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Peoples living around the Mediterranean Sea in the time before Islam were
drawn by a sort of centripetal force, which meant that they tended to focus more
on the internal maritime horizon of their sea than on horizons beyond it. Yet the
ancient Mediterranean was no hortus conclusus; it had at least three gateways to
the outer world. The first, largely underexploited in antiquity, linked the
Mediterranean to the Atlantic world; the second, vital for the Greek world of the
archaic and classical ages, connected with the Black Sea regions; and the third led
to the Red Sea and the Indian Ocean. Unlike the two first gateways, the third did
not possess a natural waterway joining the Mediterranean and the Indian Ocean.
It comes as no surprise therefore that throughout antiquity, from the 7 century
BCE to the 7" century CE, whenever the Nile valley was perceived as an integral
part of a Mediterranean world, the problem emerged of how to connect the two
shores of Egypt.

Different logistical solutions have been adopted at different times, or
practiced at the same time, in a continuous effort to adapt to shifting
requirements and conditions. Each solution had to grapple with three major
environmental challenges—the sea, desert, and river—in order to link the
Mediterranean and the Red Sea. The first challenge was navigating the Red Sea
north of 20° north latitude line. Apart from treacherous coral reefs and
unfriendly desertic shores, the northern part of the Red Sea was beset all year by
winds that blew constantly from the north. As a consequence, the further north
one had to sail, the more time-consuming, difficult and dangerous the navigation
was.' The second challenge was transferring the cargoes between the Red Sea and
the Nile River. For this, the further south one docked, the more laborious and
expensive the crossing was. The third challenge was sailing up the Nile. During
the summer the etesian winds helped, but only up to a certain point, since they
weaken considerably south of Asyut.” It is not by chance that the ancient and

! F.De Romanis, Cassia, cinnamomo, ossidiana. Uomini e merci tra Oceano Indiano e Mediterraneo, Roma,

1996, pp. 19-31.
J. P. Cooper, No easy option: the Nile versus the Red Sea in ancient and mediaeval north-south
navigation, in Maritime Technology in the Ancient Economy: Ship Design and Navigation, ed. W.V.
Harris, K. lara (Supplement of the Journal of Roman Archaeology, 84), Portsmouth, Rhode
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medieval caravan roads bound for Myos Hormos, Berenice or ‘Aydhab usually
started no further south than Coptos or Qus (Edfu during the Early Ptolemaic
period was just a short-lived exception).

Different combinations of solutions for the sea navigation, desert crossing and
river sailing components resulted in a variety of ways for connecting the Nile and
the Red Sea. Since each combination had its positive and negative features, none
was markedly better than any other. Nonetheless, each one could be deemed
more suitable to a particular kind of trade. Very generally, we may say that
bigger businesses required larger ships, which would not easily manage the
northern part of the Red Sea. Conversely, smaller vessels, less fit for bulky
cargoes, could more easily brave the navigation up to Myos Hormos and even up
to Clysma, unloading their shipments nearer to the Nile.?

A waterway directly connecting the Nile and the Red Sea—repeatedly
excavated in antiquity—minimized the desert crossing and river journey,
although it required the greatest amount of sea travel and the constant
maintenance of a canal linking the river to the Gulf of Suez. Such a solution,
which had been ideal for the triremes of the Persian navy during part of the 6"
and 5" centuries BCE, proved inadequate in the 3™ century BCE for the Ptolemaic
elephant carriers (elephantegoi). Erected after May/June 264 BCE (l. 27), the
Pithom stele triumphantly chronicles the excavation in 270/269 BCE of a canal
between the Nile and Red Sea (l. 16), and then the foundation of Ptolemais epi
theron, on the Sudanese coast, and the capture and shipment by sea and canal of
elephants from Ptolemais epi theron (Il. 24-25).* This enthusiastic account by the
Atum priests ignored the extreme difficulty of sending the elephant carriers up
to the Suez. Both papyrological and epigraphical evidence show that, not even
ten years later, elephants had to come ashore much further south (hence the
establishment of a new port at Berenice, 24° lat. N) and get to Edfu on the Nile via
anew caravan road.

This itinerary of sea navigation, desert caravan route, and Nile river travel—
necessary for the elephant transfer—was less suitable to frankincense and
aromatics merchants. Their seagoing ships, smaller than the elephant carriers,
could easily sail up to Myos Hormos, from where the most direct Nilotic
destination was Coptos. In the course of the second half of the second century

Island, 2012, pp. 194-201; id., The Medieval Nile. Route, Navigation, and Landscape in Islamic Egypt,
Cairo-New York: The American University in Cairo Press, 2014, pp. 125-132. In the summer,
thanks to the etesian winds (etesiis flantibus), the navigation from Iuliopolis to Coptos could take
twelve days: Plin., n.h. 6.102.

Failing to distinguish between ships of different sizes affects, in my view, Cooper’s argument
(No easy option).

Urk 11 81-105. A recent English translation and further bibliography in K. Mueller, Settlements of
the Ptolemies. City Foundations and New Settlement in the Hellenistic World, Leuven - Paris - Dudley,
MA: Peeters, 2006, pp. 192-199.
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BCE, the Coptos-Myos Hormos nodes replaced Edfu-Berenice as the main hubs of
the commercial transfer between Nile and Red Sea, and it was on that
infrastructural base that the Ptolemaic and early Augustan trade in the Erythra
kai Indike thalassa blossomed—until the discovery of the South Indian emporia,
with their huge amounts of black pepper, brought back the use of very large
seagoing vessels. The revival of large carriers meant in turn the resurrection of
Berenice, the old destination for the Ptolemaic elephant carriers. A new caravan
route emerged, connecting the first leg of the Coptos-Myos Hormos road to the
last leg of the Edfu-Berenice road. Consequently, the same Nilotic emporium of
Coptos served both Myos Hormos, from where smaller ships set sail to South
Arabia, East Africa and Northwest India, and Berenice, which served the very
large pepper carriers bound for South India.

Under Trajan, a new canal was dug between Nile and Red Sea.” Unlike the
more or less ephemeral canals of Necho, Darius and Ptolemy Philadelphus,
Trajan’s canal had a very long life, becoming a permanent presence on the Red
Sea in late antiquity. Such longevity is all the more remarkable insofar as it
required a periodical maintenance of the canal bed and embankments was
achieved by imposing annual corvéesin-orderto-ensure.’

Ample evidence exists to show that Clysma was much more important in late
antiquity than in the early imperial period.” Still, it is controversial how much of
this development is attributable to the canal that connected the Red Sea port and
the Nile. Although the commercial relevance of late antiquity Clysma is generally
established, opinions differ about the utility to Clysma’s traders of a canal that
was not navigable all year round. It is debated, in other words, whether the
canal’s seasonal navigability was suited to the Indian Ocean trade schedule. It has
been often claimed that the canal’s navigability was, as a rule, restricted to the
time when the river was at its maximum.® It has been consequently inferred that

5 A tax for the excavation of the new canal is attested by SB 9545, 32 (September 2™ 112 CE);
OMarbpriv (September 15% 112 CE); and probably by OCair GPW 99 (August 25 112 CE); OEleph
DAIK 18 (August 8™ 114 CE); OEleph DAIK 19 (August 19" 114 CE); OWilck 89 (August 20" 114 CE);
owilck 90 (August 23™ 114 CE); OWilck 91 (July 25%- August 23™ 114 CE); 0. Wilcken 92 (August
29" 113 CE-August 28" 114 CE); OBodl 871 (September 29% 114 CE). On all this, cf. A. Joerdens
(with P. Heilporn’s and R. Duttenhdfer’s Anhingen), Neues zum Trajanskanal, in Proceedings of the
24™ International Congress of Papyrology. Helsinki, 1-7 August, 2004, ed. J. Frésén, T. Purola, E.
Salmenkivi (Commentationes Humanarum Litterarum, 122:1), Helsinki, 2007, pp. 469-485.

°  Maintenance works are attested by POxy 4070 (208 CE?); PCairlsid 81 (April 9% 297 CE); POxy

3814 (374" cent. CE); POxy 1426 (332 CE); PSI 87 (June 29'" 423 CE); PSI 689a (423 CE); PSI 689b

(423 CE?); PSI 689d (August 29 420 CE-August 28 421 CE); PWashUniv 7 (5%-6 cent. CE).

F. De Romanis, ‘Tpaiavog motauds. Mediterraneo e Mar Rosso da Traiano a Maometto’, in Controllo

degli stretti e insediamenti militari nel Mediterraneo, ed. R. Villari, Roma-Bari: Laterza, 2002, pp. 21-

70.

8 C.Redmount, ‘The Wadi Tumilat and the “Canal of the Pharaohs™, Journal of Near Eastern Studies 54:2
(1995), p. 134: “[...] periods when the canal was functional seem to coincide with high Nile
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the canal would have been of little use for a commercial enterprise that would
have required too early departures and allowed too late returns.’ It is therefore
not a coincidence, as has been pointed out, that the Muziris papyrus loan
contract—arguably signed after Trajan’s canal was completed—expects the
seagoing vessel returning to the Red Sea from Indian lands to connect to Coptos,
further south than Clysma. ™

Admittedly, Trajan’s canal did not divert all the India trade to Clysma. In
particular, it did not divert the South India trade documented by the Muziris
papyrus, which was conducted with vessels too large to make the voyage up to
Clysma. However, this does not preclude the hypothesis that a large number of the
ships active in the Erythra thdlassa trade were attracted by the navigability of
Trajan’s to the northernmost reaches of the Red Sea. In the present paper, it will
be argued that Erythra thdlassa traders could take advantage of the intermittent
navigability of Trajan’s canal and, consequently, that gClysmas’ trade was
favored—to some extent—by the addition of a direct water connection to the
Nile. In fact, scanty but inequivocal evidence shows that commodities between
Alexandria and Clysma could be transferred on water both in the summer, before
seagoing vessels set out from Clysma, and in the winter, when the same ships
returned to the same harbor.

rlegimes”; J.-J. Aubert, ‘Aux origines du canal de Suez? Le canal du Nil a la mer Rouge revisité’,
in Espaces intégrés et ressources naturelles dans 'Empire Romain: actes du colloque de I'Université de
Laval-Québec, 5-8 mars 2003, ed. M. Clavel-Léveque and E. Hermon, Paris, 2004, p. 228: “[...] ouvert
[...] mais de maniére intermittente, c’est-a-dire a la saison des crues, de juillet & novembre, voire
un peu au dela”; Joerdens, Neues zum Trajanskanal, p. 477: “Zwar wird dieser Wasserweg aller
Wabhrscheinlichkeit nach ohnedies nur wihrend der Nilschwelle benutzbar gewesen sein”; F.R.
Trombley, “‘Amr b. al-‘As’s Refurbishment of Trajan’s Canal: Red Sea Contacts in the Aphrodito
and Apollonas And Papyri’, in Connected Hinterlands. Proceedings of Red Sea Project IV, ed. L. Blue, J.
Cooper, R. Thomas, J. Whitewright (BAR International Series, 2052), Oxford, 2009, p. 102: “The
canal was usable only in the months immediately following the rise of the Nile. The length of its
operation depended on the level and duration of the flood, which sometimes lasted until
January”; J.P. Cooper, ‘Egypt’s Nile-Red Sea Canals: Chronology, Location, Seasonality and
Function’, in Connected Hinterlands, p. 204: “[...] the canal was opened when the Nile was nearing
its height, and that it must subsequently have been closed again as water levels fell”; S.
Sidebotham, Berenike and the Ancient Maritime Spice Route, Berkeley, Los Angeles, London:
University of California Press, 2011, p. 181: “Later evidence suggests that the canal was not used
perennially, but functioned only during the Nile’s inundation season—from sometime in
September to December/January. Thus, use of the canal would not have been in sync with
departure times of ships from the Red Sea ports for destinations in India”.

Cooper, Egypt’s Nile-Red Sea Canals, p. 205; J.-]. Aubert, ‘Trajan’s Canal: River Navigation from the
Nile to the Red Sea? , in Across the Ocean. Nine Essays on Indo-Mediterranean Trade, ed. F. De
Romanis, M. Maiuro, Leiden - New York: Brill 2015, pp. 38-41.

Aubert, ‘Trajan’s Canal: River Navigation from the Nile to the Red Sea?’, pp. 37-38. However, the
Muziris papyrus sets an example valid only for the South India trade, conducted with ships of
very large size.
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It is self-evident that Trajan’s canal must have been navigable when the water
level of the Nile was at its peak and inaccessible when the river was at its lowest.
It is sometimes claimed, though, that navigability began only after plenitude,
which would leave very little time for a departure by the end of September. Such
a notion is based on the assumption that in antiquity (when the canal was
intermittently navigable) as well as in medieval times (when the canal was never
navigable) water was released into the canal only after the river had reached its
height." In the middle ages earthen dams, annually constructed, prevented the
Nile from inflowing into the canal before plenitude was attained.”” However,
there is no proof that the medieval practices of water management, aimed at
irrigating villages of the lower delta, extended back to the Roman period, when
there is no evidence for such a procedure, and when the imperial administration
had opposite concerns.” At any rate, an indication that Trajan’s canal did allow
vessels to reach Clysma on time is given by a well-known passage of Lucian’s
Alexander or the False Prophet:

avamAgvoag O veaviokog ei¢ Afyvmtov dypt to0 KAUopatog, mAoiov
avayouévou eneiobn kol avTog £i¢ Tvdiav mAeboat, kanednmep €Rpaduvev,
ot duotuxeig ékeivol oikétal avTol, oinbévtec N év t@® Neldw mAfovta
S1e@0&pOat TOV veaviokov A kal Omd Anotdv—moAlol 8¢ foav téTre—
avnpfioBat, émaviABov anayyéAovteg avToD TOV A@avioudv.™

Trombley, ‘Amr b. al-‘As’s Refurbishment of Trajan’s Canal, p. 102: “The canal was usable only in the
months immediately following the rise of the Nile [...] Al-Mugaddasi mentions the dams that
blocked the canal until its annual opening at the time of the Christian festival of the Exaltation
of the Cross (conventionally dated 14 September in the medieval Coptic calendar of festivals)”;
Cooper, Egypt’s Nile-Red Sea Canals, p. 204: “Little is known of the navigational functioning of
Persian and Ptolemaic canals that rose near Bubastis. However, their Roman and Arab
successor, even enjoying an apparently superior offtake some 65 km further upstream, was
almost certainly only navigable on a seasonal basis. The ceremonies marking its annual
opening—with the breaking of a dam at its mouth in Cairo—are recorded by Islamic-era
authors, who in turn attribute pre-Islamic origins to them. In the early centuries of Islam, these
ceremonies took place at ‘Ayn Shams (Heliopolis) on the Christian festival of the Veneration of
the Cross, the Coptic version of which occurs on the seventeenth day of the month of Tt in the
Coptic calendar, corresponding to 14™ September of the Julian calendar”.

W. Popper, The Cairo Nilometer. Studies in Ibn Taghri Birdi’s Chronicles of Egypt: I, Berkeley and Los
Angeles: University of California Press, 1951, pp. 82-87.

K. Blouin, Triangular Landscapes. Environment, Society, and the State in the Nile Delta under Roman
Rule, (Oxford Studies on the Roman Economy), Oxford, 2014, p. 34: “[...]in the second century
AD, a series of local, regional and, perhaps too, deltaic transverse waterways facilitated the
movements of goods and people within Lower Egypt [...] The digging [..] of such large-scale
waterways implies the diversion of important quantities of water into their course and,
consequently, a drop of the water draft in the deltaic network and the silting of the more
sluggish branches”.

% Luc., Alex. 44.
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It does not seem appropriate to minimize the value of this passage. Even if it did
not refer to a real event and was only “a fictional narrative” made up by a Greek
satirist, it should be acknowledged that Lucian makes the effort to explain in realistic
terms (toAMNoi 8¢ floav tdte) the development of the story. Besides, one should not rule
out the possibility that Alexander or the False Prophet was written during or after Lucian’s
stay in Alexandria, when he could very well have known how local merchants reached
Clysma."” Although it can be wondered for where exactly the ship was bound, we
have no reason not to believe that the text proves that it was possible to sail from
Alexandria to Clysma early enough to get on board ships bound for, allegedly, India.

On the other hand, there is also evidence to show that when Clysma’s ships
landed back at their home harbor, Trajan’s canal could be still navigated. The
first piece of evidence is in a passage of Epiphanius’ of Salamis Panarion. His
overview of the Roman ports in the Red Sea carries the authority of the author’s
origin from Palaestina and lengthy residence in Egypt."®

Oppot yap th¢ Epubpdc Baddoong diddopot, €mt td otopa ThG ‘Pwpaviag
Srakekpiuévot, 6 uév eig émi v AlAdv [...] 6 8¢ £repog 8puog émi T6 Kdotpov
t00 KAbopatog, dAAog 8¢ dvwrdtw éml thv Bepviknv kalovuévny, 8’ fg
Bepvikng kalovpévng €mi tv OnPaida dpépovtat, kal td anod thg 'Tviikig
gpxéueva €idn éxeioe tf] OnPaidt daxvverar f €ni v "AAeavdpéwv dx
t00 Xpuooppda motapol, Neihov 8¢ dpnui, tod kai Tewv €v taig ypadaig
Aeyopévouv, kal €mi maocav T®OV Alyvmtiwv yiv kal éml to IInAovotov
bépetar kal oUtwg €ig tag dAAag matpidag dix Baldoong diepxduevor ot
ano tig 'Tvdikig €ni TV ‘Pwpaviav éuropedovrat.”

Epiphanius mentions only three ports: Aila and Clysma, which are éni ta otépia
¢ ‘Pwpaviag Owakekpiuévolr, and Berenice that lays dvwrtdtw.” As a
consequence of the distant locations of the two groups of ports, the Indian
commodities are poured either over the Thebaid or over Alexandria, the whole of
Egypt, and Pelusium. The disjunctive conjunction 7i makes clear that in
Epiphanius’ view Thebaid on one side and Alexandria, the whole land of Egypt,

* Lucian held office in Egypt (Luc., Apol. 12), while he was writing his Apologia £&v yfipa — votdtw
(4). Alexander or the False Prophet was written after Marcus Aurelius’ death (Luc., Alex. 48).

Soz., h.e. 6.32.3: Em@dviog 8¢ dugl Bnoavdovknv kbunv 80ev fv, vouos EAsvBepondrewe. éx
véou 8¢ UTO povayoig dpiotoig madevbeig kal tovtov xdpv év Alydmtw mAgiotov Satpiag
Xxpovov €monudtatog Enl HovaoTIKf] @iAocopia yéyove mapd te Alyuvmtiolg kai MaAaiotivorg
KTA.

Epiphanius, panarion 111 16-17.

Epiphanius does not mention any port that may be identified with the 4% century CE military
installation (converted into a church in the next century) at Aba Sha‘ar, whose epigraphic
evidence suggests, though, some commercial role: Sidebotham, Berenike and the Ancient Maritime
Spice Route, pp. 182-184.
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and Pelusium on the other, are alternative destinations for the Indian
commodities depending on which Red sea port they used to enter Egypt. The
ships that landed at Berenice sent their cargoes across the caravan roads of the
Eastern desert to the Thebaid; those that reached Clysma were sent to the other
Egyptian destinations “through the Chrysorrhoas River that is the Nile”. There is
no doubt that here a navigation through the Traianos potamos is suggested. It is
therefore apparent that around 375 CE ships loaded with Indian goods arrived at
Clysma and proceeded through the Traianos potamos up to Alexandria, the rest of
Egypt and Pelusium.

Almost two centuries after Epiphanius’ Panarion, evidence for the movement
of Indian commodities through Trajan’s canal is provided by a pertinent passage
in Olympiodorus’ of Alexandria commentary to Aristoteles’ Meteorology.

Ta yap avta mthoia mAeiw @optov Pactdlovot £mi OaAdTTng fimep £mi Aiuvng.
auéAer dx tav TNy TV aitiav moAdol ivdikomAebotatl vavayodot pr| 180teg
toUT0. Kl €v pev Baddoon yepilovotv adta @OpTov, Kal 1] uev BdAacoa dix
70 Ye®Ddeg avThC avwOel kol Paotdler €pyxovtatl O¢ €v TOTAUOIG f| Alpvalg
Kal vavayoOot dix tO un €xelv oUtwg TO YEDEG €K TG KATVWdoug
avabuuidosws kol un dvvacdat avweiv. iowg d¢ duvatdv kal THV Kamvwdn
avaduuiaoly wg avwyxotoav d1d TO omeVOELV ML TO GLYYEVEG XWPELY, €V TH)
BaAdoon peifova ta mAoia td avta mAeiw @dptov Pactdlovra.’’

There is no need to emphasize that Olympiodorus was in a position to know very
well how Indian commodities were transferred from the Red Sea to the city in
which he lived. In order to demonstrate that fresh water is less dense (“has not as
much geodes”) than sea water, Olympiodorus refers to the frequent accidents by
Indian Ocean seafarers (ivdikonAebotat), who loaded their ships to the maximum
limit allowed by the sea waters. When they came to sail in canals or other water
bodies (v motapoig f AMiuvaig), they sank because of the fresh water’s inferior
buoyancy. The uninterrupted navigation of Indian Ocean seafarers, first by sea
and then by canal and other water bodies, shows that Olympiodorus alludes to a
shipment entirely by water from the Red Sea to Alexandria.”

As stated, it is certain that Trajan’s canal was not navigable all year round.
Certainly it was not navigable when the Nile was at its shallowest (see fig. 1) and
maintenance work took place. In 297 CE, they lasted at least two months after

19

Olymp., in mete. 81.
For the term Afuvn denoting water bodies of the Nile delta, cfr. Blouin, Triangular Landscapes, p.
135.

20
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April 9" In 424 CE, they lasted three months, possibly starting from Pharmouthi
1% (March 26™) or slightly later.”

ASSUAN gange diagram 1874, 1878,1877, 1882 & averafe of 10 years 1874 to 1883.
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The mearn of the 10 years, just above 16 pics for 20 days_ fivourable i every way:
Fig. 1. From W. Willcocks - J.I. Craig, Egyptian irrigation, London, 1913%, p. 182

By contrast, it is open to question how many of the remaining two hundred and
seventy-five days Trajan’s canal was navigable. In this respect, the clearest
indication is provided by a papyrus dating back to 710 CE, therefore referring to
the canal after it was reopened by ‘Amr b. al-‘As.

gon yap émotduevog ¢ <édv> Votepron(q)| TO OTIoDV £k TE TGOV AVTOV
eld®v kal Samavav| kai yévnton dnéfaocig tdv 08dtwv uéAAelg tadta dix
otpdrag| faotd€o £wg Tob avTod KAUouatog mapéxwv tO @épeTpov| avtdv
€ id1kf¢ oo\v/ Umootdoewe.”

These lines come from a letter in which Qurra b. Sharik, governor of Egypt, urges
Basilios, dioiketes of Aphrodito, to convey as soon as possible, before the waters of
Trajan’s canal recede, what had been already requested in terms of provisions for
the ships in Klysma: should Basilios fail to deliver what is due while the canal was

2 SB 7676.

PSI 6893, 1. 5: xp(e)iav tfig tprufivou; L. 10: épydoacBat énti xpdvov pijvag Tpic. It is unclear if in
June 29" 423 CE (PSI 87) the three-month service was over.

% PLond 1346, 11. 16-20.
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still navigable, Qurra warns, Basilios will pay the expensive land transport up to
Clysma.”

The letter is dated January 3™ (Gregorian 7) 710 CE and was received on
February 9" (Gregorian 13™). Therefore, the sentence éav—yévntat dmépacic Tév
0ddtwv cannot refer to the beginning of the drop in water level, but must denote
the moment when the water level had become so low as to hinder all sailing.”
This was not the first letter sent by Qurra to Basilios on that matter in that year,”
nor probably, was it the last.”’” The pressing overtones urging for a prompt action
suggest that Qurra was aware that his letter might not be delivered as soon as it
was desirable.”® The thirty-seven days that elapsed between the writing and
delivery of PLond 1346 are definitely more than the ten days between the writing
and delivery of PLond 1351 and PRossGeorg 4, 16, but they are less than the forty-
three days of PLond 1341, and much less than the fifty-nine days of PLond 1379.
Nothing suggests that Qurra’s demand was preposterous or that the flood was
exceptionally late that year and since we have no reason not to assume that
PLond 1346 reflects the normal operational pattern of the connections between
Clysma and the Nile, we must conclude that Trajan’s canal remained navigable
well beyond January 3™, This may not have been sufficient for the South India
traders, who had to leave for Egypt in December at the earliest.” It is not
unlikely, however, that other “Indian Ocean seafarers” could take advantage of
the canal’s navigability in late winter. Information about the logistics of the India
trade in late Antiquity can be inferred from a well-known passage of the
Martyrium Arethae.

24

A road from Babylon to Clysma is attested by the Itinerarium Antonini 169, 2 and partially
confirmed by CIL III 6633 = ILS 657.

For a difference between the beginning of the drop and the end of the navigability period, cfr.
SB 10459 1. 11-12: %31 yap fip€ato dmofailverv T6 G8wp oD Tpatavosl,|[Enlel v dmoPfi Td GOwp
g elpnrare [ 1pl

Cfr. PLond 1346, 1. 4-11: Auev/ Saoteihavree S tig Stotkroewc co\v/ Sidpopa e1dnAdyw
@hokaleiog kai é€aptiag mAolwv Tod KAUoua(tog) |#tt ufv kai Samdvnv vaut@dv mhoiwv 8viwy
&v T aUT@[KAOopatt drmooteilavteg mpdc ot kal T& ToUTWV évtdyialmpd fuep®@v TOAAGDV
ypdpavteg tadta S cuvroufaglEkméupar mpd o0 yévnton dméfacig TtV OddTtwv ToD
Tpatavo\d/[kal péxpt Thg debpo ovk Emepag ti’ ote £k TovTwV &&lov Adyo\v/.

Fragments of other letters by Qurra on the same subject are SB 10459, PLond 1465 and, in
Arabic, B.M. Or. 6232 (2). PLond 1465 1. 4: 10 tétaptov étdapev d1d thg Sifoikroedg oov suggests
that they may all belong to the same eight indictio (709/710). It seems that Basilios did not
succeed, cfr. PLond 1465 1. 1-2: éyéveto andPaoic t@v U&TWV To0 Tpatavol tod Pactdéar avta
316 yfi¢ €wg to[0] avtod KA[Vouatog.

PLond 1346, 11. 12-16: Sexduevos obV T& mapdvta ypdupata 0Béws kai kat’ aOTv| THY Gpav
méupov el tf €ott 14 tfi¢ SrokAoewg oo(v)| €€ adT®V uf Votep®V T TO GOVolov wrfiTe unv
deduevog| Etépwv MUV ypapudtwy Tept Tovto(v) 2dv pévtor cuvieig| kai £xelg pévag.

Plin,, n.h. 6.106: ex India renavigant mense Aegyptio Tybi incipiente, nostro Decembri, aut
utique Mechiris Aegyptii intra diem sextum, quod fit intra idus Ianuarias nostras.
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Kat’ oikovopiav 8¢ To0 owtfpog NU®V 'Incod Xpiotod eiofiAbov mAoia t@v
gundpwv Pwpaiwv kal Mepo®v kal TvO®V Kal €k TOV VAowv dapoav
e&rkovta, oUTwg amod pev AelAd tii¢ méAewg mAola dekamévte, Gmo d¢ tod
KAUouatog eikoot, ard Twtdfng £ntd [dno Twtdfng dvo Al, dnod Bepovikng
dvo [&mo Bepovikng £mtd A ante &mod ‘TwtdPng], &nod ®apoav £mtd, &mod
Tvdiag évvéa.™

We may assume that the traditional route timings to Adulis were beneficial to the
divine providence in assembling all those ships from so many different places.
We may also assume that (as far as the trade between Egypt and India is
concerned) the role of Adulis in late Antiquity was similar to that of Aden in
medieval times: it was the place where the Indian commodities passed from the
Arabian Sea ships to those bound for the other Red Sea ports. Out of the sixty
ships that anchored in the port of Adulis in 524 CE, those from Clysma were as
many as twenty, those from Aila fifteen, those from Iotabis seven, those from
Farasan Islands also seven, those from Berenice two and those from India nine.
The text says nothing about the size of the ships, but it seems likely that the nine
ships from India were of much larger size than the thirty-five from Clysma and
Aila that had to sail the Red Sea all the way up to its northernmost shores. It
seems likely, in other words, that the difference in size between the ships from
Clysma and Aila on one side and those from India on the other was comparable to
the difference, in pre-Portuguese times, between the ships that exported spices
from Calicut to Aden on one side and those that re-exported part of the same
spices from Aden to Toro on the other.’

The winter anchorage in Adulis of ships from Clysma, Aila and India® suggests
that the ships from India had arrived from north-west India in early winter, sailing
during what the rasulid almanacs call the dimani season. In fact, timetable of the
sea routes between Adulis and India could hardly radically depart from the
sailing seasons between India and Aden as described in the rasulid almanac

Martyrium Arethae 29. For an evaluation of the passage, see V. Christides, ‘What went wrong in
the long distance Roman naval power’, in Graeco-Latina et Orientalia. Studia in honorem Angeli
Urbani heptagenarii, ed. S. Kh. Samir and J.P. Monferrer-Sala (Syro-Arabica, 2), Cordoba: Oriens
Academic, 2013, p. 75.

Duarte Barbosa, Livro em que dd relacdo do que viu e ouviu no Oriente, Lisboa, 1946, pp. 160-
161: “Estes no tempo que prosperaram nos seus tratos e navegacao, faziam nesta cidade naus de
quilha de mil e mil duzentos bahares de carrega [...] partiam desta cidade cada mongdo dez e
quinze naus destas para o mar Roxo, Adem e Meca, onde vendiam muito bem suas mercadorias.
Algumas ha hos mercadores de Juda, que dahy has leuauaom em pequenos nauios ha ho Toro, e
do Toro hiaom ha ho Cairo". Apparently, the Toro ships were smaller (‘em pequenos nauios’),
than the Calicut ships, whose tonnage—within 200 tons—was also rather modest.

Martyrium Arethae 29: memoinke 8¢ kal aUTOG Tvdika 8éka mAola &v T® Xewpdvi [év T@ adTd
XEW&VL AHKDP] tfi¢ avtiig Tpitng ivliktiovog, pihokalficag td £pdourikova.
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Trajan’s Canal and the Logistics of Late Antiquity India Trade

written in 1271 CE by the Yemeni sultan al-Malik al-Ashraf ‘Umar ibn Yasuf,
where a distinction is made between a dimani season (early winter monsoon) and
a tirmah season (late winter monsoon). The ships that sailed according to the
dimani season were supposed to leave India—actually North-West India—on
October 16™, to arrive at Aden between November 6 and December 21%, and to
start they return voyage between March 26" and May 6™ This schedule does not
apply to South India, off of which the unfavorable South-West monsoon keeps
blowing at least until November 15" (see fig. 2). In the first century CE, ships
bound for Egypt used to leave between December and January 13".** In medieval
times, Calicut ships left for Aden as late as February/March.” In al-Ashraf’s
almanac, ships from South India sailing with the tirmah season reach Aden by
April 15" and leave from there by August 21°.*°

»  D. M. Varisco, Medieval Agriculture and Islamic Science. The Almanac of a Yemeni Sultan, Seattle and

London: University of Washington, 1994, pp. 23, 25, 27, 31, 33 (English translation); 42, 43, 45, 50,
52 (Arabic text).

Cf. supra nt. 29.

*  F.De Romanis, ‘Time to Repay a Maritime Loan: A Note on SB III 7169 and SB XVIII 13167 Recto’,
Sileno 40 (2014), pp. 83-89.

Varisco, Medieval Agriculture and Islamic Science, pp. 32 (English translation), 51 (Arabic text).
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Fig. 2. Normal dates of end of SW Monsoon (Source: IMD)

An arrival at Adulis any time in November/December would have left enough
time for the Clysma ships to re-export the Indian commodities to their home port
while Trajan’s canal was still navigable. Conversely, those ships returning from
South India and Sri Lanka reached Adulis too late for their cargoes to be
transferred via Trajan’s canal. Along with the Thebaid demand for Indian
commodities, the persistence of trade activities in Berenice during late Antiquity
owes not a little to the delayed timing of the oceanic crossing from South India.
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Commentaire sur le texte 
This was possible for ships sailing out from North India in September/October.

AdG
Commentaire sur le texte 
Ships with pepper coming from South India not only arrived too late at Clysma, but were also too large to sail that far North. Hence, their calling at Berenice.
Another possible route was ti use the SW monsoon to sail out from South India to call at places further north, and sail to Adulis when the NE monsoon would set in.




