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Reference:

Aubrey de Selincourt .Herodotus. The Histories.
Originally 1954.Revised by John Marincola in 1972.

Subject.1: Describing the country south of Elephantine, mentioning
Meroe, the Egyptian deserters etc...
Herodotus 2.29-31. Selincourt p. 139-141.

“On this subject | could get no further information from anybody. As far as Elephantine, | speak
as an eyewitness, but further south from hearsay. The most | could learn was that beyond Ele-
phantine the country rises steeply; and in that part of the river boats have to be hauled along
by ropes, one rope on each side, much as one drags an ox. If the rope parts, the boat is gone

in a moment, carried away by the force of the stream. These conditions last over a four days
journey, the river all the time winding greatly, like the Meander, and the distance to be covered
amounting to twelve schoeni. After this one reaches a level plain, where the river is divided by
anisland named Tachompso. South of Elephantine, the country is inhabited by Ethiopians who
also possess half of Tachompso, the other half being occupied by Egyptians. Beyond the island
is a great lake, and round its shores live nomadic tribes of Ethiopians. After crossing the lake
one comes again to the stream of the Nile, which flows into it. At this point one must land and
travel along the bank of the river for forty days, because sharp rocks, some showing above wa-
ter and many just awash, make the river impracticable for boats. After the forty days’ journey
on land one takes another boat and in twelve days reaches a big city named Meroe, said to be
the capital city of the Ethiopians .The inhabitants worship Zeus and Dionysus alone of the gods,
holding them in great honour. There is an oracle of Zeus there, and they make war according

to its pronouncement, taking from it both the occasion and the object of their various expe-
ditions. Continuing upstream for the same length of time as it takes to travel from Elephan-
tine to the capital, one comes to the Deserters- a people whose name is Amach, a word which
would mean in Greek “those who stand on the left hand of the king”. They were a body of men,
two hundred and forty thousand strong of the Egyptian warrior class, who went over to the
Ethiopians during the reign of Psammetichus .The Egyptians had guard-posts in various parts
of the country: one at Elephantine against the Ethiopians, another in the Egyptian in Daphane
at Pelusium against the Arabians and Assyrians, and a third at Marea to keep a watch on Libya
.The Persians have similar garrisons today both at Elephantine and Daphane .Now it happened
in Psammetichus’ time that the Egyptians were kept on garrison duty for three years without
being relieved, and this was the cause of their desertion. They discussed their grievances ,came
to a unanimous resolution, and went off in a body to Ethiopia. The king, on hearing the news,
gave chase and overtook them; and the story goes that when he besought them to return and
used every argument to dissuade them from abandoning their wives and children and the gods
of their country, one of their number pointed, in reply, to his private parts and said that when-
ever those were, there would be no lack of wives and children. So they continued their journey
to Ethiopia and put themselves at the disposal of the Ethiopian king, by whom they were well
rewarded, for he gave them permission to expel certain Ethiopians with whom he was on

bad terms, and to settle on their land. The result of their living there was that the Ethiopians
learned Egyptian manners and became civilized.

The course of the Nile is, then, known not only where it traverses Egypt but as much further
south word as one can travel by land or water in four months; for calculation will show that
that is the time it takes to go from Elephantine to the Deserters. At that point the river runs
from west to east; beyond, nobody knows its course with any certainty, for the country is unin-
habited because of the heat”.
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