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THE NILE RIVER, THEN AND NOW



CHAPTER 2 o Egyptians, the Nile River is the Giver of Life. The river is so important to them that in ancient times they called their land The Two Banks. An Egyptian was “any person who drinks from the Nile.” Egyptians revered the Nile as a god. Its water, which the Egyptians used for drinking, bathing, and irrigating crops was a gift from this god.



T



Features of the Nile



The Nile River has a favorable combination of physical characteristics that have created an enormous oasis extending the length of Egypt. Throughout Egypt’s history, most Egyptians have lived along a narrow strip on the east bank of the river, which makes up about 4 percent of the country. The sources of the Nile River are in areas of heavy rain. The Blue Nile originates in Lake Tana in the highlands of Ethiopia. The White Nile begins near Lake Victoria in present-day Uganda. (See the diagram on page 2.) The Blue Nile and White Nile join at the ancient city of Khartoum in the Sudan and flow north. For centuries, the rivers brought a huge seasonal flow of water, accompanied by silt, through Egypt to the Mediterranean. The Nile and Ancient Egyptian Culture



The seasonal rise and fall of the Nile were important factors in the flowering of ancient Egyptian culture. In the early years, someone became aware that floods came every year on the day that Sirius, the Dog Star, rose at dawn. This realization led the way to predicting the arrival of the next year’s floodwaters. The Egyptians developed a calendar with 365 days, starting on the day of Sirius’s rise. They divided the year into three seasons of four months each. The first season came when the Nile rose, the second when the Nile flooded, and the third when the river receded to its original level. The Egyptians also learned to measure the height of the yearly floods. They drew lines, or nilometers, on the side of the cliffs, showing the high and low water marks. Later, records were



kept on paper made from papyrus reeds. The Egyptians measured the water level in cubits—the distance from the elbow to the top of the third finger. By comparing the marks from one year to the next, farmers learned that if the water reached only 12 cubits on the nilometer, crops would be poor. If it reached 14 cubits, there would be sufficient food. At 16 cubits, food would be plentiful. The flooding of the Nile also led to another development. Each year, the floods washed away the boundaries between fields. Redoing the boundaries accurately was difficult because the fields were irregularly shaped to take advantage of every bit of arable land. In order to reset the boundaries, Egyptians
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developed a system of measurement called geometry. In Lower Egypt, the Nile River is contained in a channel that prevents it from spreading out across the Sahara Desert. This topographical feature limits the amount of seepage and evaporation that would slow the flow of the river. Some areas bordering the Nile River and its delta are low-lying and easily irrigated. These areas are excellent for cultivation of crops.



of the most direct ways to control this loss of water was to build a dam to regulate the flow of water. Dams would store water during the flood season and release it during dry periods. This would result in a more even distribution of water throughout the year and from year to year. Today, there are a number of large dams on the Nile. The largest of them is the Aswan High Dam. Completed in 1971, it formed a reservoir behind it called Lake Nasser.



Early Agriculture



Results of the Aswan High Dam



Farmers in Egypt have taken advantage of the natural characteristics of the Nile for centuries to make agriculture the mainstay of the Egyptian economy. During the early summer, when river overflowed its banks, water and silt renewed the soil and prepared it for the first planting. Farmers diverted the river from its natural course to soak their thirsty fields. They built barrages, or small dams, to slow the water and force it sideways into basins. There the water would seep slowly into the earth. A layer of silt would settle on top. The moisture in this rich earth, combined with a long growing season, allowed farmers to plant and harvest two or even three crops each year.



The Aswan High Dam has brought many changes to the Egyptian people. It has increased hydroelectric generation of electricity and expanded the area under cultivation by 1.3 million acres. The dam has improved drainage of existing land, lessened the threat of floods throughout Egypt, and improved navigation. To its critics, however, the Aswan High Dam has been a mixed blessing. Water evaporation is still a problem because Lake Nasser is located in a mid-desert area. Also, the silt that once enriched farmland now accumulates behind the dam. Egyptian farmers along the Nile now must apply fertilizers to nourish the soil. Another concern is the movement of salt water from the Mediterranean into the delta area because the flow of the river is slower. The Nile remains critical to the economic life of Egypt. Persistent pressure from a growing population has intensified the need to use its precious Nile waters wisely.



Controlling the Nile



The press of population in the mid-1900s created a demand for a more efficient use of the Nile water. A major threat to Egypt’s water supply has been the warm climate, which hastens evaporation. One
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