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ANCIENT ASSYRIA

CHAPTER I

THE CRADLE OF MANKIND

At the beginning of all things,when the world was

new, and men were finding out bit by bit what they

could do and how to do it,there were two countries

that were more important than any others. They

were both the valleys of great rivers, and it was the

rivers that made them what they were. The one

country was Egypt "

that wonderful land where the

Nile comes rolling down from the Great Lake Basin

of equatorial Africa, and flows for hundreds of miles

between temples and pyramids erected by the greatest

builders the world has ever seen. About Egypt, two

of these little books have already told you."^
The other country was known by several different

names. There were really two kingdoms in it
"

Babylonia and Assyria ; but the name that was given
to the whole country by all the other nations of the

world, though it sounded different in the various

languages, always meant the same thing. If it was

a Greek who spoke, he said "Mesopotamia"; if it was

an Egyptian, he said " Naharina "; if it was a Hebrew,

he said "Naharaim": but they all meant "Between

* Peeps at Many Lands: "Ancient Egypt," by J. Baikie:

"Egypt," by E. Talbot Kelly.
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the TWb'K'i'vi^i/''cfn/^iUe.Bandof the Two Rivers,"

for the great feature of the country was that it lay
between two bigrivers,the Tigrisand the Euphrates,
which come down from the mountains of Asia Minor,

and flow south-east into the Persian Gulf.

If you will look at your map, you will see that almost

from the north-eastern corner of the Mediterranean

Sea to the Persian Gulf there runs in a slantingdirec-tion

a comparativelyflatstripof country. It is rather

hilly,or at least highuplandcountry,at its upper end

near the Mediterranean ; but itgrows flatterand flatter

the further you go east,till,near the Persian Gulf,it

is as flat almost as a table. On the one side of this

land rise the great mountain ranges that form the

outer wall of Kurdistan and Persia,huge forbidding
hills,with onlya few wild and narrow passes leading

up into their solitaryfastnesses ; on the other side,
the great desert rolls away towards Da^oascusand

Arabia, wave after wave, mile upon mile, of barren

sand and shingle.But the land between, wretched

and poverty-strickenas it looks now, w^as once the

Garden of the World, the placewhere men firstlearned

to be men and not brutes,and where the two great
rivers,as theyrolled on towards the sea, reflectedthe

walls and towers and templesof many of the oldest

and greatestcities that the world has ever known.

Egypt is the onlyother land that can claim to have

a storywhich goes back as far as that of the country
about which we are thinking.

Far away up in the mountains of Asia Minor there

lies a littlemere or lake called Gioljik,and here the

more northerlyof the two rivers of the land,the Tigris,
takes its rise. It flows almost straightfor the sea,

runningso swiftlyallalongits course that the people
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of the countrycallit"Dijla"("TheArrow"),and cutting
for itself a deep trench below the level of the plain.
The other river,the Euphrates,rises among the hills

stillfurther north and east than the Tigris,and heads

at firststraightfor the Mediterranean,as though it

meant to cut throughthe narrow neck of land which

keeps it from the middle sea. Changing its mind,

however, it sweeps round in a great bend to a course

roughlyparallelwith that of its sisterstream, though
a considerable distance south of it,and flows on towards

the Persian Gulf much more deliberatelyand sluggishly
than its northern neighbour.

The upper part of the land between the rivers is

more or less hillyand bare ; but graduallythe slopes
become less steep,and the land becomes a level plain,
which, indeed, has been made by the mud and silt

brought down by the two rivers. At a placecalled

Kurna, in the plain,the two rivers unite, and the

singlestream, now called the Shatt-el-Arab,rolls

slowlyto the sea, past the dirtyand unhealthyports
of Mohammerah and Basra. Many hundreds of years

ago the plaindid not extend nearlyso far,for the

sea came further inland. Mohammerah, which is now

47 miles inland,actuallystood on the shore in the

time of Alexander the Great ; and we know that

another placewhich is now 125 miles from the Gulf

used to be a seaport. But that was more than

5,000 years ago, and every day since then the great
rivers have been bringingdown soil from the moun-tains,

and layingit down in the plain,and so pushing
the sea further back.

Now it was on this flat plain,between the uplands
of the two rivers and the sea, that the cradle of

mankind was firstrocked, and that the infant human
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race first opened its eyes and began to see what

a wonderful placethis world might be. Later, the

uplandslyingfurther up the rivers became important
also,and, indeed,I shall have more to tell you about

them than about the plain; but it was the plainthat
first became important.That was so long ago that

you can scarcelyimaginehow long. In all likelihood

that firstsettlement of men which the Bible describes

as the Garden of Eden lay somewhere in the plain
between the rivers ; indeed,the Bible says that one

of the rivers that watered it was the Euphrates.And
it was here that men first began to build citiesand

towers and temples. One of their towers has become

for ever famous because the Book of Genesis tellsof it

as the Tower of Babel ; and when we hear that name

we know pretty well where we are, for Babel and

Babylon are the same name " the one is "The Gate

of God," and the other *' The Gate of the Gods and

the Tower of Babel was, no doubt,the great temple-
tower that the firstbuilders of Babylonreared to the

gloryof their god.
Nowadays you would not think that there ever had

been much of the gardenabout this country. It is

wild and bare and desolate. Higher up the rivers

especially,there are stretches which are gay and bright
with greenery and wild flowers for a littlewhile in

earlyspringybut theyquicklyget parchedand dry
when summer comes ; and the lower parts are all

dotted over with swamps filledwith the water which

the rivers leave behind them after the annual floods "

swamps where fever,and ague, and malaria breed

continually.The onlythingsthat break the monotony
of the great bare plainsare a few unsightlyheaps,
very like the rubbish heaps that are piledup around
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our coal-pitsand shale-pits; and altogetheryou can

scarcelyimaginea more doleful or uninterestinglook-ing

country.
But all this was once very different. At every spot

where there is now a mound, there once stood a great
town, with itswalls and palacesand temples,itsbusy
market-placesand its crowded streets ; and the land

between the towns was one of the richest soils in

the world. A great Greek writer,called Herodotus,

travelled all throughthese countries several hundred

years before Christ,and has left the story of his

journey. Among other thingshe says that he won't

tellall that he saw, because peoplewould never believe

it,for never was there known such fruitfulnessas that

of Babylonia.But he says that the seed often yielded
three hundred fold,and that the blades of corn were

often three and even four fingersbroad. To look upon
the land now, you would think that Herodotus was

onlyhoaxingyou with traveller s tales; but we know

that many other thingshe tells us are quitetrue,and
so it is natural to suppose that he is tellingthe truth

in this also. He describes,for instance,the funnyold
round leathern boats that the peopleused on the rivers;
and not onlycan we see the same boats representedon
theirsculptures,but the folksactuallyuse boats exactly
like them on the rivers to this day. Besides,many
other ancient writers confirm what Herodotus says
about the fruitfulnessof the country.

The reason of the differencebetween then and now

is that in the old days the kingsand governors used

to take greatpainsto see that the floods of the rivers

were regulatedand used to water the land by means

of canals. A king used to be as proudof the canals

he had dug as of the conquestshe had made. And

A.A. 2
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so, when the floods came down, the sluices of the

canals were opened,and the flood-water was distributed

throughall the land,and used to water the dryparts
instead of spreadingitselfuselesslyover the low-lying
ground.If the canal system had been kept up and

looked after,the land to-daywould be as rich as ever.

But whenever the Turks got possessionof the country,

theyneglectedthis,as theyneglecteverythinguseful,
and all the wonderful canals of the old kingshave long
since gone to wreck and ruin. You can stillsee the

beds where they ran, with the banks on either side

stretchingacross the plain; indeed, the best roads

to-dayfollow the beds of the old canals. But now

the water is allowed to go to waste, or worse, to make

the land into a sour swamp, and the whole country
almost is desolate. Still,if wise and good governors

were to get it into their hands once more, and were to

remake the canals and keep them in pro2)er working
order,there is no doubt that this wonderful old land

would be as goodas ever againbefore long; and perhaps
that may come to pass in our time too.

Now about the very earliesthistoryof this country,
the time when men were justbeginningto become

civilized,and were stillusing tools and weapons of

stone, we cannot tell so much as we can tell about

the same time in Egypt. For the land in Mesopotamia
does not preserve the relicsof the past so well as the

dry sandysoil of Egypt does. Still,we can go back

a very longway indeed. And we can see that what

happenedwas somethinglike this : A cluster of people
would gathertogetherfor convenience and for safety,
and graduallytheywould form a littletown. Bit by
bit the town would grow bigger. Strongwalls would

be reared to protectit,all built of brick,for there was
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no goodbuildingstone in a country made of mud, like

Babylonia,as there was in Egypt ; and then would

come a templeto the god who was supposedto watch

over the town, and beside the templerose a tall tower,

built,justas a child builds a castle with wooden bricks,
in stages,growing smaller and smaller as they went

higher. And then the bigman of the town, who was

both kingand priest,would requirea bighouse to live

in ; and so by-and-bythere grew up a palacebeside
the templeand its tower ; and you had a city-state
complete. Round its walls lay the fields which the

citizens farmed,goingout to their work in the morning
when the gates were opened,and coming home again
at sunset before the gates were shut ; and beyond the

ploughedfieldslaya wider circleof pasture-landwhere
the flocks of the townsfolk were driven out to pasture,
and were watched over by shepherdsand herdsmen.

It was a littlekingdom,quitecompact and complete
within itself.

But if you went up to the top of the temple-tower,
and looked across the plain,you would see, far away

on the horizon,the top of another tower, like the one

you were standingon, gleamingin the sunlight.There

was another city-stateat the foot of that tower too ;

and by-and-by,as the two towns grew biggerand the

circles of fields and pasture widened, the borders of

the two states would meet, and then there was trouble.

The herdsmen and shepherdsquarrelledand fought,
and somebody w^as killed. And then the citizens of

the town that had lost a man took down their spears
and helmets and big shields and went on the warpath
againstthe other town. There was a battle,and the

victorious side took possessionof as much of the land

of its enemy as it could hold. Or perhapsone town
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conqueredits neighbouraltogether,and then went on

conqueringthe other towns round about until it had

made quitea littlekingdom for itself. When that

happenedits priest-kinggave himself no end of airs.

He called himself " King of the Four Quartersof the

World," and thoughtthere was nobody like himself "

tillsomebody stronger still came and tumbled him

down and set up another littlekingdom.
So thingswent on for hundreds of years. The

whole country was dotted with these littlecity-states,
and its historyis nothingbut their squabblesand

struggles.But all the same men were advancingall
the time,becomingwiser and more skilful,and better

able to govern themselves. And when everything
was ready,the rightman came to knit thingstogether.
His name was Hammurabi, and he reignedin Babylon
much about the time when Abraham the Hebrew came

from this land into Palestine,say somewhere about

2,000 years before Christ. He reallydrew the whole

countrytogetherinto an empire,and made wise laws,
and saw to it himself that they were carried out, as

a good kingshould ; and altogetherhe did a wonderful

work for the country. But after the greatman's death,
as often happens,thingsdid not go so well. And then

a greatraid of wild tribes from the highlandsof Asia

Minor swept over the land, and broke all settled

government in pieces,and thingswere very miserable

and confused for a longtime.
But meanwhile,and for a considerable time,some of

the folks from the plainhad been moving upstream
into the more hillycountry; and there in the bracing
air of the uplands,and with plentyof fightingto do,
both againstmen and wild beasts,they were growing
into a strong,bold face,fiercer and more warlike than
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the peopletheyhad left behind in the plain.They
took with them their native god, whose name was

Ashur; they built a cityfor him, which they called

Asshur ; and in course of time they came to be known

as the Assyrians,and their land as Assyria. And

when Babyloniacame, for awhile,to grief,as we have

seen, they began to come to the front and to claim

a rightto be the lords over all the ancient East.

And from the time when they set out to conquer the

world, the historyof the East for hundreds of years
is just the historyof how the Assyriansand the

Babyloniansfought,sometimes with one another,

sometimes with the smaller nations around, some-times

with distant Egypt,for the mastery of the old

world.

They were cruel and greedyalmost beyondbelief,and

some of the thingswhich they did were even more

dreadful than the thingswe have been hearingof in

the Great War ; but both Assyriansand Babylonians
were very wonderful people. They built great cities

all over the land
" two of them so greatthat the very

names of them, Nineveh and Babylon,have always
stood for all that is greatestin the way of a cityin
the world. They piledup huge templesto the gods;

theyexecuted wonderful works of art ; theygathered
great librariesof books, about which I must tell you

later ; theylearned to trace the motions of the stars,
and so laid the foundation of our modern sciences of

astronomy and navigation.And then God's judgment
came upon them for all their crueltyand their pride.
First Babylon,with the help of the Medes, wiped
Assyriaoff the map ; and then the Medes and the

Persians turned on Babylonand made an end of it.

Then came hundreds of years of darkness,when the
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Persians held rule over all that Assyriaand Babylon
had once possessed,and when Persian and Greek

foughtfiercelyfor the mastery. And all that time

the memory of the greatnessof these old countries

was slowlydyingout of the world, and the dust of

ages was coveringthe ruins of their greatcities,until

at last they had disappearedaltogetherfrom mans

sightand knowledge,and no man could tell where

" Nineveh, that great city,"had stood. Babylonstill
lived on, a poor ghostof former greatness,for a time ;

but even Babylon at last was hidden under rubbish

heaps and lost to human knowledge; and as for all

the other greatcities,the placethat knew them once

knew them no more. Four hundred years before

Christ,the great Greek soldier and writer,Xenophon,
led his Ten Thousand Greeks past the ruins of some of

the greatestcitiesthe world had ever known, and all

that he could learn,with the names all wrong even

then, was that such and such a city,great and im-pregnable,

had once stood there ; but the gods had

made itsinhabitants senseless,and so it fell.

Then even that littleglimmerof lightwent out,and

there was darkness absolute. And the land went back

more and more to wilderness,and the desert sands

went on drifting,drifting,and pilinghigherand higher
over the relics of vanished splendours.Sometimes a

traveller told a story,that nobody more than half

believed,about great mounds in Mesopotamia that

were supposedto cover ancient Nineveh and ancient

Babylon,or even brought back with him a brick or

two with strangewritingupon it that no man could

read. But that was all,until in the middle of last

centurythe buried citiesof this ancient world began
suddenlyto rise out of their graves, and the whole



BURIED TREASURE 11

world stood astonished at the glorythat was revealed.

How it all happened I must tell you in the next

chapter.

CHAPTER II

BURIED TREASURE

We have all been fond, at one time or another,of

readingstories of the search for buried treasure,and

have feltthe strain of excitement as the spadeof the

adventurer jarredupon the lid of the iroij-bound chest

full of goldand jewels. But I questionif ever any
searcher after CaptainKidd's or Teach's hoard had a

more thrillingtime or more wonderful fortune than

fellto the lot of the men who first dug their trenches

into the greatmounds that covered some of the buried

cities of Assyria. It was to a Frenchman that the

honour fellof beingfirstin the field. In 1842 M. Paul

Emil Botta was sent out to Mosul as French consul,
and almost immediatelybegan to make excavations in

a great mound called Qoyunjik,not far from Mosul.

For a good while he had no luck worth talkingabout,
and he was almost readyto giveup in despair,when a

wandering Arab who had stoppedto watch Botta's

diggersat work, and no doubt to wonder how Allah

should ever have made such fools as these Frank

infidels,told him that in a mound called Khorsabad,
about five hours* journey from Mosul, there were

plentyof the sculpturedstones and lettered bricks for

which he was looking.
Botta scarcelybelieved the man, but after a time he

decided to givethe new mound a trial,and his work-men

had scarcelysettled down to dig when they
beganto uncover partsof a wall that had been sculp-
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tured with figuresand inscriptions.The consul came

at once himself as soon as he heard of their success,

and then,day after day and week after week, as the

workmen dug further and further into the mound, the

walls and galleriesof a greatpalacebegan to come to

light. Of course it was onlythe lower part that was

left ; but all along the walls stretched wonderful

sculptures,representingscenes of war and triumph,
scenes of huntingand of feasting,while the doors of

the rooms were guardedby strangeand mighty crea-tures

carved in stone, with the heads of men, the

wingsof angels,and the bodies of lions or bulls. When

Botta sent home the drawingsof his greatdiscoveries,
and stillmore when the actual sculpturesthemselves
arrived in Paris,the excitement and admiration of the

French knew no bounds. Fresh helperswere sent out

to enable the consul to completehis work ; and bit by
bit the whole palacewas revealed,and a part of the

town which crouched beneath itswalls.

It turned out that the palaceand the town had

been built,about 700 years before Christ,by a great

Assyriankingand conqueror named Sargon,the man

who capturedSamaria and destroyedthe kingdom of

Israel. He had planneda magnificenthouse for him-self

to rest and take his pleasurein after all his wars

were over, and it was quiteeasy to trace what the

different rooms had been like,where the greatrecep-tion-halls
had been, and where the bedrooms, the

kitchens,and the cellars of the great palace,and to

follow the line of the huge walls that made the palace
into a strongfortress,the citadel of the town which

layaround. But strongthoughthe palacewas, it did

not prove strongenough to protectthe man who built

it. The great soldier-kinghad only enjoyed his


