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“In the year that Tartan came unto Ashdod, (when Sargon the king of Assyria sent him,) and fought against Ashdod, and took it; At the same time spake the LORD by Isaiah the son of Amoz, saying, Go and loose the sackcloth from off thy loins, and put off thy shoe from thy foot. And he did so, walking naked and barefoot. And the LORD said, Like as my servant Isaiah hath walked naked and barefoot three years for a sign and wonder upon Egypt and upon Ethiopia; So shall the king of Assyria lead away the Egyptians prisoners, and the Ethiopians captives, young and old, naked and barefoot, even with their buttocks uncovered, to the shame of Egypt. – Isaiah 20: 1-5
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And I am yours. Son, it is time to rest.
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“In the year that Tartan came unto Ashdod, (when Sargon the king of Assyria sent him,) and fought against Ashdod, and took it; At the same time spake the LORD by Isaiah the son of Amoz, saying, Go and loose the sackcloth from off thy loins, and put off thy shoe from thy foot. And he did so, walking naked and barefoot. And the LORD said, Like as my servant Isaiah hath walked naked and barefoot three years for a sign and wonder upon Egypt and upon Ethiopia; So shall the king of Assyria lead away the Egyptians prisoners, and the Ethiopians captives, young and old, naked and barefoot, even with their buttocks uncovered, to the shame of Egypt. – Isaiah 20: 1-5

Prologue

I know. Many of you will not believe this story. And no matter how much I say it’s true, you still won’t believe me. I can see some of you now. Heads cocked, looking at me cross-eyed. Some of you are shaking your heads, thinking, “Lord Jesus, that brother sure needs your help.”

I’m probably the only brother that can trace his ancestry back to the beginning. Seriously. And I didn’t do it by research. I didn’t spend hours in a library squinting at census records.

I prayed. 

No joke. I prayed my way back to the cradle of civilization. The Nile Valley. And yes, this is the book about it. I know some of you are already asking, “Why? What started this quest?” Well, an innocent question from one of my students led me to my great-great-grandmother Sadie, which led me to her ancestors ...

Father Ham

3900 BC

MULE-DRAWN caravans traveling in double strand slowed to a halt. Young boys let out fierce yelps and frog-leaped off the wagons. They raced each other toward the Nile River. The older boys helped the men who were leading the longhorn cattle toward a grassy area. Dusk’s rosy glow suggested an evening meal. Babies’ wails pierced the air. A wild animal shrieked. The young girls congregated around their mothers. The women grabbed small hands and split into groups. Some unrolled animal skins to pitch tents. Others took flax baskets and went in search of fruit-bearing trees and herbs.

Ham stood at the riverbank staring at the water, which appeared ready to burst and overflow. The Lord said never again will He flood the earth.

Cush came up beside him, judging his father’s fear; he placed a hand upon his shoulder. “It will subside, Father.”

Ham lifted his chin and gazed across the desert plain between the Blue and White Nile. Gazelles sprinted to and fro. Palm and acacia trees grew thick in abundance. Rabbits peeked out at the newcomers from under shrubbery.

We were supposed to separate. Fill and replenish the earth. Ham realized now how much fear he felt; his brothers, Japheth and Shem, as well. They huddled together on the plains in Shinar like feeble old women.

Ham’s second- and third-born sons drew up beside them. McLean waved a hand across the landscape. “Sennar. Our new home, though I suspect this plain may not hold all of us.”

“Have we spread out far enough, Father?” Mizraim said.

“I hope so.”

“Do not worry,” Cush said. “Four of my sons have decided to cross the Arabian Peninsula. Nimrod will remain in Asshur.”

“And Canaan—” Ham broke off in mid-sentence. “All will be well.”

“We can follow the Red Sea southward, survey the land there, or northwest,” Phut said.

“The north remains underwater,” Mizraim said. “Else we would go that direction.” Phut looked north. Mizraim pointed and said, “Where the River Nile flows upward.” Phut nodded.

“In time,” Ham said. “The mountainous highlands are sure to send enough mud down to make the land firm again.” He sighed. It looks like home. Feels like home. But I never imagined living so far apart from my brothers. I couldn’t understand their speech if I did ever see them again. The Lord saw fit to confound our tongues. “Chestnut” ... I shall never hear my nickname called again. As the Hamite priest and patriarch, I say, selah. God’s will be done. “Cush, you will remain here.”

“As you wish, Father.”

Nakhneith raised her short shift and scratched a mosquito bite. “Do you think he’s really dying?”

“Nonsense,” Horus said. He pushed his wiry body backward, then, swinging forward he let go of   

the tree limb and sailed to the next one. When his long skinny fingers gripped the limb, Horus let out a grunt of satisfaction. “Father Ham shall live forever. Just like Father Noah.”

“Father Noah rested in his nine hundred and fiftieth summer,” she said. The bark Horus held onto peeled away under his fingers. “Hor, you are going to fall ... again.”

“I think not. I am no mere human, you see.” Bark slivers fell down and landed on Nakhneith’s short, curly hair.

“Hor!” She brushed away the bark and shot him a frown. “Just because you have cheated death before doesn’t make you more than human.”

“Does it not?”

“No. Besides ...” Horus lost his grip and fell to the ground with a thud. “Hor, you silly goose. Did I not warn you?”

“Yes,” he mumbled into the sand. “It appears you were correct.”

Nakhneith ran off to fetch Hor’s mother.

Cush bent down and peeked inside his father’s tent. Ham’s chest rose and fell in even rhythm. He lay on a woven flax sheet. His chestnut brown skin showed few wrinkles, his once powerful body shrunk with age. Behind Cush, Mizraim whispered. “Does he still sleep?”

Cush ducked out of the tent. “Yes.”

Mizraim paced around the tent. Phut sat atop a boulder with his head between his knees. Canaan spoke to his eldest son Sidon about the acquisition of cylinder seals, lapis lazuli, and silver.

Forever the merchant, Cush thought as he passed. Father is dying, and they speak of a trade.

We were supposed to separate, Ham remembered when he awakened. His eyes opened. Did we not?

“Cush!” Ham cried. “Did we not separate as the Lord our God commanded?”

Cush rushed inside his father’s tent. “I am here, Father.” He dropped to one knee at his father’s side. Mizraim and his eldest son, Ludim, joined Cush in the tent. “We have done as the Lord commanded, Father. I am on the upper end of the river.”

Should we have spread out more? Ham mused to himself.

“Mizraim.” Ham cast bleary eyes at his second-born. “You were supposed to survey the land north of Cush.”

“Indeed, Father. The moment the land firmed, we moved there. Do you not recall my Osiris leading the Anamin there at the first?”

And Canaan? Ham closed his eyes. Yes, my youngest settled his sons, Sidon and Heth, along the Red Sea. Ham turned his head to the side. He heard rain, waves crashing against the ark. Water... What was underwater? Mizraim’s scouts returned to Sennar to say the land remained underwater. When the mud descends from the mountains, the land will firm. And we will be in obedience to what the Lord our God said. Separate, said He. Be fruitful and multiply.

Cush, Mizraim, and Ludim stood and left the tent.

A mosquito haze hovered above the river. The afternoon skies mellowed into a yellow-orange. Nakhneith’s arms swung as she sprinted on stubby legs toward the well where Isis, Horus’ mother, was sure to be. She didn’t mind. She was glad to see the clans reunited again. She didn’t much like it when the clans separated, though Mother kept insisting she was too young to remember.

She would miss Horus when he returned to Kham. Horus and his daring antics. Yes, they were all together again, though for a sober reason. Father Ham is dying. She knew it. Even if none of the adults will admit so.

Nakhneith stopped short. No women surrounded the well. She ran to the fields where the cows grazed. No men, only young boys. They will be no help. They will ridicule cousin Horus for being in another accident. She wrinkled her nose. Where are all the elders? The Hamite clan banners waved to the far left. She took off in that direction.

Nakhneith saw a large purple cloth tied to a pole: the Canaanite banner. The banner of Cush, Nakhneith’s great-grandfather, displayed a sparrow-hawk. Great-uncle Mizraim’s portrayed a fierce falcon. Phut’s banner depicted an elephant.

The adult men congregated outside Father Ham’s tent. Nakhneith spotted Isis, off to the side with the other women. Nakhneith shuddered when she realized she’d have to pass cousin Set. She squeezed through bodies, crawled between a forest of black, brown, and tawny legs.

Nakhneith tiptoed to Isis and tugged at her frock. Isis glanced down at the child and sighed. Without a word, she took Nakhneith’s hand and ran to where Horus lay.

Set’s eyes followed them as they passed.

Ham awakened to the sound of raised voices.

“Father Ham should be buried in grand style ...”

“Grandfather will never approve of what you are suggesting.”

“Can you not stretch your mind a bit, cousin? Broaden your horizons.”

“Father Ham would wish us to remain true to the Lord our God.”

“What I suggest is not a departure from the ways of the Lord. It is merely to ensure our patriarch survives in the minds of his people.”

“It is idolatry!”

“Will you rather our Ham be remembered as the father of Canaan—”

The Canaanites cried out as one. “Foul!”

Ham pictured in his head how his kin must be posturing themselves right now. Osiris would have his head cocked. Nimrod would stand with his feet apart, huge powerful hands on his waist, his head tilted in pride. What angers Set? He was not even born when Father Noah issued the prophecy against Canaan. And being a grandson of Mizraim, he will not be affected by the curse. He will never serve brother Shem’s descendants. If Canaan can accept his fate ...

Ham closed his eyes and remembered. Father Noah stumbled out of his vineyards. His pride and joy. He spent most of his day in the vineyard, singing to the vines, checking their leaves for pests. That one memorable day, much to his wife’s dismay, Noah again enjoyed the fruits of his labor.

His vision blurry, Noah managed to make out his tent up ahead. His sons—Shem, Ham, and Japheth—were erecting a new tent for Javan and his wife. The last one had become too small, as they were expecting a fourth child. The Lord commanded them to fill the earth. Be fruitful and multiply. Just so, Lord, Noah thought as his head continued to spin.

Another thought lodged in his mind, though, something else the Lord had commanded. Noah couldn’t grasp it at the moment. He focused his energy on making it to his tent without shaming himself in front of his clan; after all, he was priest and patriarch.

Noah disappeared inside.

Outside, Canaan put his tool down, turned to make sure no one watched, then crept toward his grandparents’ tent.

Cursed be Canaan. A servant to Shem. Ham opened his eyes and felt anew the familiar pangs of regret. What could I have done different?

“Are you suggesting we place our ancestors in the place of God?”

“Blasphemy!”

“I am suggesting a memorial ...”

Ham’s eyelids fluttered. He heard shouting. He struggled to rise, but couldn’t muster the strength. Eight hundred twenty-five summers old.

“This is a departure, cousin, from the ways of the Lord.”

Ham could not open his eyes. He felt drowned in slumber. He fought to stay alert. Stay alive. I must arise. And see to these sons of mine. Idols? A memorial? Have they forgotten the abandoned tower in Babylon? This course will lead to our ruin. Idolatry. It will lead to chastising from the Lord. Lord God, I must arise. I am their priest and patriarch.

And I am yours. Son, it is time to rest.

Ham let his muscles relax. A smile crept onto his face as the breath of life escaped.
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