

	Peeps at Ancient Assyria
	




An Assyrian City 2,800 Years Ago 



Now  that we have heard a little of how the wonders of Ancient Assyria were dug up
again out of the ground, we want to try to get some idea of what life was like
in the far-off days when these buried cities and palaces and temples still stood
proudly overlooking the wide plains of the land between the rivers. Suppose,
then, that we get away back into the past on some magic carpet, and that we are
living about the year 870 or so before Christ. That seems far enough to go back,
but really it only takes us about half-way to the dawn of history in these old
lands. At that time a very great Assyrian king was reigning, whose name was
Ashur-natsir-pal. If you want to be able to put him in his right place in your
mind's eye, perhaps you will do it best by remembering that he reigned just a
little while before King Ahab came to the throne of Israel.



I have chosen to go back to his time rather than to come further down the story
to Sennacherib or Ashurbanipal and Nineveh, partly because his palace was the
most important one which Layard discovered at Nimrud, and partly because he has
left us a very clear story of his own doings.



Suppose, then, that we are travelling across the plains with a caravan of
merchants. We have been slowly journeying for many days since we left Egypt,
laden with fine things from the Land of the Nile—beautiful Egyptian linen,
goldsmith's work and ivory, and such-like things—and now in the far
distance we can see the towers of the great town of Kalkhi or Kalah lifting
their heads above the horizon. High above them all there flashes a brilliant
golden light like a star, and the merchants who have been here before tell us
that it is the rays of the sinking sun striking upon the gilded top of the great
tower of the temple of Ninib, the god of the city. We hurry on as fast as we
can, urging our weary camels to their utmost speed, for sunset is drawing near,
and we have no desire to find the city gates shut when we come up, and to be
forced to spend the night outside the walls.



The nearer we come, the more we feel how unlike an Assyrian town is to any of
the great Egyptian cities, such as Thebes or Memphis, which we have left behind
us. Of course; the long line of the walls, with the projecting towers at
frequent intervals, battlemented all round their tops looks not unlike the wall
of an Egyptian city too, though in Egypt there would be less brick and more
stone. Here the wall is entirely of brick, except at the very foot, where it is
rooted in a sloping platform faced with big stones, so as to be able to resist
the sappers of a besieging
army, or the blows of the battering-ram. But instead of the tall slender
obelisks, the huge stone gateways, and the towering flagstaves with gay pennons
floating from them which would mark out the temple of Amen or Ptah in Thebes or
Memphis, the main thing that attracts the eye in Kalah is the great temple-tower
whose summit we saw flashing from far across the plain. It is really a very
wonderful thing when you see it near at hand, though it is so different from the
Egyptian temples, and though it is built for all the world just as a child would
build a tower with his first box of bricks.



Now we have reached the great gate of the city, under the shadow of the two
frowning gate-towers; and after a little haggling with the captain in command,
and with the customs officer over the amount of duty to be paid on the
merchandise which we carry with us, we are duly passed under the dark archway
which leads through the thick wall to the busy streets. On either side of the
narrow passage the guard is drawn up—a company of the famous Assyrian
spearmen, soldiers whose backs no enemy has ever seen. High up in the towers we
catch the glint of light from helmet and corselet, and know that the bowmen,
too, are on the watch. In the gathering dusk our caravan makes its way through
the narrow streets to the great inn where the southern traders have their
headquarters; but we are going with the secretary of the Egyptian Embassy, an
Assyrian gentleman called Zil-Assur, to stay with one of his acquaintances in
the town. Zil-Assur has a mind to buy this friend's house, so we are to lodge
with Sarludari, the owner, overnight, and if the house is satisfactory, the
bargain will be struck in the morning.



Sarludari's house does not look especially attractive from the
street—Assyrian houses never do. A low arched gateway lets us enter into a
dark narrow passage which leads right through the house to the inner door. When
our host has opened this door, however, we get a new idea of the prettiness and
comfort of his dwelling. The door leads into a central court, whose paths are
paved with gaily-colored tiles. In the midst a fountain is playing, while the
paths are bordered by beds of bright flowers interspersed with sweet-smelling
shrubs. In the fast fading evening glow the little garden makes a very pretty
picture. Around it there runs a verandah supported on wooden pillars, and from
this the various rooms of the house open. After Sarludari has given us water to
wash our hands and feet, he invites us, till the supper is ready, to inspect the
house so that we may be ready for business next morning.



First of all we climb, by a brick staircase, to the flat roof, whence we get a
view over the roofs and streets of the city towards the royal palace and the
temple of Ninib, with its great tower rising dark against the evening sky. The
roof is surrounded by a battlemented wall, and it makes a favorite resort for
the womenfolk of the household. Nearly all their work is taken up there in the
early morning and at evening, and it is only in the great heat of the day that
they go downstairs. Sarludari's wife and daughters sit in the fresh morning air,
doing all kinds of fine embroidery work, by the hour together, while in another
corner of the roof, screened off from their mistresses, the servants are baking,
or washing and drying the household linen. Sometimes, to tell the truth, a good
deal of gossip goes on between house-top and house
top, though it is rather difficult to keep secrets that have to be spoken in a
loud tone from one roof to another.



Going downstairs, we find that the rooms are long and narrow, as all Assyrian
rooms are. They are covered with a flat ceiling which hides a roof of undressed
palm trunks. A good many of the apartments are really only store-rooms, for a
family in Assyria likes to keep the bulk of its possessions about it. Underneath
the house is, not a cellar, but a fine underground room, which Sarludari shows
us with great pride. Scarcely any light can enter it from above. It is floored
with slabs of grey and white plaster, and the walls are covered with the same
material, and are watered twice or thrice a day in the summer to keep the room
cool. This is the most indispensable room in the house, to which the family
retires when the blazing heat of the Mesopotamian summer sun makes life above
ground unbearable.



After our survey and a good solid supper of meat, fish, and vegetables, we get
to our beds. The servants of the household sleep on mats laid on the floor, but
we, as honored guests, have wooden bedsteads standing upon feet carved like
lions' paws, and provided with a mattress and two warm blankets, for it grows
chilly in Assyria in the early morning. Each bedroom has its amulet, a bronze,
jasper, or clay image of the destroying demon of the south-west wind, who brings
fever and all sorts of evil, inscribed with a charm bidding him keep far away.
Before he lies down, Zil-Assur, who is as superstitious as any other Assyrian,
in spite of his Egyptian training, gabbles over a charm to keep him safe: "The
pestilence and fever which
might carry me off; the evil spirit, the evil imp, the evil man, the evil eye,
the slanderous tongue, may they be driven away from this man, from his body,
from his bowels. May they never come behind my back, never wound my eye, never
come near my body; may they never enter my house, never cross the beams of my
roof, never descend into my dwelling. Double of heaven, conjure them! Double of
the earth, conjure them." Charm or no charm, however, we are all too tired to
care much for evil spirits, and are soon sound asleep.
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THE CITY GATE


Morning brings business. After seeing the house, Zil-Assur has definitely
decided to buy it; and he and Sarludari have come to terms. So we all go out to
the gate of Ninib where the judge will be sitting, taking with us a scribe and
the needed witnesses. The deed of sale is settled, written on a clay tablet, and
read over by the judge in the presence of us all. Then the judge affixes his
seal, and Sarludari and his wife, who, like many of the well-to-do Assyrians,
cannot write, affix their nail-marks in the soft clay, and the business is done.
Here is the deed as the judge reads it over:



"The nail-marks of Sarludari and Amat-suhla, his wife, owners of the house which
is sold. The house, which is in thorough repair, with its woodwork, doors, and
court, situated in the city of Kalah, and adjoining the houses of Mannu-ki-akhi
and Ilu-ittiya, has been bargained for by Zil-Assur, the Egyptian secretary. He
has bought it for one maneh of silver, royal standard, from Sarludari and
Amat-suhla. The money has been paid in full, and the house received as bought.
Withdrawal from the contract, lawsuits, and claims, are hereby excluded. Whoever
hereafter at any time,
whether these men or others, shall bring an action against Zil-Assur, shall be
fined ten manehs of silver. Witnessed by Murmaza, the official, Nebo-dur-uzur,
the champion, Murmaza, the naval captain, and Zedekiah." Then follows the date
and the governor's name. You see the Assyrians are pretty slippery customers in
business, and things have to be tied up very strictly to prevent fraud.



Business over, we take a stroll through the streets. Down by the riverside where
the Tigris rolls swiftly past the quays and water-gates of the city, we see the
quaint boats in which a great deal of the traffic of the land is carried on.
They are very different from the graceful river-boats and sea-going galleys of
the Egyptians, for they are neither more nor less than great round baskets of
willow wands, covered with skins. Some of them, however, are very large, and can
carry more than ten tons of cargo. Of course they are no use for going upstream,
and so the way in which they are used is this: When sufficient goods are
gathered to make a cargo for a little fleet of them, the merchant loads them,
puts a few asses on board along with himself and his goods and servants, and
drifts downstream to the town where he wishes to trade. There he sells his goods
and the wicker-baskets from which he has stripped the skins, packs the skins on
the backs of the asses, and makes the return journey by land. It is a cumbrous
way of trading certainly, but it is cheap, for nothing is lost except time, and
folks are not in a great hurry as yet.



Of course there are other vessels on the river besides these clumsy tubs,
sharp-nosed police-galleys, with armed men on board them, driven through the
water by sturdy oarsmen, and ferry-boats of various shapes
and sizes; but the riverside is rather a disappointment to those who have seen
the Nile covered with its fleets of swift and beautiful boats and ships. So we
turn uptown to see whether we cannot find anything more worthy of Assyria's
great fame. One thing we notice at once in the crowded streets is the dress of
the people. No longer have we the bare bronzed skin, or the pure white linen of
the Egyptian. Here everyone wears plenty. A good thick cap made of a substance
like felt, and often quilted, covers the head. The body is wrapped In a thick
woolen tunic, of gay color, and bedecked with a fringe, which falls to the
knees; and over this, in cold weather at all events, another heavy robe is worn,
which reaches nearly to the feet. The arms are left bare, and the feet are shod
either with sandals or laced boots, though these are more often worn by the army
than by civilians. Instead of the clean-shaven Egyptian faces, we see all around
us bushy curled black beards, and thick heads of black hair, plentifully
anointed with scented oils. In fact, the Assyrians and Babylonians go by the
name of "the black-headed folk." The crowd In the streets is much more
gaily-colored than In an Egyptian town—not to say much more gaudy, and far
more greasy.



The different quarters of the town are divided among the various
trades—one to the weavers, another to the smiths, a third to the dyers,
and a fourth to the stone-cutters and carvers, and so forth. Babylonia has long
been famous for its weaving of the "goodly Babylonish garments" of fine texture
and beautiful design and color, and the Assyrian weavers are not far behind.
Here you can see all sorts of splendid stuffs—fine tapestry hangings for a
king's palace or a nobleman's
house, glowing with the softest and richest colors, for the dyers of the land
are as famous as its weavers, thick woolen mantles, warm enough to keep out the
cold when the wind blows fierce across the snow-mountains to the north, or
delicate fabrics for the dresses of the fine court ladies.



In the smiths' quarter at present it is mostly armor that is being made, for
everyone in the town believes that war is near; it is seldom anything else. Some
of the weapons are beautifully finished and inlaid, and the Assyrian armorer
prides himself on the fine temper of his swords and spearheads. In the next
street you will find the goldsmiths and jewelers at work. You turn to the
brothers Bel-akh-iddina and Bel-sunu whose shop attracts you, for you want a
ring to carry home with you as a memento of your visit; and when you have made
your choice, you get along with your ring a guarantee of its quality written on
a clay tablet and printed with the nail-marks of the two brothers. This is how
it reads: "As for the gold ring set with an emerald, we guarantee that for
twenty years the emerald shall not fall out of the ring. If it should fall out
before the end of twenty years, we shall pay an indemnity of ten manehs of
silver." It isn't at all likely that we shall be here to claim the fine if the
emerald does fall out; but the Assyrians are a careful people.



It will be worth our while before we go home again to turn to the engravers'
street, and see a seal-cutter at work; for there are no engravers in the world
like the seal-cutters of Babylonia and Assyria. Long ago, before iron was known,
and when only soft bronze and copper tools could be had, they managed to cut the
most wonderful little pictures on seals of the very
hardest stone. Nowadays, they use the turning-lathe to shape the seals; they
polish the stones with emery and sand, and they engrave the most elaborate and
intricate designs in a space so small that you would almost need a magnifying
glass to follow all the details. It is a thriving trade, for nearly everybody
has a stone-seal hanging at his girdle, a bit of jasper, or carnelian, or
diorite, carved with his own device, to impress upon the clay tablets that
record his business transactions. It makes your eyes sore to watch the engravers
poring over their fine work, and when you see the result you wonder how men ever
had the patience and the skill to do such things.



On our road home, we pass one of the places that you find in all great
towns—a beer-house situated in a cellar below the level of the street,
where decent folks don't care to be seen, and where fools go and waste their
hard-earned wages. But there is one thing to be said for these Assyrian
lawgivers. They keep a tight hand over drunkenness and drinking. Long, long ago,
in Abraham's time, the old king of Babylon, Hammurabi, made a law that if any
woman who kept a beer-house (it is mostly women who follow this trade) did not
report any disorderly conduct in her house to the police, she should at once be
put to death. Laws like that have literally put the fear of death into Assyrian
and Babylonian public-house keepers and drunkards; and while their trade remains
a poor business at the best, the beer-house managers do their best to keep it
orderly, for the sake of their own necks.



So at last, after a long day among the markets and shops of Kalah, we return to
Zil-Assur's new house to pass the night. To-morrow we shall see the great
sights, the temple, and the palace, and perhaps get a glimpse of
Ashur-natsir-pal himself. For the king has heard that the southern peoples are
growing restless, and he is anxious to get first-hand news from anyone who comes
from the south.
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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
the Two Rivers," or "Land of the Two Rivers," for the great feature of the
country was that it lay between two big rivers, the Tigris and the Euphrates,
which come down from the mountains of Asia Minor, and flow south-east into the
Persian Gulf.
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SKETCH-MAP OF ASSYRIA



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 slanting
direction a comparatively flat strip of country. It is rather hilly, or at least
high upland country, at its upper end near the Mediterranean; but it grows
flatter and 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 only a few wild and narrow passes leading up into their solitary
fastnesses; on the other side, the great desert rolls away towards Damascus and
Arabia, wave after wave, mile upon mile, of barren sand and shingle. But the
land between, wretched and poverty-stricken as it looks now, was once the Garden
of the World, the place where men first learned to be men and not brutes, and
where the two great rivers, as they rolled on towards the sea, reflected the
walls and towers and temples of many of the oldest and greatest cities that the
world has ever known. Egypt is the only other land that can claim to have a
story which 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 little mere or lake
called Gioljik, and here the more northerly of the two rivers of the land, the
Tigris, takes its rise. It flows almost straight for the sea, running so swiftly
all along its course that the people
of the country call it "Dijla" ("The Arrow"), and cutting for itself a deep
trench below the level of the plain. The other river, the Euphrates, rises among
the hills still further north and east than the Tigris, and heads at first
straight for the Mediterranean, as though it meant to cut through the 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 roughly parallel with that of its
sister stream, though a considerable distance south of it, and flows on towards
the Persian Gulf much more deliberately and sluggishly than its northern
neighbor.



The upper part of the land between the rivers is more or less hilly and bare;
but gradually the 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 place called Kurna, in the plain, the two rivers unite, and the single
stream, now called the Shatt-el-Arab, rolls slowly to the sea, past the dirty
and unhealthy ports of Mohammerah and Basra. Many hundreds of years ago the
plain did not extend nearly so far, for the sea came further inland. Mohammerah,
which is now 47 miles inland, actually stood on the shore in the time of
Alexander the Great; and we know that another place which 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 bringing down soil from the mountains,
and laying it 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 first rocked, and that the infant human
race first opened its eyes and began to see what a wonderful place this world
might be. Later, the uplands lying further 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 plain that first became important. That was so long ago that you can
scarcely imagine how long. In all likelihood that first settlement 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 cities and towers and
temples. One of their towers has become forever famous because the Book of
Genesis tells of 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 first builders of Babylon
reared to the glory of their god.



Nowadays you would not think that there ever had been much of the garden about
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 little while in early spring but they quickly get parched and dry when summer
comes; and the lower parts are all dotted over with swamps filled with the water
which the rivers leave behind them after the annual floods—swamps where
fever, and ague, and malaria breed continually. The only things that break the
monotony of the great bare plains are a few unsightly heaps, very like the
rubbish heaps that are piled up around
our coal-pits and shale-pits; and altogether you can scarcely imagine a more
doleful or uninteresting looking country.



But all this was once very different. At every spot where there is now a mound,
there once stood a great town, with its walls and palaces and temples, its busy
market-places and 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 through these countries several hundred years before Christ, and
has left the story of his journey. Among other things he says that he won't tell
all that he saw, because people would never believe it, for never was there
known such fruitfulness as 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 fingers broad. To look upon the land now, you would think that
Herodotus was only hoaxing you with travelers' tales; but we know that many
other things he tells us are quite true, and so it is natural to suppose that he
is telling the truth in this also. He describes, for instance, the funny old
round leathern boats that the people used on the rivers; and not only can we see
the same boats represented on their sculptures, but the folks actually use boats
exactly like them on the rivers to this day. Besides, many other ancient writers
confirm what Herodotus says about the fruitfulness of the country.



The reason of the difference between then and now is that in the old days the
kings and governors used to take great pains to see that the floods of the
rivers were regulated and used to water the land by means of canals. A king used
to be as proud of the canals he had dug as of the conquests he had made. And
so, when the floods came down, the sluices of the canals were opened, and the
flood-water was distributed through all the land, and used to water the dry
parts instead of spreading itself uselessly over the low-lying ground. If the
canal system had been kept up and looked after, the land to-day would be as rich
as ever. But whenever the Turks got possession of the country, they neglected
this, as they neglect everything useful, and all the wonderful canals of the old
kings have long since gone to wreck and ruin. You can still see the beds where
they ran, with the banks on either side stretching across the plain; indeed, the
best roads to-day follow 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
proper working order, there is no doubt that this wonderful old land would be as
good as ever again before long; and perhaps that may come to pass in our time
too.



Now about the very earliest history of this country, the time when men were just
beginning to become civilized, and were still using 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 relics of the past so well as the dry sandy
soil of Egypt does. Still, we can go back a very long way indeed. And we can see
that what happened was something like this: A cluster of people would gather
together for convenience and for safety, and gradually they would form a little
town. Bit by bit the town would grow bigger. Strong walls would be reared to
protect it, all built of brick, for there was
no good building stone in a country made of mud, like Babylonia, as there was in
Egypt; and then would come a temple to the god who was supposed to watch over
the town, and beside the temple rose a tall tower, built, just as a child builds
a castle with wooden bricks, in stages, growing smaller and smaller as they went
higher. And then the big man of the town, who was both king and priest, would
require a big house to live in; and so by-and-by there grew up a palace beside
the temple and its tower; and you had a city-state complete. Round its walls lay
the fields which the citizens farmed, going out 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 ploughed fields lay a wider circle of pasture-land
where the flocks of the townsfolk were driven out to pasture, and were watched
over by shepherds and herdsmen. It was a little kingdom, quite compact 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 standing on, gleaming in the sunlight. There was another city-state at
the foot of that tower too; and by-and-by, as the two towns grew bigger and the
circles of fields and pasture widened, the borders of the two states would meet,
and then there was trouble. The herdsmen and shepherds quarreled and fought, and
somebody was 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 against
the other town. There was a battle, and the victorious side took possession of
as much of the land of its enemy as it could hold. Or perhaps one town
conquered its neighbor altogether, and then went on conquering the other towns
round about until it had made quite a little kingdom for itself. When that
happened its priest-king gave himself no end of airs. He called himself "King of
the Four Quarters of the World," and thought there was nobody like
himself—till somebody stronger still came and tumbled him down and set up
another little kingdom.



So things went on for hundreds of years. The whole country was dotted with these
little city-states, and its history is nothing but their squabbles and
struggles. But all the same men were advancing all the time, becoming wiser and
more skillful, and better able to govern themselves. And when everything was
ready, the right man came to knit things together. His name was Hammurabi, and
he reigned in Babylon much about the time when Abraham the Hebrew came from this
land into Palestine, say somewhere about 2,000 years before Christ. He really
drew the whole country together into an empire, and made wise laws, and saw to
it himself that they were carried out, as a good king should; and altogether he
did a wonderful work for the country. But after the great man's death, as often
happens, things did not go so well. And then a great raid of wild tribes from
the highlands of Asia Minor swept over the land, and broke all settled
government in pieces, and things were very miserable and confused for a long
time.



But meanwhile, and for a considerable time, some of the folks from the plain had
been moving upstream into the more hilly country; and there in the bracing air
of the uplands, and with plenty of fighting to do, both against men and wild
beasts, they were growing into a strong, bold face, fiercer and more warlike
than
the people they had left behind in the plain. They took with them their native
god, whose name was Ashur; they built a city for 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 Babylonia came, for a while, to grief, as we have seen, they
began to come to the front and to claim a right to be the lords over all the
ancient East. And from the time when they set out to conquer the world, the
history of the East for hundreds of years is just the history of how the
Assyrians and the Babylonians fought, sometimes with one another, sometimes with
the smaller nations around, sometimes with distant Egypt, for the mastery of the
old world.



They were cruel and greedy almost beyond belief, and some of the things which
they did were even more dreadful than the things we have been hearing of in the
Great War; but both Assyrians and Babylonians were very wonderful people. They
built great cities all over the land—two of them so great that the very
names of them, Nineveh and Babylon, have always stood for all that is greatest
in the way of a city in the world. They piled up huge temples to the gods; they
executed wonderful works of art; they gathered great libraries of books, about
which I must tell you later; they learned 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 cruelty and their pride. First
Babylon, with the help of the Medes, wiped Assyria off the map; and then the
Medes and the Persians turned on Babylon and made an end of it.



Then came hundreds of years of darkness, when the
Persians held rule over all that Assyria and Babylon had once possessed, and
when Persian and Greek fought fiercely for the mastery. And all that time the
memory of the greatness of these old countries was slowly dying out of the
world, and the dust of ages was covering the ruins of their great cities, until
at last they had disappeared altogether from man's sight and knowledge, and no
man could tell where "Nineveh, that great city," had stood. Babylon still lived
on, a poor ghost of 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
great cities, the place that 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 greatest cities the 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 impregnable, had once stood there; but the gods
had made its inhabitants senseless, and so it fell.



Then even that little glimmer of light went 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 piling higher and higher over the relics
of vanished splendors. Sometimes a traveler told a story, that nobody more than
half believed, about great mounds in Mesopotamia that were supposed to cover
ancient Nineveh and ancient Babylon, or even brought back with him a brick or
two with strange writing upon it that no man could read. But that was all, until
in the middle of last century the buried cities of this ancient world began
suddenly to rise out of their graves, and the whole
world stood astonished at the glory that was revealed. How it all happened I
must tell you in the next chapter.
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The King Goes Hunting 



Morning,  however, brings us the news that the king is going off to the foot of the
mountains for a few days on a great lion hunt, and that we must hasten if we
wish to see the Lord of the Four Quarters of the World. So we hurry away towards
the palace, and erelong we see its enormous battlements towering above the rest
of the city walls where these overlook the bank of the Tigris. Palace and temple
stand side by side, and both are memorials of Ashur-natsir-pal's splendor and
wealth, and of the wonderful success he has had in his wars; for only one who
had conquered many nations could have commanded all the costly materials from
distant lands which make these buildings the most gorgeous ever yet seen in
Assyria. An Egyptian king would have put out all his splendor on a temple to the
god who gave him victory, and would himself have lived in a comparatively simple
and unpretentious, though exquisitely decorated, building. But an Assyrian
monarch, though he may give much to the gods, never forgets to give more to
himself, and the magnificence of the Palace of Kalah would make Pharaoh's home
at Thebes look insignificant.



Along the east bank of the Tigris runs a great
platform cored with unburnt, and faced with burnt and glazed bricks, except on
the outer side where it forms the continuation of the city wall, and where it is
faced with stone. On this platform, which is solid except for the drains that
pierce it and carry off the rainwater, rises the palace itself. It is a great
square, 350 feet long on each side. In the center of the square lies an open
court, 125 feet long by 100 feet wide; and round this court are grouped all the
rooms of the palace—the women's quarters on one side, the king's own
apartments on another, while the great reception chambers and the offices of the
state departments occupy the rest of the building. Most magnificent of all is
the great hall of audience, where the king sits on his throne to receive his
courtiers or the ambassadors of foreign powers, and to try cases of importance.
An elevated platform, on which stands a great chair of ivory and gold carved
with lions' heads on the arms and lions' legs for the feet, occupies one end of
the hall, and from it the chamber runs for 154 feet. A little more width would
have made it a very noble room; but the Assyrian was always afraid to build his
rooms wide because of the difficulty of getting beams long enough to act as
rafters, and though he knew how to build an arch of brick, he never ventured to
vault over a whole room in this fashion. So the great hall is only 33 feet wide,
and in spite of its gorgeous decoration looks more like a very splendid corridor
than a king's chamber.



All around this gallery, and indeed round all the public rooms of the palace,
runs a line of sculptured alabaster slabs. Each slab has carved upon it a
picture of some of the achievements of the king, either in war or in the chase;
so that as you walk round the rooms
you have a pictured history of his reign before your eyes. The halls are roofed
with costly cedar beams from Lebanon, magnificent curtains of varied colors hang
across the entrances, and everywhere there is a profusion of gilding and
decoration, so that the eye grows weary of splendor.
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THE KING GOES HUNTING


But now the traveling chariot of the king is waiting at the gate of the inner
courtyard, and in a few minutes the royal hunting party will be starting. The
chariot seems heavy and clumsy to one accustomed to the light and graceful cars
of the Egyptians; but it is gorgeously decorated with plates of beaten gold, and
the three magnificent horses, which paw the ground impatiently as they wait for
their master, are splendid in gold-mounted harness. Over the chariot, on the
side where the king will stand, is fixed a great umbrella, gay with blue, white,
and red, to shade His Majesty from the blazing Mesopotamian sun. Behind the
chariot is drawn up a double line of horsemen, the royal bodyguard.
Ashur-natsir-pal has paid great attention to the cavalry branch of his army, and
these men are a pretty workmanlike force, though their saddles are very
primitive, and the want of stirrups makes their seat somewhat precarious. One
line consists of lancers who bear a long spear in addition to their swords and
daggers; the other is made up of bowmen, whose bows, though smaller than those
of the archers in the infantry divisions, are stiff enough to require both
strength and skill in the bending of them. Both lines wear peaked bronze helmets
and quilted cuirasses with metal scales sewn upon them.



Now the great bronze-plated cedar doors of the palace open, and the king himself
comes forth in all his glory, his courtiers bowing to the ground as he
passes. The great conqueror is a man of middle height, square-shouldered,
broad-chested, and heavily bearded on both cheeks and chin, the black locks of
head and beard arranged in a multitude of curls and heavily oiled and perfumed.
On his head he wears the royal cap, of white woolen stuff, striped with blue,
and adorned with a band of gold embroidery. His under-dress is of deep blue, and
has sleeves coming down almost to the elbow, leaving the brawny and sun-burnt
forearms exposed. Over this garment he wears a heavy cloak of white woolen
stuff, with gay-colored astrakhan trimming, and heavy embroidery of red, blue,
white, and gold. This cloak falls to his feet, so that the royal figure is
completely enveloped in it, and looks rather shapeless and clumsy. In the broad
golden girdle are thrust two daggers, while a short sword, with a sheath of
ivory and gold, and a golden pommel of somewhat heavy design, hangs from the
belt. His Majesty is bedizened with jewelry; heavy earrings hang down to his
shoulders; a broad golden necklet encircles his thick neck, and each wrist is
adorned with a massive bracelet. Altogether he makes a very sumptuous and
imposing figure, thoroughly Oriental in its gaudiness and glitter and grease, as
he steps into the waiting chariot.



With a plunge or two the fiery horses start, and as the charioteer pulls them
into a more sober and stately gait the outer doors that open from the courtyard
on the platform are thrown wide, and the royal chariot sweeps out between the
colossal human-headed bulls and lions which guard the entrance, and glides down
the long slope into the street which leads to the city gate. The guard clatters
along behind the chariot, and the cars of the courtiers who are to share the
royal hunt follow at a respectful distance; and the whole gay cortege winds off
across the plain towards the distant blue hills at whose base the hunting camp
has already been pitched.



Lions are still fairly plentiful in Mesopotamia, and they are peculiarly the
royal quarry in hunting. In ancient days they were so numerous as to be an
absolute terror to the land, and it was no less the king's duty than his
pleasure to make war upon them, as upon any other enemy of the kingdom. Three
hundred years before, Tiglath-Pileser I., a mighty hunter before the Lord as
well as a mighty king, boasted as loudly of the lions, the wild bulls, and the
elephants he had slain, as of the foes he had conquered. Times have changed,
however, since the days when the elephant gave the great Pharaoh of Egypt,
Thothmes III., such a narrow run for his life on the banks of the Euphrates. The
elephant has disappeared, practically exterminated by constant hunting; the wild
bull is growing scarcer and scarcer, and the lion no longer ranges almost to the
gates of the big towns. Still, if you go to look for him in his lairs among the
scrub at the foot of the hills and in the marshland, he is generally to be
found.



By the time that the royal party has reached the hunting camp, the state
huntsmen have succeeded in locating a pair of lions in a patch of jungle not far
away, and the whole company moves at once towards the spot. Arrived there, the
foot-guards and huntsmen, accompanied by a number of fierce dogs of a brindled
mastiff type, proceed to beat the jungle, with the view of driving the lions to
the open plain; while the chariots of the party, and the horsemen of the
bodyguard, are ranged in a wide ring around the spot
ready to intercept anything that may break out. Before long a fierce barking,
with an accompaniment of thunderous growling, announces that the dogs are in
touch with their quarry, and presently a big black-maned lion bursts out of the
jungle, leaving behind him a guardsman whose helmet and skull have been crushed
by a single blow, and a couple of mangled dogs. He evidently considers
discretion the better part of valor, and rushes past the royal chariot, making
for the hills; but the king's bow is drawn with a sure hand, and a swift arrow
takes the fleeing brute right between the shoulders—a splendid shot which
checks his speed at once. It is followed by a second which pierces the monster
just behind the right shoulder, and a third which enters at the back of the ear;
and, mortally stricken, the great beast sinks at once to the ground and dies
almost without a struggle.
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STATUE OF ASHUR-NATSIR-PAL III.


Such good fortune is most unusual, and it is followed by what might well have
been a tragedy. The king has scarcely had time to lower his bow after his last
successful shot, when a shout from behind makes him turn hastily in the chariot.
There within fifty yards of him is the other lion, which has broken out from the
jungle while the attention of all was riveted upon his companion. A few strides
will bring him upon the chariot, and long before the foot-guards who are in hot
pursuit can divert his rage, all will be over. But Ashur-natsir-pal's eye is
quick and his hand steady. The charging lion is met full in the chest by a
well-aimed shaft. As he winces from the stroke, a second catches him in the
flank, and a third in the crest. Unconquerable to the last, he still comes on,
roaring with mingled anger and pain; but a fourth shaft takes
him deep in the breast, and just as he raises his mighty paw to strike down
chariot and huntsmen together, his strength fails, and he falls almost upon the
king, while the royal bow is still bent for another shot.



It is a sufficiently splendid result for a short day's hunting, and the king is
not a little proud of his success, and above all of the presence of mind which
he has shown. It is not always, however, that such speedy triumph rewards the
hunting party. Sometimes the lions take to the bush-covered islands in the great
marshes, and it is a task of no small difficulty and danger to drive a light
skiff through the tangled reeds and water-plants and to get within effective
arrow-shot of the quarry. Indeed, on one occasion the king and all his party
nearly paid for their daring with their lives. One lion had been secured and
slain without much difficulty; when, as the oarsmen drove their craft through a
narrow channel, half-choked with undergrowth and water-plants, a deafening roar
was heard, and a huge lion hurled himself from the bank upon the very gunwale of
the boat. Generally speaking, it would have been more than a man's life was
worth for any subject to wound a lion while the king was there in person to do
the killing; but this was no time for ceremony. As the boat heeled almost
gunwale under beneath the mighty paws of the fierce brute, two guardsmen sprang
to their feet and met the lion with the thrust of their spears, while a third
covered the king with his shield. Ashur-natsir-pal never for a moment lost his
presence of mind. His bow was drawn instantly, and an arrow flashed between the
guardsmen into the lion's shaggy chest. After a short struggle the great brute
fell back dead into the water, and was hauled out in triumph and slung on the
stern
of the boat. Then the guardsmen who had dared to come between the king and death
bowed low before their master and craved his pardon for having been so
presumptuous as to strike the royal game; and in consideration of the unusual
circumstances and the need for haste, His Majesty was graciously pleased to
forgive their impetuosity.



For the next two or three days hunting continues with varying success; but on
the fourth day a courier arrives from Kalah with important news. The tribes of
Northern Syria, upon whose territories Ashur-natsir-pal has long cast envious
eyes, have at last given him the pretext which he desires. They have joined in
alliance, have robbed several Assyrian merchants, and slain an Assyrian
resident. Ashur-natsir-pal could not have wished for anything better. Now he has
a plausible excuse for descending upon them and bringing them under the Assyrian
yoke, as he meant to do all along. The hunting-camp is broken up, and the royal
party returns to Kalah in haste, bearing the bodies of the slain lions slung on
poles. Then in the palace, to the strains of sacred music, the royal hunter
solemnly pours a libation of wine over the carcasses of the brutes, less
ferocious than himself, whom he has vanquished, and turns to the arrangements
for the still more congenial sport of hunting human beings.



