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8 THE GOLDEN TRADE OF THE MOORS

where before it had not been. But, as we know, its persccution
continued for long after that.

What is surprising is not that many of the animals pictured in
the mosaics no longer survive or are so rare that their survival is in
doubt, but that they did not become extinct long before the end of
the Roman occupation. Like the dead cities and dry river-beds,
the lost fauna is in no way attributable to climatic change.

It would be wrong to assume that there have been no variations
in climate. The destruction of the forests probably led to minor
local modifications in rainfall. There have also been slight
changes for reasons we do not know. Archacologists think it
probable that in Roman times Tripolitania was more humid than
it is now. To take another example from just outside our field, the
rainfall records kept by Ptolemy the geographer in the second
century A.D, show that in Egypt although the rainy days were
about as numcrous as they arc today, they were better distri-
buted.® But had the changes been more than slight, had the
rainfall been materially heavier, some of the Roman bridges would
not have spanncd the rivers, and many fords would have been
unfordable. .

When reading descriptions of the country by Roman authors it
is impossible not to be impressed by how applicable they are to
present-day conditions of climate and water supply. To the
Romans, for all their dependence on North Africa for corn
(though they depended much more on Egypt), it was a country to
be dreaded for its waterless wastes and wild beasts. It is a theme
which constantly recurs in their literature, but it remained for
Horace to sum it up in three words, ‘leonum arida nutrix’.? Sal-
lust’scomment was equally apt, ‘caclo terraque penuria aquarum,’ 8
In historical records the problem of water supply frequently
recurs. When Caesarwas campaigning near Hadrumentum (Sousse)
Iack of water was a constant anxiety to him, as it was to Belisarius
six centurics later. Droughts, too, were seemingly no less common
than they are today. Hadrian was beloved of Africans because
rain fell for the first time in five years on the day of his arrival in
the country. The conclusion that climatically the Maghrib has
changed but little in the last 2,000 years is impossible to resist.

* * * * *

The climatic history of the Sahara is even more striking than
that of Barbary. There can be little doubt that two thousand years
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ago the Sahara must have been almost as arid and formidable a
desert as it is today. Classical authors all paint a sombre picturc of
what the Sahara was like. ‘Libya is full of wild beasts’, wrote
Herodotus, ‘while beyond the wild beast region there is a tract
which is wholly sand, very scant of water, and utterly and cntirely
a desert.? To Pliny, five hundred years later, the Sahara was just ‘a
desert abandoned to the sand and swarming with scrpents’.1®

At no time was a journey into the Sahara rcgarded as other than
a hazardous enterprisc. Even before Herodotus’s time it was pos-
sible for a whole army to be overwhelmed. Such was the [ate of
the expedition which Cambyscs sent to destroy the oracle at
Jupiter Ammon, the modern Siwa. ‘A wind arose {rom the south,
strong and deadly, bringing with it vast columns of whirling sand,
which entirely covered up the troops, and caused them wholly to
disappear.” Thus, according to the Ammonians, did it farc with
this army! 11

Cambyses’s expedition took place about 525 B.c. But if one
presses further back in time, the face of the Sahara changes. ‘Long,
long ago’, Lloyd Cabot Briggs, onc of the leading students of
Saharan prehistory has written, ‘during the prehistoric ages before
the dawn of written history, the Sahara was very different from
what it is today, for much of it was fertile and rclatively thickly
populated. Stone implements of all shapes and sizes arc scattered
nearly all over the desert, in a profusion which proves beyond
doubt that thc land once supported a very substantial human
population, thanks to a climate far more salubrious than that it
now cnjoys. Fishhooks and barbed harpoon points madc ol bone
have been found as far north as the centre of the western Sahara,
and so there must have been good fishing once upon a time. Indced
recent excavations have shown that, up until perhaps as recently
as three or four thousand years ago, much of what is now desert
was relatively fertile and well watered country, dottcd with
shallow lakes and swamps, and cven clumps of trees, shrubs, and
ferns belonging to species which are no longer found south of the
Atlas Mountains,” 12

The fishing implements of neolithic man are not the only
evidence left by him to suggest a remarkable change in climate,
On certain rock sites in the central and northern Sahara there
have been discovered life-size engravings done by an early race of
hunters. Among the animals depicted are clephant, rhinoceros,
hippopotamus, and the extinct bubalus antiquus, (We shall have
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light on the Sahara. Five wild young mcn, sons of Nasamonian
chicfs from the Greater Syrtis, had sct out to cxplore the desert
parts of Libya, with the object of penctrating farther than any
had done before. Providing themselves with a plentiful supply of
water and provisions they traversed the desert in a westerly direc-
tion. After travelling for many days over the sand they came to a
plain where there were trecs laden with fruit. While they were
gathering the {ruit they were surprised and scized by some dwarf-
ish negroes whose language they could not understand. They were
carricd away over cxtensive marshes till they reached a town, the
inhabitants of which spoke the same language as their captors.
A great river containing crocodiles flowed past the town, running
from west to east. In duc course the adventurous young men re-
turncd safely to their own country.?

These two curious pieces of information noted down by Hero-
dotus—the Garamantes in their chariots chasing the Ethiopian
troglodytces and the strange adventure of the young Nasamoncs—
represented almost all that was known about the inhabitants of
the Central Sahara in the first millenium s.c. But in recent years
Hcrodotus’s information has been both confirmed and supple-
mented by the evidence provided by the rock-cngravings and
paintings of the desert. The existence of ancient picturcs on the
rocks was first reported by Heinrich Barth, the great German
explorer, as carly as 1851.3 But it has been only in the last forty
years that the astonishing richness of Saharan rock art has been
revealed, mainly through the work of French archacologists.

For tcchnical reasons, the paintings and engravings are very
diflicult to datc, but it has been possible to classify them into
various styles, which can then be arranged in chronological order. 4
The carlicest style is distinguished by its life-size or ncarly life-size
cngravings, cxccuted in a vigorous naturalistic manncr, of wild
animals, including clephant, rhinoceros, and the now extinct
bubalus antiquus. Some of the cngravings have scenes depicting
hunters, and it scems likely that the engravings are in fact the work
of a people who lived mainly by hunting. Engravings in this style
have been found only in the northern half of the Sahara. Some
scholars believe that the engravings must have been executed
before 5,000 B.c.; others prefer a more recent date.

The second style shows many of the same animals as the first
style, but is clearly of later date, as the bubalus antiquus is no longer
shown. Instcad, domestic cattle make their appcarance, being
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shown both in engravings and in polychromatic paintings. Pic-
tures of cattle have been found in many parts of the Sahara; they
arc particularly common in the Jebel Uweinat lying to the cast
of Tibesti, in Tibesti itself, and in the Tassili-n-Ajjer to the west
of the Fezzan. Clearly these cattle-pictures provide evidence of
the arrival of pastoral pcople coming from further cast. Some
scholars arc inclined to sce in these ancient pastoralists the ances-
tors of the nomadic Fulani of West Africa.

The third distinct style is marked by the presence of men riding
in horsc-drawn chariots. Over three hundred representations of
chariots have been found in the Sahara, from the Fezzan to
southern Morocco, in Ahaggar, and in Adrar of the Iforas. The
chariots confirm Herodotus’s statement about the Garamantecs;
they also help to provide an explanation for the strange cxploit of
the Nasamones, for a French archaeologist, Henri Lhote, has
found chariot-drawings at various stations along an ancient cara-
van routc leading from Ahaggar to Adrar of the Iforas. Their
presence suggests that this was the route that was taken by the
Nasamones and that the river which they saw flowing from west to
east was in fact the Niger in the vicinity of Gao.*

In the fourth style, the chariots have disappeared. Instead, men
armed with javelins are shown riding on horses. ‘The fifth style—
artistically the least distinguished—shows men on camcls.

It will be many ycars before archacologists have succeeded in
extracting all the information contained in this remarkably rich
material. For the paintings and engravings contain far more than
men and animals. Some pictures represent strange deitics; others
provide detailed impressions of dress and weapons. Some paint-
ings give clear evidence of Egyptian influcnce; others—notably
some of the chariot pictures—recall the art-styles of the Acgcan.
But though much remains obscure, one fact stands out beyond the
reach of controversy: for centurics before the introduction of the
camel into the Sahara (an event that took place about the be-
ginning of the Christian era) men were accustomed to move about
the desert with oxen, in horsc-drawn chariots, or on horse-back.

The usc of horses and of oxen in the desert is not quite such a
surprising fact as it might appcar to those who have been brought
up to think that the camel is the only beast of burden man can
employ in the Sahara. Until quitc recent times, many Saharan
tribes maintained a small number of horses. Among some tribes,
the Tuareg of Ahaggar for cxample, the horse was rare enough to
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continued only on sufferance and depended on meck acquiescence
to the will of the occupying power. The harshness of Roman rule
was doubtless a constant source of complaints and solicitations for
protection from the subjugated peoples of the coast to their power-
ful desert neighbours. The Carthaginians, immersed in trade, had
ncver presented themsclves to the Garamantes as a rival power,
The Romans, on the other hand, had quickly made it clear that
they were not merely a rival power but the only power. To a great
people like the Garamantes, whose predominant position in the
castern Sahara none had ever dared to challenge, the change of
rulers on the coast was intolerable.

How soon a rupture between Romans and Garamantes occurred
is uncertain, but towards the close of the first century n.c. the
Romans felt compclled to embark on what must have appeared
to them a very hazardous expedition against the Fezzan, They
had recently had to crush arevolt by the Gactuli, who had probably
invoked the willing aid of the Garamantes, Whether this was the
casus belli or not, so daring an operation as the invasion of the
Fezzan would hardly have been undertaken cxcept under pro-
longed provocation culminating in an outright challenge to Roman
authority,

The expedition was led by the proconsul Lucius Cornelius
Balbus, a native of Spain. It took the Garamantes by surprise and
the Fezzan was successfully subjugated. The many towns which
were captured included Garama (Germa), the capital, and the
important outlying oasis of Cydamus (Ghadames) which also lay
in Garamantian country. Among the places mentioned by Pliny
as having been captured is Mount Gyri ‘where precious stones
were produced’, which unhappily remains unidentified. ¢

It is probable that the object of the expedition was to break the
Garamantes and make impossible any further challenge to Roman
supremacy. On the other hand, its intention may have been merely
punitive. It certainly failed on the former score, as it was bound
to, for war against descert nomads can never be pressed home: their
answer to overwhelming force is wide dispersal and guerilla tactics.
An army cannot break them any more than a fist can a pillow.

Nevertheless, the expedition was acclaimed as a notable achieve-
ment, which indeed it was. Never before had Rome carried war
mto the heart of the Sahara. To the grave difficultics inherent in
desert warfare had been added the problem of an initial thirty
days’ march through almost waterless country before the enemy
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battle, and Roman troops were disengaged, the Garamantes ook
alarm and sought to forcstal] the retribution they feared awaited
them. At the close of the campaign Dolabella took home with him,
Tacitus relates, ‘envoys from the Garamantes, a rare spectacle in
Rome, . ., ton i

-« - had sent them 10 Crave pardon of the Roman pcople.’?

The visit of the envoys was probably welcome, for it rather
surprisingly convinced the Romans that they had nothing more
to fear from the Garamantes ang it provided an ¢Xcuse not to
launch a sceond costly expedition against the Fezzan, Balbus, they
knew, had succeeded only hecayse he had taken the Garamantes
by surprisc. Since then the latter had become too vigilant for that
1o recur, and, as 5 further Protcction, they had resorted to the
commonest and most effective method of defence against attack
in the desert, ‘¢ has been impossible’, wrote Pliny, ‘to open up
the road to the Garamantes country, because brigands of that race
fill up the wells wigl sand,’10

The Garamantes were not slow to realjse that they owed their
escape from punishmeng for helping Tacfarinas less to the good
oflices of their envoys than to the defensive mezsyres they them-
sclves hadl adopted. The confidence this gave them was further
strengthened by the Romans’ ill-advised withdrawal of the rest of
their troops from Tripolitania because peace seemed to them
assured. However, inj tially the troubje which followed wag different
from what they might have expected. In a,p, 69 war broke oyt
between the ncighbouring citics of Oca (Tripoli) and Lepcis. This
would have matiered less if it had not brought the Garamantes
into the ficld once more. Convinced that jf worsted in battle they
had only to scutle back into the desert and fill in the wells behind
them to Stop pursuit, and confident in thejr immum'ty from attack

in the Fezzan, they responded to an appeal for aid from the pcople
of Oca and, together with these pew allics, they Jaid siege to Lepcis,
This brought the legate of Numidia, Valeriys Festus, hurrying
down the coast to festore order, which he did with surprising
speed. He freed Lepcis, defeated the Garamantes, recovering much
of their loot, ang pursued them into the desert. In doing so he
achieved something remarkable, He found, Pliny tellsus, a new and
shorter road across the desert, known as the Praeter Caput Saxi,
which is not very diflerent from jg modern native name of Bah
Ras al-Hammagda, 11 It was probably the road running due south
from Oca ] irough Garian, Mizda, and El-Gherria el-Garbia which

i
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has also pointed out that whereas in Air there are no names similar

to Bardctus and Mesche, which are mentioned by Ptolemy as the

names of mountains in Agisymba, there are in Tibesti a Bardaj
and a Miski.

The association of the Garamantes with the Romans leaves little
room for doubt about the object of the joint enterprise. The

Romans might of course have endeavoured to cement their new

friendship by agreeing to help in an attack on formidable neigh-

bours. There is, however, no cvidence that the Garamantes had
any cnemics in the south whom they would not have been able
to subduc long hefore the coming of the Romans, It i far more
likely that they asked the Romans to go with them on a slave-
raiding cxpedition and that Julius Maternus readily scized this
opportunity for sceing new country. That he was himself inter-
csted in catching slaves js improbable, for the Romans do not
appear to have concerned themselves with the slave-trade of
central Africa, If'slavc-raiding was the object of the Joint enterprisc
there can be no doubt that Agisymba was Tibesti, which is
generally accepted as the home of the Troglodyte Ethiopians

whom Herodotus tells us the Garamantes used to raid. In the

absence of any proofof how farsouth Septimius F laccus penetrated,
Tibesti may he regarded as the farthest point in the interior of
Africa west of the Nile valley reached by the Romans, *

Far more important than these speculations is to consider what
circumstances led to the surprising rapprochement and made possible
two military expeditions, apparently in quick succession, into re-
mote lands which not long before must have appcared to the
Romans hopclessly inaccessible. The strange discovery of the Jier
Practer Caput Saxi is probably part of the same problem which, by
some odd inadvertence, has wholly cscaped the attention of the
many crudite scholars who have closely studied the history of the
Roman occupation. But, despite its complexity, it is susceptible of
a simple though not immediately obvious cxplanation.

In North Africa the art of war, and much else besides, was at
about this time being revolutionized by the camel. In the history
of the northern half of the continent no event had greater con-
scquences than the introduction of this now indispensable animal,
When it happened and in what circumstances are matters of great

* But not, of cowrse, of things Roman, For example, in 1931 a Roman coin of the
age of Constantine was dug up at Buea in British Cameroons, (Letter from the Iate
E. J. Arnctt to the author.)
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