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Caravan routes and sea lanes were the arteries of economic
interchange in the Ancient East. At the same time, they
became channels of religious and cultural communication
between the different civilisations of the world, since pilgrims
to Mount Moses in the Sinai or the holy cities of Islam
followed the open tracks of the desert. Invading armies had to
cross the trade routes where water supplies were available.
There is no doubt that the Nabataean caravaneer traversed
the roads of the Sinai desert and Arabia to convey the bitumen
of the Dead Sea, the aromatic plants of Hadramaut, the spices
of India together with the silk of China towards Egypt and the
Mediterranean basin. Because the Arabs were producers and
distributors of this valuable merchandise, they were able to
accumulate large revenues. Augustus, who was aware of the
wealth of Arabia Felix, mounted, in 24 BC, an expedition to
this country under the command of Aelius Gallus, procurator
of Egypt'. The Roman Army, reinforced by 1,000 Naba-
taeans, led by Syllaeus, Minister of Obodas 11 (30-9 BC),
crossed the Red Sea at the port of Myos Hormos (modern el
Quseir) with great difficulty and landed at Leuke-Kome.
Recent explorations of the northwestern Hidjaz tend to prove
that this important emporium lies in the “Ainuna archaeolo-
gical complex (F1G. 1) and not at el Wajh?. As the Roman
expediton was a complete failure, Syllaeus was accused of
treachery and condemned later to death in Rome. In fact,
when Strabo’s account is considered, the Nabataean Minister
is believed to have led the expedition through the normal way
of southern Arabia since the army traversed Negrani (Neg-
rdn), Asca (Neshaq), Athrula (Yathil) and reached Marsiaba,
identified as Marib Saba’. This city was an important
terminal for the spices of India, and the frankincense and
myrrh of Hadramaut. Nabataean sherds were identified at
Ma’rib.* The incense road proceeded from Ma’rib to Negran,
Mekka, Yathrib and Hegra to the north or to Central Arabia,
passing by the recently excavated trade centre of Qaryat al

!Strabo, Geog., xv1, 4, 22-24, Ed. Loeb Classical Library, 1966.

2M. L. Ingraham et alii, Atlal, 5 (1981) p. 77-78.
3 For a good critical analysis of this campaign with bibliography, see Jacqueline Pirenne,
Le Royaume Sub-Arabe de Qataban et sa datation, Louvain, 1961, p. 122 ff.

*Rolf Stucy, Antike Welt, 14 (1983) p. 12 and Figs. 10-11.

Fau where evidence of Nabataean presence was recognised.
It then reached Gherra in the Arabian—Persian Gulf and
Charax in Mesopotamia. Running along the Euphrates, the
track connects Hit, Doura Europos and the large caravan
centre of Palmyra.

To control the spice trade, Augustus inaugurated a direct
sea route between Egypt and India® and diverted the incense
road through the Red Sea to Myos Hormos, Coptos on the
Nile and the port of Alexandria. Strabo, however, mentions a
land track between Egypt and Arabia: ‘Yet camel-traders
travel back and forth from Petra to this place (Leuké-Kome)
in safety and ease, and in such numbers of men and camels
that they differ in no respect from an army’ (Geog. xv1, 4, 23).
This track of southern Sinai, the easiest of the desert routes’,
actually called darb el-Shi'wi(ssatdl &,s) (F1G. 2, No. 7),
passes north of the Isle of Graye, by Wadi Tweibeh and Taba.
Nabataean, Roman and Byzantine graffiti are engraved in
Wadi Umm Sidreh and Wadi Taba. It crosses Bir eth-Themad,
Qal‘at el Jindi and arrives at Suez (Cleopatris). The Peutinger
Table records this road, which was followed in 1184 by
Saladin according to Kitab al-Rawdatain (The Two Gardens)
of Abu Shama® when he was on his way to besiege Renald de
Chétillion at Karak.

The ‘darb el hajj® (cLI <3 FIG. 2, No. 6) is a parallel
route which started from Suez, followed Wadi Sadr Hitdn and
reached the citadel of Nikhl where the Mamluks had estab-
lished large water reservoirs. It continued by Bir eth-Themed

SA. R. Al-Ansari, Qaryat el-Fau, A portrait of pre-Islamic civilisation, University of
Riyad, 1957-82, p. 22 and 63, 2-5. The sherds published by Dr Ansari fall into two
groups: Early Nabataean (1st century Bc—AD 63, 4-5, and Late Nabataean (2nd to 4th
century AD): 63, 2-3.

¢]. L. Miller, The Spice Trade of the Roman Empire, Oxford, 1969, p. 14.

7 Na‘um Shoucair, The History of Sinai and Arabs, Cairo, 1916 (in arabic) p. 265; T. W.
Kowalski, ‘Les chemins du désert sinaitique’ in Le Monde de la Bible, 10 (1979) p. 7.

8 Ch. Clermont—Ganneau, RAO, v (1906) p. 285-294. The author adds p. 294: ‘Il
serait intéressant, a certains égards, de comparer cet itinéraire de Saladin a celui du
Sultan Baibars qui, environ quatre vingts ans plus tard, se transporta du Caire a Pétra et
semble avoir suivi un autre chemin. Mais la place et le temps me manquent pour faire
aujourd’hui cette comparaison. J’espére pouvoir y revenir a une autre occasion.’ I did not
find in the bulk of articles published by Clermont—Ganneau the announced study.

°For a recent study, see Sh. Tamari, ‘Darb al-Hajj in Sinai’, Atti della Accademia
Nazionale dei Lincei, Memorie, S.viil. Vol. xxv, 4, Roma, 1982.

159




AAAAAAAAAAAAA

1. Trade Routes of the Middle-East.
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and descended to Aila-Aqgaba by the tortuous defile of Nagb ~ of Mekka and Medina after the recovery of Aila by Baibars in
el-‘Agaba which was improved in the Mamluk period by = 1276. But originally, the pilgrims followed the eastern coast
al-Malik el-Naser Muhammad, son of Qalawun (1319) and  of the Red Sea, crossing W
by Qansuh el-Ghawri in 1508. Excellent engineering work  (Valley of the Inscriptions) before reaching the oasis of Feiran
was carried out in the sixteenth century by the Ottoman  (ancient Paran), mentioned by Diodorus Siculus and Strabo as
Sultan Suleiman, before it was opened to motor traffic in the  the Phoinikén (FiG. 2, No. 9). According to Diodorus, an
1930s'°. This route became the main access to the Holy Cities  altar of stone was built in this oasis, served by a priest and a

priestess. The Arabs of the area used to organise festivals and

sacrifice to their gods. Al-‘Uzza, the main goddess of Petra,

adi Sidri and Wadi Mukattab |




2. Caravan routes of the Sinai, after T. W. Kowalski, Le Monde de
la Bible, 10 (1979) p. 21.

CARAVAN ROUTES BETWEEN EGYPT AND NABATAEA
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was certainly venerated at this place!!. From Feirdn, the
pilgrims could ascend Jebal el Mundjah (the mountain of the
Conference) where a Nabataean sanctuary was recently

" Many inscriptions of the Sinai commemorate al-‘Uzza. See ]. Starcky, Dic. de la Bib.
Sup. vii, Col. 1003.

discovered!. From there, they could reach the port of Dhahab
(‘Aidhéb of the Medieval period) and cross the Red Sea to
Meqneh. The incense road (ssJl & ,5) leads them to Mekka.

According to Strabo, a caravan road ran from Aila to

12 A. Negev, IEJ, 27 (1977) p. 219-231.
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Rhinocolura (Al-"Arish, F1G. 2, No. 15). This is the modern
darb el-Ghazzeh (84l «,3) which was the direct way of the
Nabataeans to the port of Rhinocolura to export to the West
the Arabian and Indian spices, passing by Kantilla and Bir el
Mayin. This route connected also Rafah and Gaza.

Two tracks in northern Sinai linked up Egypt with Palestine
and Syria. The shortest way along the Mediterranean coast is
the ‘via maris’ from Pelusium to Gaza, which was the
Pharaonic invasion road (r1G. 2, No. 1, ‘tariq el Forma’ in
Arabic).

Parallel to it runs, about 35 km. to the South, the important
road from Isma‘ilia to Palestine and Syria (F16. 2, No. 2).
Na‘um Shoucair states that ‘this was the main trade route
between Syria and Egypt before the opening of the Suez Canal
and was called el-Darb el-Misri ( S all <,dl )13, Starting from
Cairo, it descended Wadi Tumeildt and proceeded East
traversing the mountainous area of northern Sinai. The
segment between Isma‘ilia and Jabal Maghara is an arid area
(ard el-tih) without wells, and difficult to cross because of
moving sand dunes'®. This road was partly followed by Sultan
Baibars in 1276 (674 H.) from Cairo to Karak, passing by
Petra. The account of this journey was quoted by the chroni-
cler Nuwairi (1279-1332)"5 after Muhyi el-Din Ibn‘Abd
el-Zaher (1223-92), who was an annalist of Baibars and
composed a biography of the Sultan'é. Nuwairi recognises
that his account is but a summary of Ibn‘Abd el-Zaher’s
detailed report. His manuscript, which is in the Bibliotheque
Nationale of Paris, No. 1578, in Dar el Kutub of Cairo (No.
551) and in Leiden, was first brought to the attention of
scholars in 1835 by the French Orientalist M. Quatremére,
who translated the passage concerning the visit to Petral”.
Fortunately, I was able to consult all three of the manuscripts
which show irrelevant variants. Because the text is unique for
Arabic historiography, it is interesting with respect to the
caravan roads to follow the journey day by day and station by
station according to the map (F1G. 1) which I was able to
establish with the generous help of the Tiibingen Atlas for the
Near East (TAVO)!S.

The reason for Baibars’ journey was a plot which was
hatched against him at Karak and intended to overthrow his
governors in that city and set on the throne an Ayyubid
prince, the brother of Sultan al-Mu‘azzam. The English
translation tries to follow literally the Arabic manuscript!®:

‘The Sultan departed from his Citadel (Qal‘at el Jabal) on
Thursday, 12th Dhul-Hujja [674 H.] and halted at

13 Na‘um Shoucair, op cit., p. 261.
T, W. Kowalski, Le Monde de la Bible, 10 (1979) p. 20; C. S. Jarvis, op. cit. p. 264.
IS Nibayat el-arab fi “ilm el adab, manuscript.

16 ar-rawd el-zaber fi sirat el malik el-zaber, edited by A. Khuweiter, Riyad, 1976.
Unfortunately the passage on the journey of Baibars is missing in this published
manuscript.

17 Memoire sur les Nabateens, 1835, p. 27f.

8] am grateful to Dr W. Rollig, S. Mittmann, W. Zwicker and the excellent
draughtsman G. Neuber who kindly helped me execute this map.

1 am grateful to Mr “Ali Jabri who helped in the translation.
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Belbeis where he rested until the mid-afternoon. He
remounted and encamped at R4s el M4, in Wadi es-Sadir
from which he removed on Saturday, in the middle of the
night and reached Kara‘; he reposed until the setting of
the sun.’

These first three stations are easy to identify: Belbeis, a well
known city, lies 35km. north of Cairo. Wadi es-Sadir is
mentioned in Mu‘jam el Buldan of Yaqut, and is called today
Wadi Tumeilat®®, after a modern Arab tribe. A well, Bir Ras el
M&’, is located on an old map of Egypt, established by
Muhammed Bey, by order of HRH Isma‘il Pacha, Khedive of
Egypt, in the eastern Wadi Tumeilat, on the Isma‘ilia road. It
could be identified with Rids el M4’ of Nuweiri, but no
mention of this spring occurs in the Egyptian geographical
index. Karad‘, mentioned in some Arabic chronicles of the
Mamluk period?!, is a village near “Abbaseh, in the eastern
province of Abu Hammad. It has disappeared and is to be
looked for at the site of ‘Isbet es-Salaméni*2. Nuwairi con-
tinues:

‘He carried water for two days’provision and set out on
the Badriyyah route, continuing his way at a forced
march to the dawn of Monday, neither resting nor
allowing his companions any repose except that which
sufficed to water the horses and take their ration of
fodder. He then encamped at the foot of Jabal Badr.’

As noted above, Baibars followed the Isma‘ilia—Palestine road
(el-darb el-Misri). Since it is devoid in its first section of water
sources, the Sultan was obliged to carry water for two days.
Jabal Badr is not easy to identify in the northern Sinai
mountains because it is not recorded by the Arab geographers
I was able to examine, but it lies, according to the annalist, at
two days’ march from Kard". M. Quatremére, followed by
some modern scholars?®, claimed that Badriyyah and Badr are
corruptions of Petra, a hypothesis which has no linguistic or
geographical proof, for this mountain is three stations away
from Petra, as could be deduced from the text of Nuwairi:

‘He remounted at the first light, so arduous was the
track, and reached Badr. He halted at the spring.
[Ibn ‘Abd ez-Zaher] reported it is a green mountain,
devoid of any plant. The spring gushed from the West,
under a huge mountain, from a rock-cut cave. One can
enter into it about ten paces and find a fountain on his
left hand. Before his arrival, the Sultan had sent a group

20See the excellent geographical index of M. Ramzi: el qamus el jughrdfi lilbilad el
misriyyah, 1, Cairo, 195455, p. 474.

2 Al-Dawadari, Kanz el-durar wa jami* el ghurar, v, Cairo, 1971, edited by U.
Haarmann, p. 17; Magrizi, Histoire des Sultans Mamloukes de ’Egypte, translated by
M. Quatremére, Paris, 1837, p. 19.

22Gee M. Ramzi, op. cit., p. 356.

23 Mémoire sur Pétra et les Nabatéens, Paris, 1835, p. 26: ‘Ces noms, comme il est facile
de le voir, nous rappellent les noms antiques de Pétra et de I’Arabie Pétrée.’ Such a
conclusion has no philological ground. A. Kammerer, Pétra et la Nabaténe, Paris, 1929,
p. 366 and ]. Starcky, Dic. Bib. Sup. vii, col. 993 accepted this identification.




