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The present day confrontation and dislocation of the pecple
of the Levant seems far-flung from the character of their far
dis@nt ancestors. At the height of pawer, the Phoenician
Empire stretched from their Levantine homelands across
the reaches of the Mediterranean and beyand. From 1200
B.C. and for a thousand years, the Phoeniclans exerted influ.
ence as far across the waters as Greece, Sicily, Sardinia and
the Punic lands of Carthage. They shared and formed those
waorldly cultures and traded as far a field as the heady lande
of the Western coast of Africa, India, China and Cornwall.
This maritme civilization, 2 true thalassocracy, existed in
prosperity and opulence with litde agricuttura! development
in their thin hinterland: instead. they held command of sea
trade from dominant harbour towns, and their ECONOMY
was based on dominating the civiliced warld as "the Princes
of the Sea’.

‘et the legacy of the mighty Preenicians is paradoxical and
often uncertain. ls it not contradictory, that of the cviliza
tion that developed the Greek, and the subseguent Roman
alphabet, not one manuscript has survived! Every fibrary,
palace and temple archive has been swept aside in the tide
of ume. In addition, the very cencept of a Phoenician Em-
pire It flawed. It is suggestive of a unified administration, of
common bond and of shared culture. Although this was at
tirmes 5o, it belies the reality of a sometme-allance of
fiercely independent city-states. For the large part the cities
of Tyre, Sidon, Byblos and Arwad were rival competitors,
each manifesting a separate persona. Perhaps this i less
incongruous with the present day papulations.

The inhabitants of these main ¢ity-states, likely as not had
rever heard of the Phoenicans. but instead referred 1o
themselves as Tyrians, Sidenlans. erc. Indeed, Arwad is ro-
nowned 25 being the very first independent republic city in
the world, with sovereigney claimed by the pecple. How-
ever, at times these people were galvanised in a shared
identity; therefore, and perhaps appropriately, their grearest
deeds have been recorded under the mande of the Phoeni.
cians.

In 440 B.C. Herodetwus, that great Father of History, recalled
2 Phoenician achievement of truly heroic propertian. In his
extensive 'Histories' he telis of an expedition comnissioned
by Pharagh Neche Il in 600 B.C., which proved to be the
first of its kind. In a pioncering act of naval exploration,
Necho commissioned the first circumnavigadon af the con-
tnent of Africa.

Raturally the Pharach wirned to the most commanding of
sea powers, and thus the task fell to the Phoenlciane. Thase
sailors were to embark on a journey of unknown dangers
and, indeed, of unknown scale. The journey was most Iikely
undertaken in a gélah, the name deriving rather sweety
from the Greek for bathrub, gaulos. These were trading
wvessels with sturdy rounded hulls and of greater stability
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than the iconic bireme and trirema warships. Such a ship
would have been firted only with a primitive square sail and
car pawer, but it had after all lead 1o their supremacy of the
Mediterranean Yet what they faced in circumnavigating
Africa was on an ahogether larger seale. The firse challenge
of the voyage was the launch itself, and was of appropriate
proporuon.

The Mediterranean based gélahs were actually launched in
the Red Sea by way of an ancient 'Sucz Canal’, From a5 early
as the eighteenth century B.C. there were plans and at-
tempes at constructing an East-West canal cannacting the
Nile with the Red Sea by way of Wadi Tumilat Current
maritime archaeclogical evidence suggests that around 600
B.C.. the year of the Phoenician expedition, the final 40 to
60 miles of the canal remained unfinished and thar the ships
were transported in pants for the remalning distance over-
tand before being reconstructed on the shores of the Rzd

From this point of embarkaden, thay fized same o
maost dangerous stretches af water the Horn of Afnce. The
Cape of Good Hape with its fiercely crashing currens.
follawed by what is now known 23 the Skeleton Coaer of
Mamibia. Such 2 journey would not ba amempted agzin untl
the fifteenth century A D. whan the Portuguese Bartholo-
mew Diaz first rounded what they ehrstened the Cape of
Srerms in a caravel

The route covers seme 16,000 miles and took over two
years to complete. Heroderus reported that in the autumns
of their voyage the sailors would stop to cultvate crops.
befare harvesting them and continuing their voyzge. Finally
in the third year, they entered the Meditarmnean through
the Pillare of Herzeles, the Straits of Gibralear, befare re-
twrning te Egypt Thus it was eveatually reported.

“Libya [Africa] & washed on ofl sides by the seg except whers =
Joins Asia, as wos first demonstrated, so for os our knowiedzs
goes, by the Egyptian king Necho who... tent sut o flest mormes
by a Phwenicion crew with orders 1o sof west obout eng re
Egypt ond the Mediarransan by way of the Strots of Girst

There were many who doubted the ruth of the Phoenscss
tale, Herodetus included. Withaut understanding the sos-
tion of the sun in the Southern Hemisphere, he was unasie
1o account for the Phoenician reports thaten rous
Southern tip of Africa the sun had been to their rizht Hew-
over, this is what is now taken 28 proof of their sccomatsn
ment. Another proof of the fkelihood that such 2 voyaze
was the reported discovery of a wypically Phosnician honos
the icanic horse head bow decoracion. This was s3id 1o
have been discovered by shipwrecked Eudoxus whe knded
in Somalia in the second century B.C.

Even today this journey possesses considarable challengzes
not only are the miles of dangerous waters as ferooous 3
they ever were, but the threat of pirates 5 also a very real
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ane. Ta avercome all of this, to circumnavigate
Africa, without an engine and aided by wind and
oar power only, seems near impossible. Yet it has
been achieved before, and may yet ba done again.
This 2600 year old Levantine lagend is currently
being reborn, plank by plank on the shares of the
world's first republic, and with any luck will ke
o the waves once more in 2008

Te find out more about the Phoenician Ship Expe-
dition and ta keep updaret on it progress, visit
warw shipewpadition cony

The old harbour walls of the first republic city of
Arwad, near to the shipyard where the Phoeni-
cian vessel is currently being rebuilt




