ago

Some 20 years after the discovery of the Taung Child, South African palaeontologists Robert Broom and John T. Robinson uncovered a pre-human skull in the caves of Sterkfontein, north of Johannesburg, in 1947. She was called Mrs Ples as a snappier alternative to the initial scientific name, Plesianthropus transvaalensis. After 2 million years of peaceful entombment, Mrs Ples’s head was blown up by the dynamite of a lime mining operation. Scientists have pieced it back together, and it is now almost complete. Mrs Ples, like Dinkenesh, had a small brain, similar in size to those of chimpanzees, and about a third of ours, but she walked on two legs. She was a significant find; her skull proved for the first time that walking upright had evolved well before any significant growth in brain size. Experts can gauge whether a hominin walked on two legs from a hole at the back of the skull called the ‘foramen magnum’ through which the vertebrae and spinal cord enter. Mrs Ples had such a hole and it pointed downwards, indicating she had been bipedal.

Different kinds of hominins co-existed in Africa and scientists are constantly trying to work out how various types such as the Taung Child, Mrs Ples and Dinkenesh are related, but what we do know is that as various lines died out, just one, the ‘Homo genus’, led directly to us modern humans. This is where the detective work shifts eastwards on the continent.

Zinj, 1.75 million years ago

The East African Rift Valley, a huge split in the earth’s crust that spans Tanzania, Kenya and Ethiopia, is rich in the remains of hominins impeccably preserved in its soil and rock. As I went down the Olduvai Gorge in northern Tanzania and picked my way through the dust and rocks, I gazed at the layers of sediment, made up of clay, sandstone and conglomerates, formed over thousands of millennia. In 1959 the English-born Kenyan palaeoanthropologist Mary Leakey came across an exceptionally complete skull in the Olduvai Gorge, along with stone tools. The specimen became known as Zinjanthropus boisei (Zinj), and was given the species name Paranthropus boisei. Previously it had been thought that such pre-humans lived 500,000 years ago but, to the surprise of contemporary scientists, Zinj could be dated to 1.75 million years ago, and his teeth suggested he was a grazer.

I was relieved to see there was a plaque at the spot where Zinj had been discovered, acknowledging Mary Leakey’s pioneering discovery. She was a feisty and formidable woman who had received only sporadic teaching but showed an exceptional talent for archaeology and excavation. She married a Cambridge archaeologist and anthropologist, Louis Leakey, and they moved to East Africa in the late 1930s and established a site at Olduvai Gorge. As a woman working in a field dominated by men, much of the credit for Mary’s earlier contributions went to Louis.

Homo habilis, 1.7 million years ago

In 1961, Mary and Louis Leakey’s diligent efforts paid off with another major find in Olduvai: a partial skull and a lower jaw dating from 1.7 million years ago – making the specimen a bit younger than Zinj. The plot thickened: the skull was much more similar to our own than Australopithecus or Paranthropus. It had a large brain chamber, and so this hominin would have enjoyed using its hands in a more sophisticated manner with fingers that could hold and manipulate objects, such as stones and tools for cutting meat off the bone. He was named Homo habilis, Latin for ‘dextrous man’.

Turkana Boy or Homo erectus, 1.5 million years ago

In 1984, a team working under Louis and Mary’s son, Richard Leakey, made a startling discovery that filled a huge gap in our knowledge of human evolution. They found remains in the Turkana Basin in northern Kenya that provided stunning evidence of the group that would eventually lead to us. This was Turkana Boy or Homo erectus, meaning ‘upright man’. He lived 1.5 million years ago and, unlike other lines such as Homo habilis that died out, Homo erectus survived and evolved. Turkana Boy was prepubescent – probably about 12 years old. His skeleton is the most complete of any hominin found so far. He stood a metre and a half tall.

Most experts believe that Homo erectus acquired the knowledge of how to start a fire by rubbing together flintstones, so his ribcage (and therefore guts) as well as his teeth were smaller due to eating softer, cooked food, which enabled his brain to grow more quickly as protein intake increased. At around the same time, language, probably involving the extensive use of tongue clicking, developed. Turkana Boy is likely to have communicated in this way. Homo erectus’s brain grew ever larger, until around 400,000 years ago this hominin became the archaic Homo sapiens. Two hundred thousand years later, Homo erectus had fully developed into Homo sapiens, anatomically the same as us. Homo sapiens sapiens, the modern human, was fully formed genetically about 100,000 years ago.

The First Migrants, 90,000 Years Ago

Around 90,000 years ago, Homo sapiens sapiens had spread over the whole of Africa. The number of people on the continent at this time probably numbered 1 million, and they lived in small communities of around 150.

Then disaster struck. Parts of Africa started drying out, and food and water became scarce. Our ancestors, suddenly in competition for scant resources, needed to find a way to survive. Earlier hominins, notably Homo erectus, had migrated out of Africa 2 million years earlier, but it was only between 90,000 and 60,000 years ago that many desperate Homo sapiens sapiens sought their fortunes away from the continent and left. There is nothing new about the phenomenon of human migration.

The first groups arrived in the Arabian Peninsula, from where further pioneers journeyed to Europe and Asia. There, they encountered other descendants of Homo erectus – Homo neanderthalensis and Homo heidelbergensis in Europe, and in Asia the Denisovan groups, Homo floresiensis, Homo longi, Homo luzonensis, and very probably other species of archaic humans too. At this time, we were only one provincially African constituent of a dizzying farrago of humanity. We co-existed with our genetic cousins for millennia, sharing not only the landscape but also, more intimately, our genes by mating with them. To this day, Eurasians have residual vestiges of Neanderthal DNA, and Asians, Pacific peoples and Native Americans carry traces of other hominins. It is still not properly understood why we are the only branch to have survived, but it is likely that our superior cognitive abilities and the changing environment played their part, so that other archaic humans were bred into extinction.

Until 8,000 to 12,000 years ago, all humans were dark-skinned. Pale complexions, fair hair and light-coloured irises only evolved as humans migrated beyond Africa and adapted to different climates, which over time led to the varied racial characteristics we see today. Our lineage, Homo, and our place in it, is the subject of much study, conjecture and disagreement. There is growing evidence that archaic humans originated in different parts of Africa. However, what we can say with absolute certainty is that 99 per cent of our evolutionary history occurred on the continent. Everyone today is either African or the descendant of an African migrant.
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Early Humans

Homo sapiens sapiens very quickly engaged in characteristically human activities, such as making art for the sake of art. In the Sahara Desert of northern Mauritania, I clambered up a rocky path to admire the artistic endeavours in the caves of the Agrour Amogjar mountains. The images, 5,000 years old, were fascinating: a giraffe, an elephant, a gazelle and a man with his arms outstretched and women with exaggerated hips, a sign of fertility, no doubt. Higher up I could see a drawing of the sun – rays beaming – and four circles that are believed to depict the seasons.

I was treated to a crash course in prehistoric art by the ebullient director of the National Centre for Prehistoric, Anthropological and Historical Research (CNRPAH) in Algiers, Dr Slimane Hachi. He said that Algeria, Africa’s largest country, has so much rock art that it is the ‘biggest open-air museum in the world!’ We sat together looking at marvellous pictures of rock art at Tassili n’Ajjer, from around 10,000 years ago, depicting landscapes and wildlife such as buffaloes, giraffes and elephants. The outsized human figures have heads drawn as circles. As human development progressed, Saharan rock art came to depict farmers, shepherds, ox-drivers and sheep – tokens of a long-lost world marooned in oceans of sand.

The oldest rock painting found so far in Africa dates back to 26,000–28,000 years ago. Located in Namibia, it comprises seven stone slabs. Depicted on the brown-grey quartzite are a number of animals painted in white, ochre and charcoal pigment. But rock and cave paintings are far from the first of sapiens’ artworks. The ability to conceptualise the future and the past is part of what makes us human. Experts such as Dr Hachi cannot be sure when early humans started to acquire the necessary faculties of imagination and abstraction, but perhaps the oldest evidence for an object representing symbolic thought is a smooth piece of stone about 4 centimetres long dating back between 75,000 and 100,000 years, found in the Blombos Cave 300 kilometres east of Cape Town and now kept at a museum in Johannesburg. When I held it in my hand under the watchful eye of the curator, it looked like an unremarkable, small red stone. The curator pointed out the cross-hatched pattern resulting in a diamond shape with three parallel lines deliberately scraped through it. Found elsewhere in the Blombos Cave was a large seashell with remnants of powdered ochre mixed with fluids to make pigments and paint for body or facial decoration. It is estimated to be 100,000 years old, which would surely qualify as the world’s oldest surviving make-up kit. Clearly, early humans were like us: creating art, talking, telling stories and jokes, singing, making music and dancing, with their own belief systems and spirituality. Such is the human condition, in Africa and everywhere in the world, then as now.

The Hadzabe

To gain an insight into our social and cultural origins, experts can learn a great deal from a unique community of hunter-gatherers known as the Hadzabe or Hadza, who are based in the Rift Valley in Tanzania on the edge of the Serengeti plains. They are the last remaining people to hunt big game as our ancestors did. Early humans were hunter-gatherers, fishing in brooks with bone hooks and vine lines, foraging in the undergrowth for fruit, honey and nuts, and stalking prey with spears on the plains. If resources were exhausted in one area, the next was exploited. This was our lifestyle for 99 per cent of our history.

I was keen to meet the Hadzabe, having read about them in a study by the brilliant Tanzanian professor Audax Mabulla, director of the Tanzania National Museum. I travelled to Lake Eyasi, less than 100 kilometres from the Ngorongoro crater, to visit them. The Ngorongoro crater is the world’s most complete volcanic crater. Homo sapiens sapiens and our ancestors have lived in its ecosystem for more than 3 million years. The area in which the Hadzabe live is made up of wide expanses of green land sculpted by volcanic eruptions. The final part of my journey in the bush could only be made on foot, through thick vegetation. My guide and interpreter, David Maragu, walking ahead of me, helpfully pushed aside the lush greenery obstructing our way and created a clear path for us.

After a while, there appeared several small huts made of branches and foliage nestling among the trees. In the clearing, a group of about a dozen men, with baboon fur tails wrapped around their heads, sat crouched on the ground, a fire smouldering beside them. They were singing while one man played melodiously on a simple string instrument placed under his chin. Behind them I could see tall baobab trees, and on their branches dangled the skulls and bone fragments of animals they had hunted down.

As Professor Mabulla explained, the Hadzabe, who number about a thousand in total, live in small autonomous groups. Now only about a quarter maintain their traditional way of life, foraging and hunting full time. They have hunting dogs, do not keep livestock nor grow food, and they follow patterns of animal migration, moving to new grounds every few weeks, building temporary huts for shelter. Even though the Hadzabe have been offered permanent shelter by successive Tanzanian governments, many prefer to live as our ancestors did; indeed, their rejection of the trappings of modernity and their deep connection with nature provide a salutary lesson for us all as we grapple with the damage inflicted on the environment by human activity and pursuit of material wealth.

Life is intensely communal; at night they all sleep together, but by day the women and children stay in a different part of the compound. I noticed that the children in this 25-strong community were raised collectively by all the women. This practice, called alloparenting by anthropologists, is not unusual in Africa. Among the Kung of Botswana, for instance, each child is looked after by many adults and older children also contribute to the care of younger ones. One study of the Efe people of the Democratic Republic of the Congo found that infants had an average of 14 alloparents a day by the time they were 18 weeks old. It is a system that is consistent with how paleoanthropologists believe early humans and hunter-gatherers ordered their societies, and which some psychiatrists today believe can reduce stress and pressure on mothers and lead to less anxiety for children. The concept of the nuclear family is a recent invention, which broke with evolutionary history and is not one with which the Hadzabe identify. Although the Hadzabe practise serial monogamy, each relationship may last only for a short time, so in reality a woman may not be certain of her child’s paternity.

It is an egalitarian society in which everything is shared. The women and children forage for tuber roots, gather wild plants, collect berries and kill small animals such as mice and birds. Honey collection, however, falls to the men. The Hadzabe do not store food; if they kill a big animal, it is eaten within five days. No part of the beast goes to waste. At dawn, boys accompany the men into the bush to watch them hunt and learn from their skills. Before I set off on a hunting expedition with the Hadzabe, one of them instructed me on how to pull a bow. I failed miserably and was put to shame by a three-year-old, who fired his arrow further than I. The hunters wear baboon skins to make them look and smell like an animal so they can get nearer to their prey. They sharpen their arrows, which are dipped in poison extracted from plants or beetles, making them more deadly. If an animal is not killed instantly, it will be debilitated by the poison and once it eventually dies the Hadzabe can track its location from the vultures circling overhead. On that day we returned to base empty handed.

The women’s foraging proved more productive, as it is a much more reliable source of food than the men’s hunting – and it was ever thus! On our return, the men used climbing pegs hammered into the trunks to ascend the baobab trees and collect the hard-shelled fruit. Later that evening the community enjoyed a cooked meal of baobab fruit and root vegetables – a vegan delight.

Amid much jocularity, we all sat around a fire at dusk, chatting through my interpreter, who had helped me build a rapport with the Hadzabe. They speak Hadzane, which has no real connection with any other African language, though it bears some similarities to the click languages of the Khoisan people of Eastern, Central and Southern Africa, a small group which is occasionally classified within the Niger-Congo family.2

The Hadzabe believe their ancestors painted the rock art in the Lake Eyasi Basin. These artworks show fine-line paintings of wild animals, stylised human figures and red-coloured abstract designs of concentric circles or dots and lines. There are images of baobab fruits and berries and of humans holding bows and arrows aimed at animals. Some of the rock art may have been made by shamans or medicine men, who ate mood-altering plants and experienced out-of-body hallucinations. For our ancestors, medicinal plants were important, just as they are for Africans today. The Hadzabe peel and boil the bark of mondoko and use it as a compress; for chest congestion they boil the bark of morongodako and drink the infusion. However, as Professor Mabulla explained, in the past, if a person did not respond to treatment and was too sick or weak to migrate with the others, then the community would have no choice but to leave him or her and let nature take its course.

African Religions

We cannot be sure what kind of belief systems early humans had, but the Hadzabe to this day believe in a cosmology that is the sun, stars and moon; they have no religious hierarchy nor elaborate burial practices. Like the Hadzabe, archaic hunter-gatherer societies buried their dead in rock shelters, possibly with grave goods, and other species such as Neanderthals did this too.

There are many indigenous spiritual systems in Africa, reflecting the diversity of its people, but there are also many similarities. I should say that, although I use it as a convenient shorthand, there is a terminological problem with the phrase ‘African religions’. The word ‘religion’ incorporates so much of the Abrahamic traditions that it colours and obscures our understanding of African spiritual ideas and beliefs. Descriptions of African belief systems were established by Western academics, theologians and missionaries, and were influenced by their own religious perspectives. As the late Kenyan academic John Mbiti wrote: ‘These earlier descriptions left us with terms which are inadequate, derogatory and prejudicial’.3

For example, the English anthropologist E.B. Tylor described African religious practices in his 1871 book Primitive Culture as ‘animism’, having invented the term from the Latin word anima, meaning breath or soul. He wrote that ‘primitive people’ believe every object has its own soul, giving rise to countless spirits in the universe, who would then be worshipped in a kind of polytheism, placing African spirituality at the bottom rung of religious evolution. The term ‘animism’ is still in popular use today even though it has long been abandoned by African academics as a misrepresentation of the spiritual beliefs it denotes. Only around the middle of the twentieth century did serious and more sympathetic approaches to African traditional beliefs arise, and Mbiti has contributed much to our knowledge about the subject.4 According to him most African languages do not even have a word for religion and there are no sacred scriptures. Existing African religions such as Vodun, Vodu, Orisha and Inkice are open to constant innovations, but discussions about monotheism or polytheism are not relevant. These African beliefs all share common features such as the idea of a force that is at once transcendent and immanent. This is present everywhere in creation, in the trees, plants, the wind and other aspects of nature, hence the misnomer ‘animism’.

The idea that Africans practise ‘ancestor worship’ has also proved remarkably enduring in Western views of African traditions, though it is one rejected by African academics. The English scholar Herbert Spencer first used the term ‘ancestor worship’ in his 1885 book The Principles of Sociology to describe the relationship between ‘savage’ people, as he put it, and the spirits of the dead. In reality, most African traditional beliefs hold that ancestors exist in another world and can be invoked to intervene in present affairs. There are ‘holy people’ in the community – spiritual entities who are intercessors between those on earth and those who have departed. There is a deep connection between the living and those in the afterlife; the dead still form part of the family, and are offered prayers and sacrifices so that ‘good’ emanates from them back to earth. It is a very practical spirituality. There is no idea of a hell awaiting sinners, nor a paradise awaiting believers. The pursuit of a moral life is not encouraged in order to secure a happy existence in the next world; it is the present life that matters. In this way, traditional African religions are often less about the individual and more about community. Many readers are familiar with the southern African word ubuntu in the Nguni language, which means ‘humanity to others’ or ‘I am what I am, because of who we all are’, which captures the essence of Africa’s indigenous beliefs.

Zimbabwean culture expert, Pathisa Nyathi, took me to meet a community in the Matobo Hills in Matabeleland, who were engaged in a ceremony to summon the spirits of the ancestors. I was transfixed by a group of four men and a woman as they sat on the ground ululating loudly and clapping their hands as they invoked the names of their ancestors, demanding they look after their progeny. Pathisa explained that African spiritual beliefs are not doctrinal, and that the idea of conversion in African religions is alien, which means that throughout history there have been no religious wars stemming from conflicts between African belief systems. I found it a sobering and remarkable insight. In a world where religion has so often been an exacerbating factor in conflict, we could all learn from the way adherents of traditional African beliefs, such as the Hadzabe, lead their lives.

Human Development

Cattle

Although we have lived as hunter-gatherers for nearly all of our existence, it is during the last 1 per cent – the past 12,000 years – that we have experienced the most dramatic transformation. Some 8,000 to 10,000 years ago the climate of Africa was very wet; lifestyles were closely bound up with water over a vast area including the then much smaller Sahara Desert and larger equatorial forest.

Between 7000 and 5000 BCE humans became pastoralists and farmers. We began to communicate and cooperate with one another, and form ties beyond those based merely on kinship. By 7000 BCE, coastal inhabitants began to exploit the abundant fish and shellfish of the lagoons and estuaries. Groups of people dependent on fish settled beside the oceans, seas, lakes and rivers, and became receptive to the notion of collective food production. They continued to hunt animals such as giraffes, antelopes and buffaloes, but they also began to protect and breed the wild animals that were of most use to them, such as wild goats, sheep and, later, cattle, gradually domesticating these species. Early pastoralists used animals more often for milk than meat, and the Maasai still have much in common with their lifestyle. The Maasai take their name from their language, Maa. They live in northern Tanzania and southern Kenya, and fossil remains of domesticated animals prove that pastoralists have long inhabited the region.

I visited one Maasai settlement on the Serengeti in northern Tanzania. A collection of around 30 straw huts housed many extended families. As I descended from my car to shake hands with several of the community waiting to greet me, I was instantly impressed by their elegant appearance: tall and slender women in deep red robes, with beautifully sculpted shaved heads and elaborate beaded jewellery around their long necks, their earrings hanging from elongated earlobes. Nearby I could see a young boy running ahead of his seemingly well-tended flock of sheep who obligingly followed his lead – the responsibility of herding livestock falls to Maasai boys and their faithful dogs. The Maasai are nomadic, moving around with their animals looking for fresh pasture. Outside the compound was a fence of acacia thorns built to keep out the wild animals which roam the Serengeti. The huts, which are constructed by the women, are made of mud, sticks, grass and cow dung bound together with cow urine.

Kinama Marite, a local Maasai guide, who spoke English with style and animation, told me that cattle are everything to the Maasai: ‘No cattle, no milk, no meat equals no Maasai people.’ They obtain all their basic needs from their cattle: food, milk, hide and dung for building materials. Traditionally, Maasai fighters would drink the blood of cows to fortify themselves, and Kinama said he had done so on numerous occasions himself, joking that it was a good hangover cure. Pastoralist communities all over Africa, not just the Maasai, have to make the most of their environmental resources, and this has led to an exceptional capacity for survival and adaptation as well as a highly developed system of solidarity.

Crops

Also around 7000 BCE, inland communities began to build settlements and farm on land that was commonly owned. At first, they grew crops such as millet, wheat and sorghum. When such crops could not grow successfully in the wild without human cultivation, it meant they had become domesticated and this is how farming developed. Archaeological evidence from stone tools indicates that by about 1000 BCE there was a substantial agricultural base in most parts of the continent.

The farming family I spent the day with in the Matobo Hills in southern Zimbabwe was a tightly knit bunch and as smallholders their methods differ little from their ancestors. Charles Dube, his two friendly but shy wives Kukhanya and Sibongile and his mother Cezanne grow a variety of crops including maize and green beans, and sell their surplus at market. Farming is something of a family affair; it was a Sunday, and with no school the children were helping out. Farming is labour intensive and the Dubes still rely on rainfed agriculture, which leaves them vulnerable to the caprices of the weather: too much water and the crops are washed away, too little and there is drought. This means they cannot scale up their production. Their farming equipment is very basic but many centuries ago these same iron tools had a transformative impact on farming in Africa.

Iron, a dense and abundant metal, is stronger and more versatile than copper or bronze. Iron ore was found across much of Africa and had to be extracted from the ground and smelted in furnaces at high temperatures (1,200°C) before it could be fashioned into anything handy. The discovery of smelting around 2500 BCE enabled the development of hardier tools: axes and hoes for farming, cooking pots also used for storing and carrying food, and weaponry. Ironmaking knowledge and skills were kept within families and were prized assets that brought reverence and honour. In some communities a good blacksmith was believed to possess a spirit who would issue instructions about where to find a source of iron and how to smelt it. The earliest and most successful African civilisations were those that were adept at ironmaking, including the ancient Egyptians and the Nok culture of the Jos plateau in West Africa.

So between 7,000 and 5,000 years ago two distinct types of African community developed: the cattle-dependent nomadic pastoralists and the more settled farmers who built permanent shelters using materials such as mud, stone and reeds; of course, many also hunted, gathered, foraged and fished at the same time. The fact that land was seldom privately owned meant that Africa did not go through upheavals involving revolts by peasants against a landowning elite, as with feudal Europe, in which serfs toiled for overlords who had been granted land in exchange for loyalty to a king. For a much longer period than any other continent, Africa evolved outside the confines of private or state ownership of land.

However, the absence of a large landowning class did not mean African societies were egalitarian. There were rich elites who owned domestic animals. As people began living together, chiefs emerged to answer the need for organised groups of men to herd their cattle and carry out raids on their behalf. These elites prospered and accumulated wealth, and, in order to protect it, formed armies and made strategic alliances by marrying women from other groups. To preserve their status, the chiefs set up a hereditary system of rule. In return for their people’s loyalty, labour and service, the chiefs would protect those in their care. Owning cattle was and still is a huge factor in determining power and wealth in many parts of Africa.

Once ironwork was established, food production, gathering, preparation and storage became more efficient and people across Africa were left with more spare time for other activities. They began to provide services and make goods and ornaments for barter, establishing a new economic system in which they ceased to grow food themselves and instead acquired it from farmers, creating commercial and trade networks. In some regions of Africa, farming communities developed sophisticated methods of agriculture and irrigation, which led to more varied and advanced lifestyles. Urban centres and then kingdoms and empires emerged across the continent, populated by vibrant and resourceful citizens, and ruled by colourful and charismatic kings and queens, whose soldiers fought in battles in which the victor took all the spoils. Yet we do not know as much about these very early cultures as we do about one glittering civilisation that is often not even recognised as African.
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Gift of the Nile
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No other civilisation in Africa has captured the popular imagination more than that of ancient Egypt. The pyramids, temples, mummified remains, sarcophagi, artefacts, treasures and the boy king Tutankhamun are known the world over, and libraries of books have been written about them. It is the only part of African history that is taught widely in schools: I, for one, remember how it delighted and engrossed me as a pupil in London.

The fifth-century BCE Greek historian Herodotus devoted a whole volume of his Histories to Egypt, describing it as ‘the gift of the Nile’. The Romans were deeply engaged by its art, and centuries later Renaissance artists in Europe made use of hieroglyphic symbols and other aspects of Egyptian culture.

Emperor Napoleon Bonaparte’s campaign in Egypt (1798 to 1801), during which he was accompanied by archaeologists, drove breakthroughs in scholarship. The discovery of the Rosetta Stone by members of his expedition generated much excitement and effectively triggered the discipline of Egyptology.

Architectural styles in Europe and North America also drew on Egyptian influences. In London, the 1812 Egyptian Hall in Piccadilly was the first building in England to include Egyptian motifs, such as sun discs, papyrus columns and sloping side walls. Obelisks, including the Washington Monument in the USA sprouted across the world, pyramids were built as memorials for the dead in cemeteries, and London’s Highgate Cemetery boasts an Egyptian Avenue. After the expansion of the British colonial presence in Egypt in the late nineteenth century, the country attracted more European tourists, who took advantage of its accessibility compared to other parts of Africa.

In 1922, interest in Egypt skyrocketed after the discovery of Tutankhamun’s tomb, teeming with thousands of artefacts, jewels and furniture. Objects and art in the Egyptian style were soon being mass produced in Europe and North America, including jewellery, clothing, cosmetics, pictures and sculptures. The Egyptians themselves capitalised on the appetite for all things Egyptian and produced goods for international and domestic markets; they still do so today, as any tourist in the country knows. The popular 1937 novel by British author Agatha Christie, Death on the Nile, was inspired by her own numerous trips to Egypt.

Egyptomania reached the upper echelons of the art world in Paris in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The renowned French sculptor Auguste Rodin drew on Egyptian sculptures and reliefs, as did the Italian Alberto Giacometti, whose Head of Isabel of c. 1937 bears a striking resemblance to the bust of the Egyptian queen Nefertiti. Ancient Egypt had become associated with exoticism, wealth and luxury for Europeans, but across the Atlantic it had a special significance for the descendants of enslaved Africans, who were struggling for recognition as equal citizens.

African American artists such as Rodin’s protégé, Meta Vaux Warrick Fuller, availed themselves of the lustre of Egypt not only artistically, but politically. Fuller’s 1921 Ethiopia statue depicts a black woman emerging from a mummy wrapping to symbolise the rebirth of black people. Fuller wrote: ‘Here was a group who had once made history and now after a long sleep was awaking, gradually unwinding the bandage of its mummied past and looking out on life again, expectant but unafraid and with it at least a graceful gesture.’ The intellectuals and artists of what became known as the Harlem Renaissance, spanning the 1920s and 1930s, claimed ancient Egypt as an African civilisation and used its culture to express messages of emancipation and black pride. Fuller said: ‘the most brilliant period, perhaps of Egyptian history is the period of the negro kings’.1 Such sentiment is still widely spread both in the African diaspora and on the continent itself, resulting in heated controversy.

Many people, including in Egypt itself, see ancient Egyptian history as somehow different and set apart from the rest of the continent. Implicit in this thought is the idea that such a great civilisation could not have emerged from within ‘black Africa’ and that somehow forces from outside the continent were responsible for shaping its origins and development.

One major furore occurred in early 2023 over the casting of a black British actress, Adele James, as Cleopatra in a Netflix docudrama series, produced by African American Jada Pinkett Smith. The Egyptian Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities lambasted what it described as the drama-documentary’s inaccuracy of the ‘historical and scientific facts’ about Cleopatra’s ethnicity – Cleopatra was of Greek-Macedonian ancestry. Adele James responded to the backlash on Egyptian social media by saying: ‘It really speaks to the degree to which some people in Egypt potentially would prefer to distance themselves from the rest of Africa.’

The prominent Egyptian comedian and commentator Bassem Youssef waded into the row in an interview on American television: ‘The problem for me is not about colour … we have a diverse population in Egypt. This is about the falsification of history by the Afrocentric movement, which started in the last century to teach African Americans about their rich history of the kingdoms of West Africa, but they cannot claim that it was their ancestors who built ancient Egypt, this is an appropriation of my culture.’

A similar controversy broke out in February 2023 involving the African American comedian Kevin Hart, with calls in Egypt for his show to be cancelled there over his alleged support for putting ‘Afrocentrism’ at the heart of ancient Egyptian history, and indeed in the end Kevin Hart pulled out.

It would be oversimplistic to extrapolate from the reaction in Egypt that racism is at the heart of such objections; as Bassem Youssef explained, the matter has less to do with race and more to do with the erasure of Egyptians from their own history in popular culture and teachings. Nevertheless, such discussions are not new and remind me of conversations I have had with Africans involved in UNESCO’s General History of Africa (GHA), about the ethnicity of ancient Egyptians. The late Senegalese academic Cheikh Anta Diop, who contributed to the chapters about ancient Egypt in the GHA, caused a massive stir in the 1970s when he stated categorically that the ancient Egyptians were not only African but were ‘negro’. His opinions were disowned by several contributors to the GHA.

The identity of the ancient Egyptians generates much emotion because they built such a spectacular civilisation, and so people of African descent are naturally keen to ensure it is seen as part of their heritage. After all, when Mesopotamia and ancient Egypt were evolving as civilisations with cities, extensive agriculture and writing, the world was still dominated by migratory hunter-gatherers.

The Egyptians were the first people in Africa to be conquered by the Arabs in the 640s CE, and most now identify as Arabs, complicating, for some, any straightforward identification as African. In my view, the point is not to define ancient Egypt as being African or not on the basis of the race of its inhabitants; it is about the need to challenge our definitions, and perhaps our stereotypes, of Africans. There is more racial and ethnic diversity in Africa than in any other continent on earth, and it is impossible – and needless – to reduce ‘Africanness’ to race. Egypt had from the very beginning close links with the cultures surrounding it, both in Africa and in western Asia. But its location on the African continent ensures that ultimately it is, was, and will always be African.

Ancient Egyptian Culture and Society

The first archaeological evidence for human settlement along the River Nile is from 7000 BCE, but the area was probably inhabited long before then. More migrants arrived from other parts of Africa around 3000 BCE, attracted by the riverine climate as the Sahara became drier. These groups converged on the narrow strip of land in the Nile Valley and settled along the river’s fertile banks. It was a simple existence: people hunted, raised livestock and farmed. They used mud from the banks to build basic houses, and as their civilisation progressed, they graduated to making mudbricks by mixing the mud with straw and water.

The mighty Nile was at the heart of life. The river is composed of the Blue Nile, with its source to the southeast in the highlands of Ethiopia, and the longer White Nile, which originates in the Congo Basin and the Rwenzori mountains. The two rivers meet in the Sudanese capital Khartoum and from there flow as one river, meandering through Sudan and into Egypt. I have managed twice over the years to visit Khartoum at the right time to witness the extraordinary phenomenon when the waters of the two Niles remain separate at the confluence: it is as though a straight line has been drawn between them, on one side the light grey of the White Nile, on the other the blueish-green hue of the Blue Nile. They derive their colours from the sediments they carry, with the Blue Nile providing the rich fertile mud on which Egypt’s agricultural development has depended for millennia. Modern-day tensions between Egypt and Ethiopia, where 85 per cent of the Blue Nile flows, are centred on the Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam, which opened in 2020 and uses the Blue Nile to provide hydroelectric power, leading to anxiety among Egyptians that this will reduce their own water capacity.

Ancient Egyptians were almost entirely reliant on the Nile for their livelihoods. They tamed it through a system of dykes and basins, drained its swamps and diverted its water through canals. The river flooded so severely every year that the population of the Nile Valley had to learn to control the floodwater to avoid seeing their villages and crops washed away. The floods covered such a huge area that moving away from the Nile was not a viable option, and therefore the Egyptians developed ‘nilometers’ to calculate water levels so that dykes and canals could be prepared accordingly. Too much water would be destructive; too little meant there was not enough for crops. An extensive system of year-round irrigation ensured the right amount of water could be raised from canals or from deep pits dug down to the water table.

Irrigation freed Egyptians from the rainfed subsistence farming of Africans elsewhere on the continent, and consequently they ate well, using cereal crops for bread and beer, enjoying vegetables such as broad beans, onions, leeks, lettuce, cucumber and chickpeas, and savouring dates, figs, sycamore nuts and grapes. Honey was extracted from beehives, oil from sesame seeds and fish from the Nile. Poultry, goat and sheep were kept in enclosures. A surplus of food, which could be stored in warehouses, meant citizens could pursue other activities, such as making pottery, furniture and luxury items. The goods produced by these skilled artisans were bought and sold through a barter system. The Egyptians did not have a currency, using instead a non-tradeable unit of measure called a ‘deben’, which was a small token of copper. It could be used as a measurement but could not itself be exchanged, so a beautiful piece of dyed material could be worth 20 debens whereas a bale of hay would be worth far fewer.

Traders transported their goods along the Nile all year round except at the first of the river’s six cataracts, in Aswan – the other five are upstream in modern-day Sudan. These cataracts are waterfalls gushing over rock formations that jut out dramatically from the riverbed, forcing the water to accelerate as it flows around them. When the waters are not high enough, boats can easily run aground and become wrecked; at such a time the Nile is unnavigable, forcing people to use arduous and scorching overland routes through the desert.

The large-scale collaborations needed to manage the Nile necessitated better communication, organisation and unity. A way of recording information was needed, slowly developing into a writing system for representing words and numerals. The ancient Egyptians wrote with reed brushes and pens on papyrus and also inscribed pottery and stones. Papyrus is a reed that grows naturally and abundantly in Nilotic marshes. It was used for a variety of purposes – baskets, seals, ropes, clothing, footwear, wicks for oil lamps, boats, and it may even have been eaten at one time; but most importantly, it was used from about 3000 BCE to make paper (the English word ‘paper’ is derived from papyrus).

Egyptian writing used pictograms (one symbol or picture per word) and also syllabograms (one per syllable), as well as what we would call ‘letters’, deriving their symbols from their rich African environment. Last used organically in the fourth century CE, Egyptian hieroglyphs were little understood until after the discovery of the Rosetta Stone. A grey granite stone over a metre tall, the Rosetta Stone was inscribed with three versions of a decree issued in Memphis in 196 BCE – in hieroglyphs, Demotic and in Classical Greek. Napoleon’s soldiers took ink prints of the stone and disseminated copies to French scholars. It did not unlock the mysteries of Egyptian hieroglyphics, but was central to decipherment efforts, allowing scholars to isolate Egyptian names and work out alphabetic sounds, but other bilingual texts were also significant. Around ten years after the Rosetta Stone was found, the hieroglyphics could be interpreted. Ancient Egyptians could at last be understood, but the cracking of the code by Europeans also served to put them centre stage in the study of ancient Egypt.

Along with writing, the ancient Egyptians were one of the first civilisations to use calendars. They also used the moon to measure the passing of a month and developed a science of astronomy to study celestial bodies and judge the seasons. They calculated a year of 365 days, which they divided into 12 months of 30 days with 5 spare days left over, subsequently refining this into the more correct 365 and one-third of a day.

The collaborative nature of these early communities led to greater centralisation and then to political structures known as ‘nomes’. These coalitions eventually formed two kingdoms: one to the north, one to the south, and later they gave rise to the great pharaonic dynasties, which were lines of hereditary rulers. The third-century BCE Egyptian priest and historian Manetho put together a timeline of the pharaohs of Egypt, which, along with information from monuments, tablets and scrolls, tells us with a fair degree of certainty that there were 31 dynasties of pharaohs between 3000 and 330 BCE, when Egypt was conquered by Alexander the Great. These are spread across three periods: the Old (or Archaic), Middle and New Kingdoms.

The Old Kingdom, c. 3000–2200 BCE

The founder of the first dynasty of the Old Kingdom was Narmer, who came from Upper Egypt (the southern part of the country; Lower Egypt is the north). I went to the Egyptian Museum in Cairo to meet Ahmed Samir, its engaging curator, to find out more about Egypt’s first pharaohs and to see the Narmer Palette, a beautifully carved piece that is more than 60 centimetres high, made of smooth greyish-green siltstone. It depicts King Narmer twice, once sporting a crown, walking towards the decapitated bodies of his foes, and then grasping an enemy by the hair, with his arm raised as if he were about to smite him.

For Ahmed Samir, Narmer’s ethnicity was not particularly relevant to our discussions, as his view was that Egypt’s population has long been mixed. For him, Narmer is significant because he was the first king to unify north and south Egypt under one government of ‘viziers’ or officials. The word ‘pharaoh’ derives from this earliest period and comes from the old Egyptian per-ao, meaning ‘Great House’ of the prince. Narmer established his capital at Memphis, which was a meeting point for people from Upper and Lower Egypt and is situated about 25 kilometres from modern-day Cairo. Today, there is little to see of this great city. Egyptian and ancient Greek historians record various stories about Narmer. According to the first-century Greek historian Diodorus Siculus, Narmer introduced the worship of the gods and the practice of sacrifice and enjoyed a luxurious lifestyle. Manetho records that Narmer reigned for 62 years and was, rather unregally, mauled to death by a hippopotamus.
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2. The Narmer Palette
The most striking monument at Memphis is the first pyramid built by a pharaoh. Zoser was part of the third dynasty of the Old Kingdom and relied heavily on his right-hand man, a brilliant and visionary individual called Imhotep. The ancient Egyptians had a sophisticated administrative system, in which a class of scribes or learned men could be engineers, doctors, architects, tax collectors, generals in the army and priests in the temples. Imhotep was the equivalent of a head of government or a chancellor, and he was also the architect of the step pyramid at Saqqara, built about 2780 BCE. Imhotep introduced the use of limestone for construction instead of the customary mudbrick. The step pyramid is made up of six ‘mastabas’ or steps stacked on top of one another. It lacks the smooth sides of later ‘complete’ pyramids. Little is known about Imhotep. An inscription with his name was found at the site, illustrating his importance at court. It accords him a variety of titles, including ‘chief of the sculptors and chief of the seers’. Imhotep was one of the few commoners to be accorded divine status after his death.

Around a century and a half later, the ambitious Snefru, pharaoh for more than 50 years at the start of the fourth dynasty, sought to outdo his predecessors by building a different kind of pyramid. He presided over the construction of the ‘bent’ and ‘red’ pyramids. The bent pyramid has an impressive double slope with smooth sides, while the adjacent red pyramid derives its name from the red limestone of its masonry. The full triangular pyramid was finally accomplished at Giza (just outside modern-day Cairo) by Snefru’s son Khufu. He built the first and biggest of the three Great Pyramids of Giza, which stands nearly 150 metres high and is 230 metres at its widest. It is composed of 2.5 million stones, with each weighing 2.5 tons. It is an astounding feat of architecture, logistics and engineering, which must have appeared unimaginably impressive to people at the time.

Khufu’s son Khafre (2575–c. 2465 BCE) built the second of the pyramids of Giza. It appears taller than Khufu’s because Khafre built it on higher ground. The third pyramid is considerably smaller and was constructed around 2490 BCE by the pharaoh Menkaure, who was probably Khafre’s son. These pyramids are an emblem of the prosperity of this period of the Old Kingdom. Adjacent to the pyramids is the Sphinx, an enormous 20-metre-high limestone statue depicting a lion’s body and a human face. It bears no inscription so experts are not certain whether it was built by Khufu or Khafre.

In total there are well over 100 pyramids in Egypt, but the Great Pyramids at Giza are the ones that have induced wonder for millennia, ranking among the most magnificent of human achievements. They are so overwhelming in size that as I gazed up at them I felt like a mere speck caught up in the grand sweep of history. Going inside the pyramids I could smell the damp and dank air of the distant past, and once I made my way through the narrow stone passageways into the inner burial chamber, the sound of traffic gave way to a reverential silence.

The question of whether the Giza pyramids were built by enslaved labour has stimulated debate for centuries. However, most Egyptian experts, such as the high-profile archaeologist Dr Zahi Hawass, insist they were constructed by Egyptians rather than imported enslaved people. He was keen to emphasise that ancient Egypt was not a society where slavery was common and that the huge slabs of stone were unlikely to have been put in place by men in chains, lashed by vicious overseers, but by workers doing highly prized service to their gods, especially Ma‘at – the goddess of truth and right. Farmers would also have provided a pool of paid labour when they were idle during the Nile floods. Moreover, Dr Hawass told me that the names on the tombs of pyramid builders found in Giza indicated they were Egyptian because enslaved people would never have been buried near the pyramids themselves. Additionally, pyramid building was seen as a national endeavour, one that projected the prestige of Egypt and therefore did not require an enslaved workforce. However, it is possible that some Egyptians may have felt impelled to sell their services to pay off debts and that foreigners or captives were used as forced labour.

Much of what we know about the ancient Egyptians comes from their religious beliefs and burial practices. Like other traditional African spiritual systems, they believed earth and heaven were filled with countless spirits, which lived in animals, plants and objects. They saw divine forces in the sun, moon, stars, sky and the Nile floods. When a pharaoh died, his body was purified and embalmed. The custom of mummification was based on the Egyptians’ belief in the afterlife and so the preservation of the body was critical for the survival of the soul.

Consequently, the ancient Egyptians built up a detailed knowledge
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Queen Hatshepsut, c. 1507–1458 BCE
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3. The sphinx of Hatshepsut



Thutmose III, c. 1481–1425 BCE



Tutankhamun, c. 1341–1323 BCE






Ramesses the Great, c. 1303–1213 BCE
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4. Ramesses the Great







Alexander the Great, 356–323 BCE


Ptolemaic Rule, 323–30 BCE




Cleopatra, 69–30 BCE
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