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The Nile was to ancient Egypt what the sea was to Great Britain and the Alps are to Switzerland.  The Nile fashioned Egypt’s economy, determined its political structure, influenced its religion, and created the deep set of values the Ancient Egyptians lived by.  It is impossible to separate Ancient Egypt from the Nile.  The Nile is the longest river in the world, flowing for more than 4000 miles.  Two great streams converge to form it; the Blue Nile starts in Ethiopia and the White Nile begins in Uganda.  Hence the source of the Nile is deep in East Africa while the mouth of the great river is the Mediterranean Sea.  It was in the 750-mile stretch between the First Cataract (white water rapids) at Aswan (look at the map!) and the Mediterranean Sea that the civilization we know as Egyptian rose and flourished.  It was in this area along the Nile that produced Old Kingdom Egypt (2800-2200 BC).  Old Kingdom Egypt is also called the Pyramid Age.



 Ancient Egyptian glyph for “the Great River”
The Egyptians called the Nile “Iteru,” meaning “Great River.”  The Nile river valley is an area divided by geography into two distinctly different regions.  For the last hundred miles or so the Nile fans out into tributaries over the marsh flats of a delta, so named by the Greeks for its triangular shape, which resembled their letter “delta” or “Δ.”  Lower Egypt was the Nile Delta where the river flowed into the Mediterranean Sea.  The Nile Delta was enormously rich in water birds, fish and edible plants.  Upper Egypt was everything south of the Nile Delta up to the First Cataract at Aswan.  The climate of the Nile Delta is much like that of Southern California, whereas the temperatures of Upper Egypt are very similar to those of Arizona.  In Upper Egypt the land is drier than in Lower Egypt and the river is bordered on both sides by massive cliffs, similar to the Book Cliffs along the Colorado River outside of Grand Junction, Colorado.  The Nile River also divided Egypt into the “land of the living” and the “land of the dead.”  The east bank of the Nile was the “land of the living.”  Because the sun and the moon rise out of the east, the eastern bank of the Nile was associated with life. Because of this, the towns and villages of Old Kingdom Egypt were all on the east bank of the Nile.  Yet, the converse was also true.  The sun, the moon and the stars “die” every day and set in the west.  Thus the west bank of the Nile was where the Egyptians built the pyramids and buried their dead. Every aspect of Ancient Egyptian culture, from social structure to their economy to their religion to their political structure, stems from Egyptian geography. Ancient Egyptians established an entire civilization based on the world and geography they personally experienced. Thus, one could argue that our entire world is established based on our geographic understanding. 
Writing in the 5th century BC the ancient Greek historian Herodotus, called Egypt, “the gift of the Nile,” because of four basic reasons: First, the Nile River provided fresh water.  Second, the Nile unified the country as a water corridor for transportation and communication. Ships could travel north from Upper Egypt to Lower Egypt with the river’s current.  Since the winds in Egypt blow out of the Mediterranean Sea, from north to south, Egyptian boats could then rig a sail and use the wind to push them back up the river.  Third, the Nile Valley was almost impossible to invade from the outside.  Ancient Egypt had natural defendable boundaries in all directions.  To the north was the Mediterranean Sea, which the Egyptians called the “Great Green.”  To the east and to the west were the “Red Lands,” mile after mile of endless desert.  The Libyan Desert west of the Nile and the Saharan Desert, along with the Sinai Peninsula, east of the Nile, formed an impenetrable barrier of sand.  South of the white water rapids making up the First Cataract were five more cataracts.  This meant that invasion along the river out of East Africa was impossible.
The fourth and perhaps the most important reason Egypt was the gift of the Nile was because of kmet , translated as “black gold” or “black land.”  The Ancient Egyptians called their country KMT or “the Black Land.”  The Nile River has three distinct seasons; Flood, Coming Forth and Drought. Every year from June through September the Nile becomes a swollen torrent of flood waters.  Swollen with rain water from the torrential rains in Ethiopia and Uganda, the great river leaves its banks and rushes north at six miles per hour.  The Egyptians called this season Akhet, meaning “Flood.”  The next season was called “Coming Forth,” called Petet by the Ancient Egyptians.  This season was from the October to February.  It was during the Coming Forth that the land “came forth out of the water” and everything turned black.  When the Nile floods the water carries hundreds of metric tons of rich, black silt.  After the river recedes and returns to its banks it leaves behind a black blanket of the richest soil in the world.  This black earth is supersaturated with water molecules and is tremendously rich in nutrients carried north from East Africa.  During the Coming Forth the Egyptians caught and hoarded the fast-receding waters and planted seeds in the mud.  All the Egyptian farmers had to do was to drop seeds into the moist earth and they seemed to magically grow.  The third season began in March and extended until June and this was called, Shemu, meaning “Drought.” This was the third and final season of the Nile.  At this time the river flows sluggishly north at barely three miles per hour.  It was during Shemu that the Egyptians harvested their massive food surplus.  Egypt produced so much food that is was considered “the breadbasket of the Ancient World.” So massive was the Egyptian food surplus that the Egyptian produced three times as much food as they could consume.  It was this enormous food surplus that provided the Egyptians with such an abundance of free time.
It was not an accident of history that the Egyptians were the greatest builders and engineers of all time.  They built massive dikes to keep the Nile from flooding towns and villages on the rivers east bank; for the purpose of irrigation the Egyptians laid out massive catch basins to trap the water as the flood receded; they dug thousands of miles of canals leading form these so that the water could be released to spillover the fields; and they sank wells.  The Egyptians devised nilometers, stone gauges to measure the rise of the river, and place one near what is now Cairo and another just below the First Cataract.  None of this would have been possible without a massive food surplus.  It was this enormous abundance of food that permitted the Egyptians to have the free time to build one of the greatest civilizations in the history of the world. And all this was made possible by the Neolithic Revolution, 5000 years earlier.
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