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Introduction

Why Study the Idku Buhayra Area
This paper aims to confirm the basic framework and data for our ongoing study of the 

Idku Buhayra area, which refers to the area near Lake Idku, as a part of a broader study to 
reconstruct the social and economic history of modern Egypt from the viewpoint of this 
peripheral region1.

The image of the agrarian society in Egypt today is that of a typical hydrologic society, 
characterized by the centralized management of water, large-scale land reclamation, labor-
intensive agriculture, and systematic crop rotation. This image was created after the 1952 
July Revolution.

It is true that Egypt is a hydrologic society based on the Nile. However, in our opinion, 
Egypt has been in the past, and is still in the present, composed of different regional areas. The 
characteristics of Egypt’s regions have rarely been examined, as categorization rarely goes beyond 
the differences between urban and rural Egypt and between Lower and Upper Egypt.

The image of Egypt as a homogenous hydrological society diverts attention away from 
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the dynamic process of transformation that occurred throughout the history of Egyptian 
society. We believe that this dynamic historical process cannot be understood without 
considering Egypt’s regional diversity.

As mentioned, our study area is the Idku Buhayra area, located near two cities, Rosetta 
and Alexandria. In terms of today’s administrative divisions, the area mainly belongs to the 
Rosetta and Mahmudiya districts (markaz) in the Buhayra governorate, which is enclosed 
by the Nile, the Mediterranean, and the Libyan Desert.

The hinterlands of Alexandria are lagoon regions, where the two lakes that give the 
regions the name Buhayra (small sea), Maryut Lake and Idku Lake, are located. The study 
place is called the Idku Buhayra area because it is located near Idku Lake.

In addition to its regional features, our interest in this area is stimulated by its historical 
vicissitudes. As explained in Hasegawa’s paper, published in this journal, Idku Buhayra was 
a prosperous area in ancient times, but it is generally considered that its prosperity declined 
in the Islamic Ages.

In fact, the literature on modern Egypt described the area as unsuitable for habitation 
until the end of the nineteenth century, when it began to develop, as is discussed below. 
There is no doubt that the Idku Buhayra area experienced historical vicissitudes.

It is challenging to determine what environmental, technical, and socioeconomic 
factors have caused the historical fluctuations in the area. In our opinion, the answer to this 
question is deeply related to the issue of regional diversity in Egyptian society.

Methodology and Data
The source materials on which this paper is based include many kinds of quantitative 

and qualitative data and information. Historical statistics and geographic information are 
important sources because the mapping of statistical data using geographic information 
systems (GIS) can compensate for a lack of the source materials needed for the study of 
regional diversity and lead to new analytical ideas.

Egypt is a suitable field for historical and spatial analysis using GIS because of the 
relative abundance of statistical data and geographical information that has been collected 
in modern times, since Napoleon’s expedition to Egypt in 17982.

We pay special attention to the statistical data and geographic information at the 
village level because, first, such a microspace is suitable for our study on regional diversity, 
and second, because it has methodological advantages for our study.

As is well-known, many historical strata have piled up in Egypt during its long history, 
which can make it difficult to observe the historical changes in Egyptian society based on 
the statistics collected and agglomerated at the national level. Using a small area such as the 
village as the analytical unit and collecting data on it helps to avoid this limitation.

In our opinion, the phenomena of structural and historical changes in a society more 
clearly appear in small and peripheral spaces than in large and central spaces3. Fortunately, 

2	 Hiroshi Kato, Hiroomi Tsumura, and Erina Iwasaki, “GIS as a Tool for Researching the Socioeconomic 
History of Modern Egypt,” Journal of the Asian Network for GIS-based Historical Studies (JANGIS), 1, 
2013, 22–32.

3	 Our focus on the peripheral spaces is connected to our concern with spatial qualitative differences, which 
cannot be reduced to quantitative differences.
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we can use original data on 19 villages in rural Egypt that have been collected since 2003 in 
cooperation with the Central Agency for Public Mobilization and Statistics.

Geographical information possesses the same advantages as the statistical data at the 
level of small areas, such as villages. Given the difficulty of collecting data and information 
at the village level, geographical information, such as historical maps, could be used to 
compensate for this lack of data and information.

This paper is composed of three chapters4. The first chapter explains the general features 
of landscape and the history of development in modern times that is peculiar to the Idku 
Buhayra area, largely using geographical information. The second chapter analyzes the 
characteristics of the modern history and social structure of the area, using statistical data on 
population and agriculture. The third chapter discusses the ecological complexity of the area, 
historically and currently, largely based on historical descriptions and the statistical data.

Ⅰ. Landscape and Development of the Idku Buhayra Area

1.1. Features of the Landscape Peculiar to the Idku Buhayra Area
The Idku Buhayra Area

Egypt resembles a “laboratory” of the history of human beings, in which many 
histories have accumulated up to the current day. A key feature of Egypt is its environmental 
circumstances, as its dependence on the water of the Nile has created the Egyptian 
“personality”5 as a “laboratory” of the history of human beings. We can summarize the 
features of the landscape particular to the Idku Buhayra region as follows.

The delta of Egypt is composed of the central and outer (or peripheral) regions. The 
outer delta regions are the northern parts of the delta along the Mediterranean Sea and on 
the borders of deserts. These regions are characterized by the lagoons that are formed by 
Lake Maryut, Lake Idku, Lake Burullus, and Lake Manzala from west to east (Map 1). 

4	 The responsible authors are Kato and Iwasaki for Chapter 1, Iwasaki for Chapter 2, and Kato for Chapter 3.
5	 The term “personality” in this context was coined by a famous Egyptian geographer, Gamal Himdan. 

Using the satellite images of the Egyptian landscape, we can find many vestiges of the Egyptian 
“laboratory” of the history of human beings. See Kato, Tsumura, and Iwasaki, 2013.

Map 1. Distribution of lagoons (Lake Maryut, Lake Idku, Lake Burullus, and Lake Manzala)

Source:   Map created based on Frihy, Omran E., “The Nile Delta-Alexandria Coast: Vulnerability to Sea-
Level Rise, Consequences and Adaptation”, Mitigation and Adaptation Strategies for Global 
Change, Vol.8, Issue 2, 2003, 120.
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Many of the regions were historically marshy and unsuitable for habitation.
The delta of Egypt is divided into the western region, on the western side of the 

Rosetta branch of the Nile, the middle region, between the Rosetta and Damietta branches 
of the Nile, and the eastern region, on the east side of the Damietta branch of the Nile. 
Today, the northern delta largely belongs administratively to the governorates of Buhayra 
(west), Kafr Shaykh and Daqahliya (middle), and Sharqiya (east).

In the mid-nineteenth century, the middle region was administratively referred to 
as roda al-bahrayn, which means “the island between two branches of the Nile”, and 
the northern part of the region was historically nicknamed “barari”, which signifies 
open country, steppe or desert, features which distinguished it from the southern 
delta6.

The northern delta region along the Mediterranean has broadly the same landscape 
and ecology as in modern times, characterized by the lagoon. However, a more detailed 
examination shows that there are different features and characteristics peculiar to each 
region.

Our study region, Buhayra region, is divided into two areas, north and south, by 
Mahmudiya Canal. The south part is divided into two further areas: the agricultural area, 
which expands to the Rosetta branch of the Nile, and the area bordering the Libyan Desert. 
Damanhur, the capital of the Buhayra governorate, is located between these two areas. In 
the past, a large, periodical animal market was held in the area, which played an important 
role in the exchange between agricultural and nomadic people.

This paper deals with the northeastern area of Buhayra region, on the western side of 
the Rosetta branch and along the Mediterranean. We refer to it as the Idku Buhayra area 
because it is located between the Rosetta branch of the Nile and Idku Lake.

Landscape of the Idku Buhayra Area
The landscape of the Idku Buhayra area changed dramatically in the process of the 

development that followed Napoleon’s expedition to Egypt in 1798, which is discussed in 
more detail below. Recent changes can be observed using satellite images, but these are 
obtainable only from the 1960s. Prior to the 1960s, it is much more difficult (although not 
impossible) to elucidate the features of the area’s landscape and ecology and, thus, to follow 
the changes before and after the 1960s.

Given the circumstances regarding the source materials, historical maps are useful for 
examining the features of the landscape before the 1960s. For example, the map below (Map 
2) is a historical map, created in the first half of the nineteenth century, and is known as 
Muhammad Ali’s map. It contains a great deal of precious information on the landscape of 
the area before the Idku Buhayra area had today’s typical Egyptian rural view of the fertile 
agricultural land.

This map was produced by the Egyptian Society for the Studies on History as part of 
a project mapping the public irrigation works by Muhammad Ali7. It was largely based on 

6 ‘Umar al-Sayyid Rajab, Al-Barārī (Cairo: al-Hay’a al-Miṣrīya al-‘Āmma lil-Kitāb, 1986).
7	 ‘Alī Shafi’ī, A‘māl al-Manāfī’ al-‘Āmma al-Kubrā fī ‘Ahd Muḥammad ‘Alī al-Kabīr (Cairo: Dār al-

Ma’ārif, 1950).
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information provided by Linant de Bellefonds (1799–1883)8, but it also supposedly referred 
to some historical maps, including Napoleon’s map (see Map 5).

Sidi Oqba Village, a Village in the Idku 
Buhayra Area

In the Idku Buhayra area, there is a 
village named Sidi Oqba. It is one of 19 
villages in Egypt that we have surveyed 
since 2003. We selected this village as a 
study place by chance, but it was a fortunate 
chance because the history of the village 
symbolizes the historical transformation of 
the area.

Sidi Oqba is a typical village of 
the area as it is a new village, built in 
the twentieth century, when the broader 
development of the area occurred. It 
became an independent village only in 
1947, although the name Sidi Oqba appears 
in the old literature.

A s  i s  w e l l - k n o w n ,  t h e  m o s t 
important change that led to the dramatic 
transformation of rural Egypt was the 
transition of the irrigation system from 
basin (natural) irrigation to perennial 
(artificial) irrigation.

Under the traditional basin irrigation 
system, the location of villages was determined by a simple condition, that is, they were 
located on higher ground (mounds) where the water did not reach when the Nile flooded, 
which occurred regularly, once a year. As a result of this constraint, Egyptian villages have 
existed in the same places over long periods of time. In addition, the villages agglomerated 
and increased in size over time. As naturally formed agglomerations, the Egyptian villages 
came to function as administrative units.

The transition to the perennial irrigation system that occurred from the beginning 
of the nineteenth century greatly changed the nature and form of the traditional Egyptian 
village. The banks that surrounded the river basins were destroyed, and the cultivated lands, 
called basins, became small units of land, on which the same rate of land tax was imposed. 
Moreover, village agglomerations began to be constructed in the cultivated lands, which 
were no longer flooded by the Nile.

Thus, many ‘new villages’ were created. The traditional ‘old villages’ were called 
qarya, whereas the new villages were called izba and they took the form of agglomerations 

8	 Linant de Bellefonds was a French explorer of Egypt, the chief engineer of Egypt’s public works (1831–
1869), and the chief engineer of the Suez Canal.

Map 2.   The Buhayra governorate in the time 
of Muhammad Ali

Source:   Bellefonds, Linant de, Carte Hydrographique 
de la Basse Egypte et d’une Partie de l’Isthme 
de Suez où sont indiqués les travaux exécutés 
ou à exécuter d’après les Ordres de Son 
Altesse Méhémet-Ali Vice-Roi d’Égypte, 
1/250,000 scale map, 1855.
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around ‘mother villages’. The number of these villages increased rapidly with the 
demographic expansion occurring in Egypt, such that the landscape of the Egyptian 
countryside became dramatically different from that under the basin irrigation system.

In particular, many new izba were built in the lands that were newly reclaimed after the 
nineteenth century reforms. Sidi Oqba is one of the mother villages that was formed as an 
administrative unit of the collected izba in the newly developed lands in the nineteenth century, 
within the Idku Buhayra area. It is composed of 52 izba, with a population, in 2006, of 20,429.

The oldest house in Izba Sidi Oqba, the biggest izba in Sidi Oqba, was built in 1940; 
thus, most of the houses are new by Egyptian standards. The cemetery and holy mausoleum 
are located far from the settlement. Old houses are located along the main canal, and new 
houses have been built on agricultural land, far from the main canal9.

1.2. Development of the Idku Buhayra Area
History of the Development

The development of the Buhayra region in modern times began in the time of 
Muhammad Ali (who reigned during the period 1805–1848). Two large public works 
involving the digging of canals are known in the Buhayra region: Khatataba Canal and 
Mahmudiya Canal10.

The construction of Mahmudiya Canal (1817–1820), from the Rosetta branch of 
the Nile, close to Atf village, to Alexandria, was one of the most important projects that 
took place under the reign of Muhammad Ali. It was named after Sultan Mahmud II, the 
Ottoman sultan of the time11.

The main purposes of digging Mahmudiya Canal were to supply freshwater to those 
living in Alexandria and to construct a route for the transportation of goods from Cairo to 
Alexandria. As a result of this canal, Alexandria rapidly developed as a gateway to Europe 
and a large port city in the Mediterranean12.

Originally, Mahmudiya Canal was not intended for irrigation, but its construction drove 
agricultural development in the southern area of the canal. The development of the northern 
area, by contrast, which did not benefit from such a canal, occurred significantly later.

Conducting a comparison of two historical maps from 1801 and 1895 clearly indicates 
the difference in development in the southern and northern areas (Maps 3 and 4). During 
the nineteenth century, many canals and drains were constructed in the southern area, 
resulting in vast differences between the two maps, whereas the landscapes remained almost 
the same in the northern area in both maps. The location circled in red is Sidi Oqba village, 
mentioned above.

The area around Sidi Oqba village was developed later than was much of the Buhayra 
region. The development of the area was supposed to begin at the same time as the other 
areas in Buhayra region, in the time of Muhammad Ali. However, progress was very slow, 
9	 See Kato, Tsumura, and Iwasaki, 2013, who compared the landscape of such new villages with that of the 

traditional ‘old villages’ (qarya).
10	 Shafi’ī , op.cit., 27.
11	 ‘Umar Ṭūsūn, Tārīkh al-Khalīj al-Iskandarīya al-Qadīm wa Tur‘at al-Maḥmūdīya (Alexandria: Maṭba‘āt 

al-Adl, 1942).
12	Hiroshi Kato and Erina Iwasaki, “Alexandria in the Time of Constantine Cavafy (1863–1933),” 

Mediterranean World, 23, 2017, 81-122.
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and the area began to develop intensively only at the end of the nineteenth century, at the 
initiative of private land companies, as is discussed below.

It does not appear that the delay in development was the result of a lack of irrigation 

Map 3. Buhayra region in 1801

Map 4. Buhayra region in 1895

Source:   Bathurst, A., A Map of Part of Lower Egypt between Alexandria, Rosetta and Rahmanieh, 
Oct. 28th 1801 (Bibliothèque Nationale de France, gallica.bnf.fr).

Source:   Public Works Ministry, Inspection General of Irrigation, Beherah Province, Scale 1/100,000, 
1895 (Bibliothèque Nationale de France, gallica.bnf.fr); Kato and Iwasaki, 2015, 34.
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water because Mahmudiya Canal ran near the area. Instead, the real reason appears to be 
that the area’s lands contained a great deal of salt because of their close proximity to Idku 
Lake, and the drainage system to remove salt from these lands was weak.

Map 6. Hydrological map of the Buhayra governorate (1946)

Map 5. Buhayra region in the time of Napoleon (1800)

Source:   Jacotin, Pierre, Carte topographique de l'Egypte et de plusieurs parties des pays limitrophes, levée 
pendant l'Expédition de l'Armée française, Gravée au Dépôt Général de la Guerre (Paris : C.L.F. 
Panckoucke, 1826), David Rumsey Collection (https://www.davidrumsey.com).

Source:   Mufattish Mashru‘āt Rayy Gharb al-Delta, Mudirīya al-Buḥaira, Taftīsh Mashru‘āt Rayy Gharb al-
Delta, 1/100,000 scale,1946; Kato and Iwasaki, 2015, 35.
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before the end of the nineteenth century13. However, it is apparent that the settlements or 
villages increased after the end of nineteenth century14 and that this increase was related to 
the development of canal and drainage equipment, as shown in the following digital maps 
of irrigation (Maps 5–7).

Map 5 is based on Napoleon’s map, made at the beginning of the nineteenth century. 
Map 6 was produced for the irrigation management in the Buhayra governorate in 1946 and 
is the basis for Map 7, which shows the irrigation canals, drainages, and main villages in 
Buhayra.

Land Survey Project and the Registration of Basins
In 1882, the British Army landed in Alexandria and occupied Egypt. The British 

authorities accelerated the modernization of Egyptian finance under the auspices of the 
Creditors’ Committee of the European Powers. One of its important goals was the Cadastral 
Survey, which took place during 1892–1907, for the effective administration of land tax, the 
main source of finance15.

The Cadastral Survey made a register of agricultural lands in all of Egypt and 
estimated reasonable taxes on them by basin. The survey was the key goal of the state’s 
agricultural policy to promote land development in the nineteenth century.

As mentioned above, the key to the modern history of Egypt is the process of changing 
13	For maps on the distribution of villages in the 1800s, 1900s, and 2000s, see Kato, Tsumura, and Iwasaki, 

2013.
14	For an analysis of migration into the Buhayra region at the beginning of the twentieth century, see Hiroshi 

Kato and ErinaI wasaki, “Personality’ of Economic Development in the Delta Region of Egypt in Modern 
Times: Focus on Buhaira Governorate,” Journal of the Asian Network for GIS-based Historical Studies 
(JANGIS) 3, 2015, 31-37.

15	Sir Henry George Lyons, The Cadastral Survey of Egypt 1892–1907 (Cairo: Maṣlaḥa al-Misāḥa, 1908).

Map 7. Digitized map of Buhayra with irrigation canals and drainages, main villages (1946)

Source: see Map 6.
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the irrigation system from a natural basin system to a perennial irrigation system. This 
process typically resulted in changes in the number and scale of basins. The situation of the 
basin in the Buhayra region in the Islamic Ages, when Egyptian agriculture operated under 
the basin irrigation system, is shown in Map 8 of Islamic historian al-Mahzumi16.

The number of basins was 18, and each basin was huge in scale. There was no basin in 
the Idku Buhayra area because it was located in the peripheral areas of the region and was 
not suitable for agriculture.

The situation of the basin seemed to be the same at the end of the eighteenth century, 
when Napoleon went on an expedition to Egypt. However, the situation described in 
the directory of basins published in 1908 as a part of the Cadastral Survey project was 
completely different from that of the Middle Ages. The directory of basins was developed to 
assist in determining a register of the estimated values of land tax by basin in all Egypt, and 
it included information on the year of estimation, the number of basins, the name of basins, 
and the estimated values of land tax by village17.

There were too many basins registered in the directory to be countable, which 
indicates that each basin was small in scale. Taking the case of Rosetta district (markaz) in 
the Buhayra governorate, where Sidi Oqba village was located, for example, the number 
of basins by village varied from one to 142. This means that how the basin was considered 
changed; from being a unit of cultivation, it became seen as a unit of taxation, in the process 
16	Ṭūsūn, op.cit., Muḥammad M. Zaytūn,  Iqlīm al-Buḥaira. Safḥāt Mujayyada min al-Haḍāra wa al-

Thaqāfa wa al-Kifāḥ (Cairo: Dār al-Ma‘ārif bi-Miṣr, 1962).
17	Wizāra al-Mālīya, Al-Jadāwil Fi’āt al-Ḍarā’ib al-Nihā’īya (Cairo: al- Maṭba‘ al-Amīrīya, 1931).

Map 8. Location of basins in the Buhayra region in the Middle Ages, after al-Makhzumi

Source:   Carte des bassins de la province de Behera d’aboul Hassan El Makhzoumi in Toussoun, Omar, 
“Mémoire sur les Anciennes Branches du Nil. Époque Arabe”, Mémoire de l’Institut d’Égypte, 
tome 4, (Cairo : Institut d’Égypte, 1922).
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of shifting from basin irrigation to the perennial irrigation of modern times.
The village in Rosetta district that had 142 basins was Rosetta village. However, the 

estimated land tax values were not determined for many of the 142 basins, probably because 
they were still under development, i.e., the lands that belonged to Rosetta village were only 
beginning to be developed in the nineteenth century.

Buhayra Land Company
Idku Buhayra area today has a fertile rural landscape. However, before the beginning 

of the nineteenth century, when construction of the deep canals began in Egypt, it is 
supposed that it was cultivated only by shallow canals18, if it was even cultivated at all. In 
the nineteenth century, its development was so far behind many other regions that it was not 
suitable for large-scale habitation until the middle of the nineteenth century, judging from 
the historical maps.

For example, the Idku Buhayra area was still marshland in 1895 (see Map 4). Even 
in 1946, it seems that it remained underdeveloped. Map 7 shows that the area was on the 
boundary between the cultivated and uncultivated lands, and close to the boundary for 
irrigation.

As noted, the area was belatedly developed because of the salinity of its lands. The 
authorities gave a low priority to the land development in the Idku Buhayra area because 
large amounts of capital expenditure were necessary to prepare the land, particularly the 
digging of deep canals for drainage to exclude salts from the salty lands of the Idku Buhayra 
area.

18	Helen A. B. Rivlin,  The Agricultural Policy of Muhammad ‘Ali in Egypt (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard 
University Press, 1961).

Map 9. Locations of the lands possessed by the Buhayra Land Company (1908)

Source: Kato and Iwasaki, 2015, 35.
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However, the land development policies began to change during the early part of 
the twentieth century for the following two reasons. First, a drainage problem emerged in 
Egypt. Until then, the main irrigation problem had been obtaining water for agriculture, 
which required the digging of irrigation canals and their maintenance.

However, in the process of the expansion of perennial irrigation, agricultural 
productivity began to stagnate because of the rise of salts to the surface of agricultural 
lands and other issues. In the 1920s, when Egypt experienced this decrease in land and 
agricultural productivity19, the concern of the state shifted from irrigation problems to 
drainage.

The second reason for the shift in land development policies was the entry of 
commercial companies into the business of land development. From the end of the 

nineteenth century, private capital began 
to be invested in Egyptian agriculture by 
companies specializing in land development 
and agricultural finance, which were 
seeking rich agricultural resources in Egypt, 
in the context of the commercialization 
of agriculture and the development of the 
landowner system that was occurring at that 
time.

The Idku Buhayra area was developed 
by one such land development company, the 
Buhayra Land Company, from the end of 
the nineteenth century. This was a Greek–
French stock corporation established in 
188120. The most essential task that it faced 
in the development of the Idku Buhayra 
area was the preparation of a drainage 
system to remove salt from the lands. This 
was not an isolated experiment, but rather 
one project in an organized plan to extend 
land development over a greater part of 
the peripheral regions of the delta. Map 9 
shows the location of the land possessed by 
the company that it planned to develop in 
1908.

Thus, the techniques for conducting 
drainage works were accumulated through 
the projects of the land development 

19	As a result, a large drainage project commenced in the 1930s, which arrested the stagnation of 
agricultural productivity. Alan Richards, Egypt’s Agricultural Development, 1800–1980. Technical and 
Social Change, (Boulder, Colorado: Westview Press, 1982).

20	This company was nationalized in the 1950s, after which it became a large general contractor, with its 
headquarters in Alexandria.

Map 10.   Plan map of the development in 
Idku Buhayra area around Sidi 
Oqba village by the Buhayra Land 
Company

Note:   Kato found the plan map for the development in 
Idku Buhayra area in a bookshop in Cairo thirty 
years ago, by chance. He was surprised to see 
the same map drawn on the wall on the meeting 
room of the present Buhayra Land Company in 
Alexandria several years ago.

Source: Kato and Iwasaki, 2015, 35.
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companies, with the collaboration of the administrative authorities and irrigation specialists. 
The land development projects by the Buhayra Land Company in the Idku Buhayra area 
were pioneering projects in regard to the introduction of new drainage systems, and were 
therefore closely watched by those concerned with irrigation.

The land of Sidi Oqba village, located in the Idku Buhayra area, was part of the 
planned development by the Buhayra Land Company21. Map 10 shows the company’s 
detailed plans for land development in the Idku Buhayra area, where Sidi Oqba village was 
located. The company commenced its land development by buying the lands possessed by 
the royal family.

The irrigation system adopted in the Idku Buhayra area was unique, in that it combined 
the traditional basin system with the modern canal system and introduced water elevating 
devices for irrigation on a large scale. Map 11 presents the irrigation system in the area 
around Sidi Oqba village; it shows that the foundations of the irrigation system are mounds, 
which are the archaeological hill sites of the classical ages, from which the drainage canals 
run downward into Idku Lake.

21	Un acte de vente immobilière requise en date du 29 mars mille neuf cent quatre (1904) à 10 heures 34 
minutes du matin.

Map 11.   Irrigation system in the area around Sidi Oqba village (1946)

Note:   Blue line is an irrigation canal, brown line is a drainage canal, arrow is a direction of water flow and 
blue circle is a mound.

Source: see Map 6.
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Ⅱ. Statistics on the Idku Buhayra area

There are many materials and methodologies used to clarify the regional differences 
in Egypt. One of the most simple and direct ways to visualize the differences is to examine 
the statistics. Fortunately, Egypt has abundant statistical materials compared with other 
countries. This chapter aims to further clarify the distinctive features of the landscape 
of the Idku Buhayra area, discussed in the previous chapter, using the demographic and 
socioeconomic statistical materials available.

2.1. Statistics on Population
Population is the most basic element that creates the “personality” of the region. In 

Egypt, the population census begun in 1882, and it has been conducted every 10 years since. 
The census includes the population at the level of the village, the lowest administrative unit, 
enabling the transformation of Egyptian society to be traced at the village level from the 
end of the nineteenth century.

Table 1 shows the population growth in Egypt since the beginning of the nineteenth 
century. At a glance, the huge transformation of Egyptian society occurred during the latter 
half of the twentieth century. The population grew rapidly in contrast to the stable number 
of settlements (towns and villages), indicating that the population growth took place in the 
urban cities, particularly in Cairo, and within the old villages.

Before the mid-twentieth century, population growth was stable and remained at a low 
level. This gives the impression that Egyptian society did not change from a demographic 
point of view. However, population growth displayed a different pattern at the governorate 
level. Obviously, Cairo has always been the center of growth, but this was particularly 
the case during the period 1937–1966. In regard to the other rural governorates, growth 
particularly occurred at the beginning of the twentieth century in the Buhayra and Sharqiya 

1882–1897 1907 1917 1927 1937 1947 1960 1966 1976 1986 1996 2006
Urban governorates Cairo 8.75 1.39 1.91 3.02 2.11 4.77 0.90 12.33 0.73 1.81 1.15 2.22

Alexandria 6.42 0.51 2.96 2.57 1.81 2.97 3.93 2.91 2.55 2.36 1.33 2.13
Port Said 20.30 1.50 4.19 3.36 1.78 7.02 -0.02 7.71 -3.70 4.32 1.65 1.91
Ismailiya 16.46 4.74 3.08 4.97 3.75 3.28 0.26 4.42 2.74 2.92
Suez 10.34 0.04 5.38 2.72 2.06 8.00 25.35 -28.78 -3.04 5.38 2.45 2.06

Lower Egypt Daqahliya 4.67 2.17 0.78 0.91 1.21 1.49 2.77 2.12 1.82 2.44 1.94 1.68
Sharqiya 10.47 1.63 0.83 0.62 0.98 1.85 2.35 2.48 2.19 2.69 2.29 2.26
Qalyubiya 7.29 1.59 1.98 0.56 0.88 1.29 2.76 3.46 3.33 4.12 2.75 2.56
Kafr Shaykh 2.35 2.32 2.55 2.08 1.65
Gharbiya 6.94 1.36 1.12 0.77 0.94 1.69 -2.32 1.73 1.89 2.32 1.68 1.65
Menufiya 5.95 1.19 1.00 0.30 0.48 0.05 1.13 1.32 1.61 2.65 2.20 1.71
Buhayra 10.98 2.33 1.12 0.91 0.83 1.60 2.36 2.71 2.22 2.80 2.09 1.74

Upper Egypt Giza 7.16 1.46 1.51 1.02 1.49 1.79 3.16 5.07 3.89 4.42 2.53 1.81
Beni Suef 7.79 1.80 1.98 1.16 1.00 0.87 2.65 1.28 1.81 2.70 2.52 2.11
Fayum 11.13 1.76 1.40 0.88 0.84 1.07 1.66 2.03 2.02 3.11 2.52 2.35
Minya 11.51 2.30 1.47 0.95 1.01 1.18 3.14 1.49 1.88 2.56 2.27 2.33
Asyut 0.83 0.95 1.12 0.56 -0.28 2.41 1.81 2.70 2.38 2.09
Suhag 0.85 1.16 1.45 1.39 1.61 1.13 1.31 2.43 2.47 1.84
Qena 12.01 0.92 0.85 0.71 1.21 0.84 0.95 2.73 1.51 2.83 2.18 2.12
Aswan 0.48 -0.32 0.85 0.54 1.33 -0.48 -0.15 10.54 1.74 2.72 1.87 1.99

Total 7.58 1.47 1.29 1.09 1.17 1.71 2.61 2.47 1.83 2.80 2.08 2.07

Table 1.   Annual population growth rate in Egypt by governorate, 1882–2006 (%)

Note:   Frontier governorates (Sinai, Red Sea, Wadi Gadid, and Matruh) are not included in the table.
Source: Population censuses, 1882 to 2006.
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governorates in Lower Egypt, and in the Beni Suef, Minya, and Fayum governorates in 
Upper Egypt. Population growth in these governorates was above the average rate during 
1882–1907. Although the first population census in 1882 is said to be less accurate than 
the subsequent censuses, taking into account the considerably high growth rate during 
1882–1897, it is apparent that population growth must have commenced at the end of the 
nineteenth century, before this first census.

Population Growth within the Buhayra Governorate
The next question that arises is which places had high population growth in these 

governorates? To identify the demographic dynamics within the governorate, the 
classification of villages by district (markaz) is necessary because the administrative 
divisions change by census year. This occurs for the Buhayra governorate even more than 
for other governorates in the delta.

Table 2 shows the changes in the division of districts for the various census years. 
For instance, in the 1882 population census, the Buhayra governorate was composed only 
of the following six districts: Abu Hummus, Dilingat, Damanhur, Shubra Khit, Naguila, 
and Atf, comprising 301 towns and villages. Rosetta was an independent governorate in 
1882. Further, parts of the villages that currently belong to the Alexandria governorate 
(the districts of Ramla and Ma‘muriya, known as ‘Ushur Alexandria) were included in the 
Buhayra governorate in 1882.

Many districts were created after 1897, including Kafr Dawwar in 1897, Itay Barud 
and Kum Hamada in 1907, and Abu Matamir and Mahmudiya in 1937. Along with the 
creation of new districts, the number of towns and villages increased remarkably, from 301 
to 365, between 1882 and 1897. The number fell from 1907 to 1917, mainly because of the 
annexation of some towns and villages to Alexandria governorate, but rose again to 384 
in 1947 because of the division and creation of new villages in Rosetta and Mahmudiya 
districts.

The governorate volume of the 1947 population census provides the population from 
1882 to 1947, calculated according to the administrative classifications in the 1947 census. 
It reveals that the localities in the Buhayra governorate underwent demographic expansion 
in two areas.

The first area of demographic growth included the Abu Matamir, Abu Hummus, and 
Kum Hamada districts, located in the suburb of Alexandria. These districts were well-
known for industrialization, notably of textile factories, that took place there under Ismail 
pasha. Although the statistics of the 1882 census are said to be less accurate compared 
with later censuses, it appears that the population in these districts increased rapidly during 
1882–1897 and again during 1897–1907.

The second area of demographic growth was the surrounding districts of Idku Lake, 
Dilingat, Mahmudiya, and Rosetta. Dilingat appears to be the district where the population 
growth started earliest, occurring between 1882 and 1897. The population doubled during 
these inter-census years, and again increased between 1917 and 1927. The villages in 
Mahmudiya district also experienced rapid population growth during 1907 and 1917, and 
again in 1937 and 1947, as did those in Rosetta district, where the period of peak population 
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growth occurred during 1917 and 1927.

Table 2.   Population by district (markaz) in the Buhayra governorate, 1882–1947
1882 1897 1882–97 1907 1897–07 1917 1907–17 1927 1917–27 1937 1927–37 1947 1937–47

population population rate (%) population rate (%) population rate (%) population rate (%) population rate (%) population rate (%)
Abu Matamir 5,804 20,987 17.5 37,539 7.9 44,097 1.7 59,688 3.5 68,890 1.5 93,333 3.5
Abu Hummus 25,375 54,208 7.6 66,027 2.2 79,675 2.1 94,127 1.8 108,055 1.5 125,750 1.6
Itay Barud 62,754 95,716 3.5 102,384 0.7 117,996 1.6 123,207 0.4 123,723 0.0 130,514 0.5
Dilingat 30,709 61,978 6.8 69,206 1.2 76,391 1.0 73,579 4.0 75,191 0.2 83,176 1.4
Mahmudiya 22,699 31,471 2.6 39,607 2.6 58,332 4.7 48,661 2.0 50,595 0.4 77,807 5.4
Bandar Damanhur 22,702 30,981 2.4 34,142 1.0 40,661 1.9 51,709 2.7 61,962 2.0 84,352 3.6
Markaz Damanhur 32,678 59,324 5.4 69,238 1.7 80,609 1.6 91,002 1.3 102,214 1.2 111,123 0.8
Rashid (Rosetta) 32,661 34,392 0.4 41,119 2.0 42,312 0.3 58,829 3.9 71,934 2.2 86,053 2.0
Shubra Khit 59,686 70,565 1.2 81,151 1.5 88,398 0.9 92,007 0.4 98,786 0.7 117,585 0.9
Kafr Dawwar 16,614 43,050 10.6 76,529 7.8 104,919 3.7 119,820 1.4 131,253 1.0 175,388 3.4
Kum Hamada 83,030 126,212 3.5 144,484 1.4 158,766 1.0 161,928 0.2 166,381 0.2 169,414 0.1
Total 394,712 628,884 4.0 761,426 2.1 892,156 1.7 974,557 0.9 1,058,984 0.9 1,254,495 1.8

Source:   1947 Population census, Volume Buhayra governorate, 1.

To understand the demographic expansion at the smallest administrative level, the 
population growth rate between 1907 and 1917 is calculated and displayed in Map 12 
for each village. The map reveals that the most notable population growth occurred in 
the villages in districts such as Abu Hummus, Kafr Dawwar and Abu Matamir, and those 
villages near the Idku Lake in Rosetta and Mahmudiya districts.

The Case of Sidi Oqba Village in Mahmudiya District
To understand the population growth the villages near Idku Lake in more detail, we 

focus on one of the villages, Sidi Oqba, in Mahmudiya district.
In the “Qamus al-jughrafi” of Ramzi, Sidi Oqba village is classified as an ‘old village’, 

so it seems to have existed before the nineteenth century. However, the village is classified 

Map 12.   Population growth between 1907 and 1917 in the Buhayra governorate

Source: Population censuses 1907, 1917.
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as a village in the census only from 1947. Before this year, it was classified in the censuses 
as one of the izba belonging to the village Khalid Mara‘i in Rosetta district, which was a 
newly created village in 1917 (See Map 13).

The area where Sidi Oqba is located was, according to Ramzi, “a vast desert land not 
suitable for cultivation and was there called barriya misanan, meaning intact desert land, 
located between the drainage (masraf) Shamasama in Rosetta district and Idku Lake”. 
In 1878, land reclamation started around Lake Idku, where some villages were located, 
including Izba Khalid Mara‘i, to which Sidi Oqba would belong22. In 1899, a large land 
reclamation project was launched in Barriya Misana village, the majority of which was 
desert area and ponds, with some small settlements, including Khalid Mara‘i village. The 
reclaimed lands were divided and owned by the royal family. New settlements appeared and 
were named after the royal family, including King Fuad, Queen Nazali, and Hediv Ismail. 
These new villages of Fuadiya, Nazaliya, Faruqiya, Fawziya, Faiza, Fathiya, Ismailiya 
existed side-by-side with the old villages, including Khalid Mara‘i and Sidi Oqba (see Map 
14). In 1937, these villages that belonged to Khalid Mara‘i village became independent 
villages, including Sidi Oqba, which was shifted to Mahmudiya district23.

The population census confirms the evolution of Sidi Oqba. In the 1882 census, the 
name of Izba Khalid Mara‘i village, from which Sidi Oqba village split, appears as one 
of the six izba of Barriya Masna village24. According to the 1882 census, the latter village 
(nahiya) was composed of six izbats: Khalid Mara‘i, Muhammad Khamis, Mina Juwik, 
Muhammad Agha Alwan, Ali Mara‘i, and Sishawir. Although Khalid Mara‘i was the 
largest izba, it had only 212 persons living in 43 households and 131 houses. Based on 
this evidence, it is probable that Sidi Oqba village would have been an extremely small 
settlement in 1882.

The 1907 census reported the village of Misana as composed of 30 izba, with a population 
of 3,762 persons. The number of izba had grown rapidly, from only six in 1882, to 16 in 1897, 
and 30 in 1907. If the 1882 census is accurate, then the population grew rapidly, particularly 
during 1882–1897, when the land reclamation took place. Given the small population size 
and the relatively large number of settlements, it is likely that a flow of people from outside 
the area occurred, which formed small agglomerations. Like the old agglomerations, such 
as Sidi Oqba, these new agglomerations would have scattered around Idku Lake.

The village of Izba Khalid Mara‘i appears as an independent village in the 1917 
census. Along with other hamlets belonging to Izba Khalid Mara‘i village, Sidi Oqba 
became an independent village from 1947.

It seems that an important group who settled there were Bedouins. The 1882 census 
reported the number of Bedouins as zero for Barriya Misana village. However, the 1897 
22	According to Ramzi, from an administrative point of view, Sidi Oqba was split from Khalid Mara’i in 

1903 (Muḥammad Ramzī, Al-Qāmūs al-Jughrāfī lil-Bilād al-Miṣrīya min 'Ahd Qudamā' al-Miṣrīyīn 
ilā Sana 1945, vol. 2, the original limited ed. printed in 1960, reprinted in 1994, Cairo: al-Hay’a al-
Miṣrīya al-‘Āmma lil-Kitāb, 1960, 303). It belonged to Rosetta district, then to Mahmudiya district, when 
Mahmudiya district was created in 1928. In 1940, the Ministry of Finance decided to grant Sidi Oqba 
independent status from Khalid Mara‘i village (Ramzi, op.cit., 271).

23	Ramzi, op.cit., 302.
24	The 1882 and 1897 censuses provide information about the number and names of izba per village. For 

Barriya Misana village, see Census of Egypt 1882 (Cairo: Maṣlaḥa al-Iḥṣāʼ wa al-Taʻdād) 91 and Census 
of Egypt 1897, 276.
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census reported 1,240 Bedouins, a large 
proportion of the total of 2,526 people25. 
In 1897, six out of 16 izba that belonged 
to Barriya Misana village were considered 
urban (Bedouins)26. According to the 1907 
census, Bedouins accounted for 1,518 of 
3,762 people in Misana village27.

A n o t h e r  i m p o r t a n t  g r o u p  o f 
inhabitants was peasants from nearby areas, 
or sometimes from other localities within 
the Delta. Information on birthplaces at the 
district level in the censuses indicates that 
one-fifth of the residents (around 20,000 
of the 101,678 residents) in Abu Hummus 
district in 1907 were born outside the 
district, mainly in nearby districts, such as 
Damanhur, Dilingat, or Itay Barud28.

2.2. Statistics on Agriculture
As Egypt is historically an agricultural 

society and agriculture was the most 
important source for government revenue, statistics on agriculture have been collected by 
the government from the nineteenth century.

In this section, the statistics on cultivated land area are used to provide evidence of the 
development levels of the different regions within the Buhayra governorate.

Annual Statistics
Agricultural statistics can be found in the annual statistics, published every year since 

1910, and in the agricultural census published from 1929. The information provided by the 

25	1897 Population Census, 274.
26	 Ibid., 276.
27	1907 Population Census, 105.
28	Kato and Iwasaki, 2015.

Map 13.   Location of the village Khalid Mara'i 
in 1937

Source:   Digital map produced by the authors based on 
the 1937 population census.

Table 3.   Population of Barriya Misana village (1882–1947)
1882 1897 1907 1917 1927 1937 1947

Village name

Barriya Misana Barriya Misana Misana Izba Khalid Mara‘i Izba Khalid Mara‘i Izba Khalid Mara‘i

Sidi Oqba 4,650
Ismailiya 1,045
Faruqiya 1,793
Fayza 876
Fayqa 529
Fathiya 627
Fuadiya 1,880
Fawziya 716
Nazliya 1,622

Total population 308 2,526 3,762 5,630 8,072 12,455  13,738
Number of izba 6 16 30

Note: The name of the village Misana changed to Izba Khalid Mara‘i from the time of the 1917 census.
Source: Population censuses of 1882, 1897, 1907, 1917, 1927, 1937, and 1947.
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Map 14. Location of new and old villages in Rashid (Rosetta) and Mahmudiya districts (1940)

Note: Red circle shows the location of Sidi Oqba village.
Source:   Department of Survey and Mines, 1/25,000 scale maps (markaz Rashid (Rosetta), markaz Idku, 

markaz Mahmudiya, Mudiriyet el Behera; markaz Fuwa, Muduriyet el Gharbiya), 1941.

agricultural census is the most detailed data available on the Egyptian agricultural sector29.
29	The census also provides benchmark information on types and magnitudes of production and details on crops, 

livestock, and housing. Egypt began to conduct an agricultural census immediately following the international 
agreement in 1928. Since that time, six agricultural censuses have been conducted, in 1929, 1939, 1950, 
1961, 1982, and 1990. All of these were carried out 2 years after conducting the population censuses.
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The annual statistics provides information about cultivated land from 1894–1895 by 
the governorate. The cultivated land statistic consists of the zimam, which is composed 
of cultivated land (mazra‘) and fallow land (bur). Cultivated land is also listed under 
an additional category called “cultivated land more than once”, which indicates that the 
land was cultivated in the summer and winter seasons, which could not be done without 
perennial irrigation.

According to the annual statistics, cultivated land grew steadily until the 1910s. Graph 1 
provides evidence of the evolution of cultivated land during 1894–1926, which was driven 
by the development of fallow and cultivated land under perennial irrigation.

In fact, the cultivated land area grew 443,367 feddan in 1894–1895 to 626,861 feddan 
in 1908–1909, in contrast to the fallow land, which decreased from 293,759 feddan in 
1894–95 to 141,296 feddan in 1908–190930. The “cultivated land more than once” category 
particularly grew in the years 1900–1901 and 1901–1902. There was a sharp decrease 
in fallow land in the years 1902–1903 and 1903–1904, but this may be related to the 
administrative changes involving annexation of some areas to Alexandria.

Agricultural Census
Since the 1930s, the land area has appeared to stay at the same level as when it was 

agglomerated at district and governorate levels. Table 4 shows the cultivated land and 
uncultivated land in the Buhayra governorate for 1929, 1939, and 1950, based on the agricultural 
censuses. In the agricultural census, the zimam consists of cultivated land and uncultivated land. 
The latter land category includes bur, and also land with buildings, public uses, and so on.

The same statistics provide a different picture at the village level (Table 5). In fact, the 
village had the same land area in 1929 and 1939, but its cultivated land increased compared 
30	Feddan is a unit of land used in Egypt. It is approximately equal to 4,200 square meters.
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Graph 1   Cultivated land and fallow land in the Buhayra governorate, 1894–1926

Source:   Niẓara al-Mālīya, al-Iḥṣāʼ al-Sanawī al-‘Āmma lil-Quṭr al-Miṣrī li-Sana 1910 (Cairo: al-Maṭba‘ 
al-Amīrīya, 1911), 258–259; 1913 (Cairo: al-Maṭba‘ al-Amīrīya, 1913), 430–431; 1927 (Cairo: al-
Maṭba‘ al-Amīrīya, 1927).
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with the uncultivated land. The uncultivated land is mostly bur, so we can determine that 
the fallow land was converted to land for cultivation.

In 1950, the area of uncultivated land decreased remarkably because of the decrease in 
bur and because of public use. By contrast, the cultivated land increased, which is obviously 
related to the conversion of bur land, in addition to the change in the administrative border. 
Thus, we suppose that the land reclamation continued in certain villages, even up to the 
mid-twentieth century.

Table 4.   Cultivated and uncultivated lands in the Buhayra governorate by district (1929, 
1939, 1950)

1929 1939 1950
Number

of villages
Zimam Cultivated Uncultivated Number

of villages
Zimam Cultivated Uncultivated Number

of villages
Zimam Cultivated Uncultivated

(Fallow) (Fallow) (Fallow)
Abu Hummus 34 257,018 140,079 116,939 (93550) 21 138,681 91,896 46,785 (28674) 21 119,388 79,310 40,078 (21679)
Abu Matamir 17 213,547 70,540 143,007 (136341) 18 244,754 78,076 166,678 (159330)
Itay Barud 52 73,621 69,408 4,213 (780) 52 73,649 69,454 4,195 (700) 60 73,162 66,203 6,959 (2272)
Dilingat 24 93,424 55,128 38,296 (35159) 27 93,077 50,168 42,909 (38792) 32 94,027 55,231 38,796 (35143)
Damanhur 49 109,243 93,067 16,176 (9500) 49 108,735 89,174 19,561 (12765) 50 92,690 81,023 11,667 (5720)
Rosetta 9 108,679 25,143 83,536 (43496) 9 108,651 30,208 78,443 (38140) 17 101,473 24,487 76,986 (35015)
Shubrakhit 54 60,437 56,679 3,758 (863) 55 60,414 56,544 3,870 (912) 56 59,774 56,234 3,540 (501)
Kafr Dawwar 23 302,251 108,108 194,143 (168908) 29 200,655 96,480 104,175 (74430) 28 177,551 100,309 77,242 (50608)
Kum Hamada 55 90,100 62,725 27,375 (21258) 55 89,919 60,725 29,194 (22749) 58 88,174 61,128 27,046 (20598)
Mahmudiya 21 20,404 18,054 2,350 (811) 20 20,467 17,743 2,724 (969) 34 62,748 46,298 16,450 (12411)
Total 321 1,115,177 628,391 486,786 (374325) 334 1,107,795 632,932 474,863 (354472) 319 1,113,741 648,299 465,442 (343277)

Source:   [Agricultural censuses] Wizāra al-Zirāʻa, Taʻdād al-Zirāʻī al-‘Āmma, 1929; 1939; 1950 (Cairo: al-
Maṭba‘ al-Amīrīya).

Table 5.   Cultivated and uncultivated land in the village Khalid Mara‘i (1929, 1939, 1950) 
(feddan)

Year Total land Cultivated Uncultivated (Fallow)
1929 20,148 11,400 8,748 (8187)
1939 20,148 15,716 4,432 (4003)
1950 Sidi Oqba 7,540 5,175 2,320 (1501)

Ismailiya 1,910 1,812 100 (6)
Faruqiya 2,222 2,064 158 (145)
Faiza 1,521 1,422 99 ()
Faiqa 682 671 11 ()
Fathiya 1,918 1,782 141 (7)
Fuadiya 3,419 3,197 222 (41)
Fawziya 1,968 1,843 126 (50)
Fawqiya 1,881 1,798 83 (1)
Nazliya 1,482 1,414 68 (1)
Total 24,543 21,178 3,328 (1752)

Source: See Table 4.

Ⅲ. Ecological Complexity of the Idku Buhayra Area

3.1. Historical Vicissitudes of the Idku Buhayra Area
As mentioned above, the Idku Buhayra area is usually described as losing, during the 

Islamic Ages, the prosperity that it possessed in ancient times. In the historical literature 
on rural Egypt, the administration—that is, the effective management and maintenance of 
the irrigation system, especially the irrigation canals, by the state—has been considered an 
important factor in the vicissitudes experienced by the region.
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As Egypt was a typical hydrological society, in which the prosperity of agriculture 
depended on the management of the Nile’s waters, a lack of effective administration by the 
state appears to be a strong possible cause of the deterioration of the Idku Buhayra area in 
the Islamic Ages.

However, it is difficult to quantitatively measure the deterioration of the Idku Buhayra 
area in the Islamic Ages, for very little data and information remain on the peripheral 
regions of the delta, such as the Idku Buhayra area. Nevertheless, we consider that poor 
administration would only be a short-term cause of regional deterioration because, in many 
cases, the administration would improve when the political disturbances, which had caused 
it to deteriorate, ended.

We consider that it is more important to measure the regional vicissitudes that had 
medium- and long-term causes, rather than focusing on the short-term viewpoint. Two kinds 
of transformations that are relevant have been discussed in the previous studies. The first is 
the transformation of the landscape, mainly caused by the changes in the flow of the Nile, 
unusual floods, or the lack of flows by the Nile. The second is the transformation caused by 
the changes in the population trends. We refer to these transforming factors as the ecological 
and demographic factors, respectively31. Here, our focus is on the ecological factors, as is 
discussed below.

3.2. Ecology of the Idku Buhayra Area during the Islamic Ages
Idku Lagoon

The deterioration of the Idku Buhayra area in the Islamic Ages has been pointed out in 
the existing literature32. However, judging from the fragmented historical descriptions and 
the geographical information in the Islamic literature, we can observe that the Idku Buhayra 
area was not literally desolated.

On this subject, we have to geographically distinguish, first, the north and the south of 
the present Mahmudiya Canal, and second, the east and the west, into the Idku Buhayra area 
and the Maryut Lake area, both of which were named after the lakes located in each area.

The study area northeast of the Mahmudiya Canal is called the Idku Buhayra area 
here. There are few descriptions of this area in the Islamic literature, even though it is near 
the Rosetta branch of the Nile, which is the main navigation route from Cairo. By contrast, 
there are many descriptions of the area northwest of the Mahmudiya Canal, particularly of 
the irrigation canals, despite the distance of this area from the Nile.

According to Cooper33, there is more information about the northwestern area 
in the literature because of the concern with the direct navigation routes by canals to 
Alexandria from Cairo via the Rosetta branch of the Nile. Cooper attempted to identify 
comprehensively the Nile and the main canals in the Islamic Ages with those that existed 
in ancient times. Regarding the demographic factors, Borsch noted that the expansion of an 
epidemic was responsible for the population decrease and deterioration that occurred in the 
31	There is no doubt that population trends are one of the most decisive elements for the medium- and long-

term transformation of a region or society. See Chapter 2 for an analysis of the population trends in 
modern Egypt.

32	Stuart Borsch, “Medieval Egyptian Economic Growth: The Maryūṭ Basin,” Annemarie Schimmel Kolleg 
Working Paper 14 (Bonn University Press: 2014).

33	 John P. Cooper, The Medieval Nile (Cairo: The American University in Cairo Press, 2014).



0
2

9
Sophia Journal of A

sian, A
frican, and M

iddle E
astern Studies/ N

o.35 (2017)

area northwest of the Mahmudiya Canal, that is, in the Maryut lagoon area34.
We can assume from Cooper’s and Borsch’s analyses that the Idku Buhayra area and 

the Maryut Lake area, the areas northeast and the northwest of the Mahmudiya Canal, 
experienced different social and economic situations in the Islamic Ages. There is no doubt 
that the important factors behind these differences were the navigational concerns and 
demographic trends pointed out by the above two researchers.

However, we focus on the ecological factors because we hypothesize that there was 
the ecological difference in the background of the social and economic situations mentioned 
above between the two areas35.

Location
The landscape of the Idku Buhayra area was characterized by lagoons. It was located 

between the Rosetta branch of the Nile and Alexandria, and was composed of two lakes, 
Idku Lake and Abu Qir Lake, and their marshlands. The two lakes were connected to 
the Mediterranean by small waterways. The surfaces of lakes became larger or smaller 
depending on the flood levels of the Nile.

Seawater and freshwater were combined in the lakes, especially in Idku Lake, which 
was bigger and closer to the Rosetta branch of the Nile. It was considered, based on the 
descriptions in the Islamic literature, that there was not an artificial, deep canal, but shallow 
canals, by which ships could transport goods only when the Nile flooded. In other words, 
this navigation route was seasonal and an alternative route when the direct navigation route 
from the Nile to Alexandria could not be used, as described in the Islamic literature below36:

The Nile is divided into four branches (qism) in the land of Lower Egypt (the Delta), 
and three of them flow into the Mediterranean (al-bahr al-shami) and one of them 
flows into the salty lake (buhayra al-milha), which ends near to Alexandria. Between 
this lake and Alexandria is nine mayls, and this lake is not connected with the sea, but 
pertains to the flood of the Nile. It occupies limited surface and runs parallel to the 
seashore close to it (al-Idrisi37).

Then, this lake [Idku Lake] is connected with another lake [Abu Qir Lake] whose 
length is 20 mayls and its wideness is shorter than [the] other lake [Idku Lake]. Also, 
its water is not deep. And after landing, it takes 6 mayls to Alexandria. Then, people 
get off boats, and travel riding on animals to Alexandria (al-Idrisi38).

When [the Alexandria canal] is not in use [that is, when the Nile is not in flood], the 
lake to the east of Alexandria is used. It is salty, seawater entering it between Rosetta 

34	Borsch, op. cit.
35	Alan Mikhail provided a detailed discussion of the environmental problems in Ottoman Egypt, but his 

main concern was not with the landscape and ecological system, but rather with the maintenance of 
irrigation facilities. See Alan Mikhail, Nature and Empire in Ottoman Egypt: An Environmental History 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011).

36	All quotations from the Arabic literature are from Zaytūn, Muḥammad M., Idku. Māḍī-hā・Ḥāḍir-hā・
Mustaqbal-hā (Alexandria: Maṭba‘ al-Nahḍa,1936), and Zaytun, 1962.

37	Zaytun, 1962, 44.
38	 Ibid., 45.
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and Alexandria. Boats travel on it to places on the Nile via a channel known as the 
Hafir channel (Ibn Sa’id39).

Landscape: Lake, Sand, and Island
The first modern map that indicates the general landscape of the Idku Buhayra area is 

Napoleon’s map, made at the beginning of the nineteenth century. When we first observed 
Napoleon’s map, we wondered why the border of Idku Lake was not clearly described, and 
why much of the possible surface of the lake was shown as marshlands, into which many 
small streams, sometimes called “khalij” (bay), flowed from the Rosetta branch of the Nile.

However, now the answer to this question is obvious, when we know the particular 
nature of Idku Lake and the fact that its landscape changed by season, according to the 
water level of the Nile. In other words, the landscape of the Idku Buhayra area in the 
Islamic Ages indicated that the peripheral regions of Egypt were a hydrologic society, 
depending on the flooding of the Nile. Thus, the words of a local historian to the effect that 
Idku was a “natural” lake, whereas Maryut was an “artificial” lake40, is very informative on 
this point.

The most important feature of the landscape of the Idku Buhayra area is certainly the 
lake. Other important features, frequently referred to in the literature on the area, are “sand” 
and the “island”. These three terms, lake, sand, and island, comprise the geographical 
features peculiar to the lagoon region. The literature describes them as connected to each 
other in the context of the Idku Buhayra area.

The term sand did not mean the desert, but sand dunes. It seems natural that there are 
many references to sand in the description of the Maryut Lake area, the area northwest 
of the Mahmudiya Canal, because, unlike the Idku Buhayra area, it is bordered by the 
Libyan Desert. Nevertheless, we find many references to sand in the literature on the Idku 
Buhayra area. In fact, sand was a significant threat to the area, as explained by al-Maqrizi 
in his description of Idku41, which is in the center of the area, located in the sand peninsula 
between the Mediterranean and Idku Lake:

In Lower Egypt existed Nujum town (madinat al-nujum). Sand (rimal) and salt marsh 
(sibakh) seized it. Today it is known as Idku village on the seashore between Rosetta 
and Alexandria.

Usually, a sand dune is produced by sand or soil blown by wind. In this context, the 
words of al-Maqrizi are evocative of the fact that the Idku Buhayra area was threatened 
from two directions, north and south42. The threats from the north were unusually high 
water levels in the Mediterranean and strong winds, whereas the threats from the south were 
the excessive flooding by the Nile and the resulting invasion of sand and soil.

Despite these negative images, the sand also had positive associations with human life 
in the old literature because it was described as related to wells (bir). It is known that, in 
39	Cooper, op.cit., 61.
40	Zaytun, 1936, 31.
41	 Ibid., 13.
42	 Ibid., 20.
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ancient times, there were wells in the sand, that is, at the bases of sand dunes43. This meant 
that other sources of freshwater, apart from the Nile, existed in the area. In fact, the people 
of Idku used the water from the wells for drinking, cooking, and yielding crops until 192844.

In addition, sand was described as being connected to the island. It is known that a 
group of islands existed in Idku Lake during the Islamic Ages. Some were covered with 
forests and others with deserted stones, near to which were the ancient destroyed remains of 
house walls, tree stems, castle parts and piled-up animal bones45.

This indicates that the islands in the lake were suitable places for living during the 
Islamic Ages. Some of them, called “hills” in the literature, could be identified with ancient 
remains in the archeological maps. As Ali Mubarak stated46:

It is learnt from the historians’ words that all of this land was cultivated and there 
existed the flourishing gardens. And, until today, there are the remains of ancient 
towns, which existed there. They are the hills (tilal) that are located inside Idku Lake 
and outside it.

So far, we have examined the geographical features of the Idku Buhayra region, 
referring to the three words that characterize the region in the literature: lake, sand, and 
island. They apparently constituted a typical lagoon landscape. 

Ecological Features
The lagoon landscape created an ecological system peculiar to the Idku Buhayra area 

in the Islamic Ages. It is reflected in the impressive variety of livelihoods available to the 
people of the area. Here, we provide two descriptions from the Islamic literature47:

Abu Qir Lake [i.e., Idku Lake] is a lake of salt water, which flows out from the 
Mediterranean (al-bahr al-rumi) between Alexandria and Rosetta, and it has a small 
khalij (bay) derived from Alexandria Khalij, in which the water of the Nile flows at 
the time of the high water level of the Nile. Here, a lot of tax [is] collected from the 
fishery, and there are many salt mines (mallaha), from which the salt is exported to 
European countries (bilad al-faranj) and the others (al-Qalqashandi).

And, the water goes out from the Mediterranean to a lake below the Mediterranean 
through a khalij, on which two towns exist: ... one is Jiddiya and the other is Itku [Idku]. 
There exist many cucurbitaceous plants (maqathi) and date trees, but all of them are in 
sand. A khalij from the Nile, named “Hafir”, flows in this lake [Idku Lake]. Its length 
is half day by sailing, and there many birds (tair), fishes (samak) and grasses (‘ushb). 
The extraordinary volume of the fishes from this lake are found in Alexandria, and 
they are bought at the very least value and the very cheap price. Then, the water is 

43	 “al-abar al-maujuda bil-rimal” (by Ali Mubarak); Zaytun, 1936, 20.
44	 Ibid., 69.
45	Zaytun, 1962, 49.
46	 Ibid., 48–49.
47	 Ibid., 46–47; Zaytun, 1936, 29–31.
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separated from this lake (al-Maqrizi)48.

These quotations indicate that hunting (of fish and birds) was a key source of 
livelihoods in the area. In particular, the fishery in Idku Lake was flourishing because of 
the combined seawater and freshwater environment. Other words that stand out in the 
quotations, indicating the variety of livelihoods in the region, are salt mines  and grasses, 
indicating the existence of small industries based on salted fish (fasikh) and grass products49. 
Thus, the quotations indicate that livelihoods were based on the salty land and marshes, 
both of which are usually considered to provide unsuitable conditions for human living.

In addition, Idku Lake was used for commercial transportation, as indicated by the 
mention of “sailing” in the quotation, although this was limited to the season when the Nile 
flooded. It is also noted that the sand offered a passage or pass, a way for people to travel, 
as opposed to the marshland50.

3.3. Ecology of the Idku Buhayra Area in Modern Times
The Nineteenth Century

According to the local history of Idku Buhayra area, Muhammad Ali was so impressed 
by the beautiful landscape and climate of the area that he incorporated its land into his 
private domain (ab’adiya)51:

In that day, Muhammad Ali Pasha passed Ma’adiya [the settlement located on the shore 
of Idku Lake52] with his horse, and was astonished by its beautiful scene and climate. 
And, he ordered to include it into his private properties, which were called “ab’adiya”, 
and he took a rest here on the beautiful powdery sand. Then, he went towards Idku.

As this description indicates, Muhammad Ali was impressed not by the agricultural 
fertility of the area, but by its beautiful scenery and climate. This landscape and the 
ecological system based on it in the Idku Buhayra area seemed to continue until the end of 
the nineteenth century.

However, there is insufficient data and information to discuss the ecological system 
in the Idku Buhayra area in the nineteenth century in detail. We must be content with the 
following description of Idku by Ali Mubarak, which describes the social and economic 
features of life there, given the ecological background peculiar to the Idku Buhayra area in 
the nineteenth century53:

In it [Idku] there is a wind mill, a salted fish (fasikh) factory, many date trees, whose 
number is about 70 thousands, and grape orchards. On its land, watermelon, kinds of 

48	 al-Maqrizi’s description is of Alexandria Lake, which is considered to be the present-day Maryut Lake. 
However, the local historian Zaytun concluded that Alexandria Lake in the description mentioned above 
was not Maryut Lake, but Idku Lake (Zaytun, 1936, 73–78).

49	These industries were observed in the Idku area in the twentieth century, as will be explained below.
50	The sand was considered a kind of road ( ‘aqaba) (Zaytun, 1936, 15).
51	Zaytun, 1936, 57. This is also confirmed by the fact that the Buhayra Land Company, the developer of the 

area, bought the lands from the royal families, as is mentioned below.
52	 Ibid., 73–78.
53	 Ibid., 65–66.
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cucumber are cultivated, and there, many kinds of texture that are Alexandrian silk, 
sheets, towels and belts. ... And, many people there are catching fishes from the lake, 
and others are planting kinds of fruits and dates and bringing them to Alexandria and 
others. There, any kind of grain is not cultivated, because the sand covers the land. 
People buy the grains from Rosetta, Alexandria and the countries of rice (bilad al-
aruzz). They drink the water from the well (hafa‘ir), which they excavate the sand by 
about two meters.

This description shows that the people in the Idku Buhayra area had a varied livelihood 
system peculiar to the lagoon region, involving a combination of the fishery, agriculture, 
and small manufactures. It is also apparent that the economic life was linked with the 
markets in Alexandria and Rosetta.

It is certain that the fishery played a central role in the economic activities of the Idku 
Buhayra area in the nineteenth century. In a document on market duties (hamla) in 1858, we 
can find some interesting information concerning the fishery and fishermen in those days, 
in relation to the Idku Buhayra area:

The salted fish (fasikh) is the processed good in the special District of Matariya 
(maslahat al-matariya) [Idku region]. And, this special District is under the contract 
system of tax collecting (iltizam) on which the big contract value of tax collecting (mal) 
is levied as the duty paid to the Treasury (miri). Accordingly, if, besides the contract 
value of tax collecting (amwal al-iltizam), the hamla tax is imposed on the salted fish 
in markets (aswaq), the burden [of the merchants (bayya‘)] would be doubled. And in 
addition, if the merchants move, circling markets, for selling the salted fish from one 
village (balad) to another, and they pay the hamla tax in every market, their burden 
would be multiply-stacked.
On this point, it is important to note that salted fish was usually a food for poor people 
(ma’kulat al-fuqara’). The sellers would pass on the burden of the hamla tax to the 
purchasers by raising the price of their good, the salted fish. In addition, the double 
burden when the hamla tax was collected more than once would inevitably cause 
a decrease of purchasing power, which would then lead to the contract value of tax 
collecting being in arrears. For these reasons, the Governor of Egypt decided that the 
hamla tax would not be paid to its collectors (hamli) in regard to salted fish. As for the 
regulations on the contract system of tax collecting in the special District of Matariya, 
they remained as before.
They [fishermen] could not be categorized as professionals (arbab al-karat) on whom 
the professional tax (wirku) was imposed, nor as farmers (muzari’in) on whom the land 
tax (amwal al-atyan) was imposed54.

The Twentieth Century
As mentioned before, the Egyptian government paid attention to the land development 

54	Hiroshi Kato, “Hamla Tax (Market Duties) in the Middle of the Nineteenth Century in Egypt,” The 
Memoirs of the Institute for Advanced Studies on Asia, University of Tokyo, 103, 1987, 35-46, 40 (in 
Japanese).
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of the Idku Buhayra area at the end of the nineteenth century. Then, the land development 
policy introduced at the turn of the twentieth century—that is, the transition from basin 
irrigation to perennial irrigation, which was initiated by the state and then fostered by the 
private sector—was so rapid and drastic that it completely changed the general landscape 
and ecology in the Idku Buhayra area55.

The shift to perennial irrigation resulted in a rapid decrease of the surface area of Idku 
Lake, as shown in Table 6. In the 30 years from 1906 to 1935, the surface areas of other lakes 
decreased by 12% to 15%; during the same interval, Idku Lake decreased by 46% and Abu 
Qir Lake, close to Idku Lake, disappeared in the first half of the twentieth century. The policy 
changes also caused the disappearance of many of the sand dunes and islands, which were 
mentioned above as the features of the landscape that were particular to the Idku Buhayra area.

Table 6. Surface areas of Egyptian lakes in 1906 and 1935 (km2)

Lake 1906 1935 Decreased
surface area

Rate of
decrease (%)

Maryut 290 248 42 15
Idku 270 147 123 46
Burullus 690 588 102 15
Manzala 1,930 1,710 220 12
Qarun 270 231 39 15

Source:   Lyons, Henry George, Sir, The Physiography of the River Nile and its Basin (Cairo: National 
Printing Department, 1906), 336; Faouzi, Hussein, Rapport sur les Pêcheries d’Égypte en 1935 
(Cairo: 1938), 13.

The 1920s and 1930s were the periods when land development proceeded in the Idku 
Buhayra area. However, we can still observe the features of the landscape and ecology 
mentioned before as peculiar to the Idku Buhayra area in the Islamic Ages. There is 
insufficient space to discuss this point in detail here. However, we provide an overview 
of the landscape and livelihoods of the people of the Idku region56 in the 1930s based on 
descriptions provided by a local historian, Zaytun (1936), supported by some statistical data 
and information.

Drinking Water57

As mentioned above, the people of Idku used water from wells for drinking. The wells 
were in the north of Idku, and they provided water to the pumps in the fields. It was hard 
work to bring water from the wells or pumps to the people’s houses because of the great 
distance between them. As noted above, in the Islamic literature, the wells were described 
as being related to the sand because they were usually located in the sand dunes. In 1929, 
freshwater was delivered to Idku by pipes from Busili, located in the east of Idku, and a 
ferroconcrete reservoir, with a surface of 650m2, was built for keeping water, which was 
then distributed to all the houses from the reservoir by pipes.

55	 In this period, there was great development not only in the Idku Buhayra area, but also in the Buhayra 
governorate in general, as shown by the increase of izba and of the settlements of nomadic people. See 
Kato and Iwasaki, 2015.

56	Most of the descriptions here are based on a book entitled Idku (Zaytun, 1936). The term Idku is not 
clearly defined in the book, but it appears to signify the city of Idku and also the region of which the city 
of Idku was the center (markaz). It is especially concerned with the landscape and economic activities of 
Idku.

57	On drinking water, see Zaytun, 1936, 117–118.
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Fishery58

During the 1930s, the people of Idku had multiple, simultaneous occupations and there 
were customs of labor division among family members. Therefore, it is difficult to estimate 
the occupational structure among the people in Idku. Zaytun (1936) considered that the 
percentage of occupations in which the men of Idku were employed was as follows: 30% 
in hunting (of fish and birds), 15% in agriculture, 25% in commerce, 10% in manufactures, 
and 20% in professional occupations.

The most well-known occupation in the Idku region was the hunting of fish (the 
fishery), which had existed since ancient times59. As mentioned above, there are many 
descriptions of the fishery in the Idku region in the Islamic literature. In the 1930s, the 
fishery was prosperous. Zaytun discussed the fishery in detail by types of fish.

As discussed, the water surface of Idku Lake decreased by significantly more than 
did other lakes in Egypt over the 30 years from 1906 to 1935. Interestingly, however, 
accordingly to survey reports on the fishery from 1920 to 193560, the fish harvest did not 
decrease in line with the lake’s surface area. In fact, the fish harvest actually increased in 
the 1920s, as shown in Table 7.

It appeared that Lake Idku, where seawater and freshwater commingled, continued to 
be a rich fishery, to the extent that, in 1938, Idku Lake had the highest harvest value of fish 
per feddan of water surface among Egyptian lakes61.

Table 7. Fishing harvest in Egypt (1920–30) (tonnage)
1920 1921 1922 1923 1924 1925 1926 1927 1928 1929a 1929b 1930

Sea Fisheries Trawl fishery 1,207 926 1,902 1,740 1,660 1,470 1,265 1,570 1,030 966 966 2,100
Sardine fishery 2,350 1,900 2,275 2,600 1,570 1,700 770 1,700 2,220 2,938 1,392 7,867
Shore fishery 3,530 3,300 2,800 2,500 1,540 1,600 1,400 1,500 2,370 2,722 4,877 3,741
Total 7,087 6,126 6,977 6,840 4,770 4,770 3,435 4,770 5,620 6,626 7,235 13,708

Lake Fisheries Manzala 12,911 10,028 11,058 11,292 13,160 11,477 14,056 16,400 15,156 11,384 11,384 12,155
Burulus 2,913 2,871 4,510 3,326 3,385 2,895 3,145 4,200 3,370 4,251 4,251 4,585
Idku 1,693 2,062 2,500 2,900 2,500 2,972 5,082 7,678 7,885 3,387 3,387 7,290
Maryut 1,650 2,182 3,780 4,000 5,435 4,300 3,819 4,587 1,988 1,041 1,041 832
Qarun 4,100 1,551 2,632 1,108 1,546 2,600 2,663 5,039 2,544 483 483 917

Bardawil - - - - - 200 - - 455 - - 335
Total 23,267 18,694 24,480 22,626 26,026 24,444 28,765 37,904 31,398 20,546 20,546 26,114

Nile, Canals, and Drains 5,000 4,500 5,000 5,000 4,800 5,520 4,240 4,750 4,980 5,000 5,000 4,446
Total Yield of Egyptian Waters 35,354 29,320 36,457 34,466 35,596 34,734 36,440 47,424 41,998 32,172 32,781 44,269
Excess of Imports over Exports 6,262 4,956 4,877 5,108 4,557 6,897 6,972 5,801 5,120 4,885 4,885 5,178
General Total of Fish Consumed 41,616 34,276 41,334 39,574 40,153 41,631 43,412 53,225 47,118 37,057 37,666 49,447

Note: Bardawil refers to fishing activities in canals and birkas (small reservoirs).
Source: Faouzi 1938.

Agriculture
Zaytun summarized the history of agriculture in Idku. He commented that, in ancient 

times, agriculture had been the first livelihood for those living in Idku, utilizing the water 

58	For details on the mode of life among the fishing people, see Zaytun, 1936, 119–120.
59	The fishery was economically important to the region. However, the hunting of birds was also an 

important livelihood. Zaytun mentioned it in detail (Zaytun, 1936, 131–132, 135, 136) by types of 
birds, ways of hunting, and so on. Here, however, we focus on the fishery to represent the occupation of 
hunting.

60	Survey reports on the fishery from 1920 to 1935 contain detailed information on the fishery, including 
fishing harvests by kind of fish, the number of fishing boats, the number of fishermen, export volumes of 
fish, and so on.

61	Faouzi, op.cit., 135.
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supplied to the lands by the Nile62. In his time, however, he proudly stated that “Idku was 
freed from the pains to exploit the soil”, with its limited incomes for livelihoods, and was 
free to pursue other activities and labors. This discussion apparently refers to the impacts 
of the transition of irrigation systems from basin to perennial irrigation on the economic 
activities in Idku Buhayra area.

Zaytun also stated that the agricultural lands in Idku were composed of sand, the 
surface area of which was 24,000 feddan, in addition to 6,000 feddan of fallow (salty) land, 
which would be reclaimed when the Nile was close to flooding them. He also provided 
the following information on agriculture in Idku: the methods of irrigation (rain, pumps, 
wells, and mills (tawahin)), the fertilizer (pigeon dung only), and the crops (date, grape, 
watermelon, cucumber, melon, guava, tomato, pumpkin, and fig). Zaytun provided details 
on the cultivation of the fruits and vegetables, other than dates (which we discuss in more 
detail below).

The key fact that stands out regarding agriculture in Idku is that the main crops, 
including dates, were fruits and vegetables, which contrasted with the situation in the other 
regions of the Buhayra governorate.

This is confirmed by the description of Ali Mubarak on the Idku region in the 
nineteenth century, and by the Islamic literature, as mentioned above. Overall, these sources 
suggest that the basic pattern of agriculture in Idku did not change immediately after the 
transition to the permanent irrigation method.

Date trees
Among the agricultural crops in Idku, the most important and well-known was the 

date63. The date tree was the symbol of the new Idku in the 1930s. Zaytun’s book Idku 
has a photograph of a date tree on its first page, which is referred to as “the statue of the 
renaissance of Idku”. It is interesting that many date trees were planted in Idku, a region 
located along the Mediterranean, because the date tree is usually considered more suited to 
Upper Egypt and the desert region.

The planting of date trees appears to be related to the sand that was a feature of the 
landscape peculiar to the Idku region as the date trees were planted not only for their 
marketable crops, but also to prevent sand erosion. The number of trees and date plantation 
owners increased greatly from 1901 to 1907, as shown in Table 8.

According to Zaytun, there were 30,000 date trees in Idku in 193864. He introduced the 
date trees in detail by kind, which were zaghlul, sammani, and others, on their history and 
the way of their planting and manufacturing, and the taxation on them.

Manufacturing
There are no statistical data on manufacturing in the area65. However, Zaytun mentioned 

the existence of many kinds of manufactures, most of which were small-scale and related to 

62	Zaytun, 1936, 141–144.
63	 Ibid., 138–141.
64	 Ibid., 139–140.
65	 Ibid., 144–148.
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the livelihoods in the Idku region66. These are discussed below, based on the list in Zaytun.
The most important manufactures were textiles, including dyeing. There were 1,000 

old-style weaving looms, and looms of the new style were being introduced in houses and 
factories. It was estimated that there were 1,000 weavers, excluding the children and women 
who were also engaged in this activity. The weavers made textiles for domestic purposes, 
but also for export, particularly silk and cotton goods.

The small manufactures related to the fishery were also important. These included net 
making, ice making for the export of fish, and making salted fish (fasikh baladi), sardines, 
and fish roe, all of which were sold in markets.

The milling of grains and rice was another manufacture. In old times, windmills were 
constructed of wood, in the style of Dutch windmills, on a mound in the north of Idku. The 
mound was named “Kum al-Tawahin” (Hill of Mills) because there were seven windmills 
on it. In modern times, these were replaced with iron mills, driven by wind. The people of 
Idku also bought rice and milled it using machines attached to the mills.

The small manufactures related to the date trees and made of their parts were 
numerous. They included the making of large baskets for picking fruit and fish, the making 
of ropes and saddles for donkeys and camels, the making of pressed dates (‘aghwa), and the 
drying of dates.

Finally, the manufactures included the making of furniture, the creation of mats from 
the grasses of the Lake (baradi), used for wrapping date trees and for spreading pressed and 
other dates, and the making of leather bags from animal skins.

Commerce and Transportation
As mentioned, Idku is located between the Mediterranean and Idku Lake, and between two 

66	 Ibid.

Table 8. Number of date trees taxed and number of owners by governorate (1901, 1907)
1901 1907

Governorate No. of owners No. of trees No. of owners No. of trees
Lower Egypt Buhayra 8,309 175,291 10,340 214,802

Sharqiya 46,717 736,588 88,608 816,640
Daqahliya 12,566 114,557 15,120 124,441
Gharbiya 15,114 299,785 18,041 349,011
Qalyubiya 12,108 177,145 14,646 198,019
Menufiya 7,956 38,601 9,449 37,642

Upper Egypt Ashyut 64,505 636,291 77,557 730,038
Aswan 70,508 634,399 61,333 705,961
Beni Suef 18,155 167,768 27,680 187,125
Fayyum 29,738 372,850 38,296 437,756
Girga 48,529 458,999 62,333 566,716
Giza 28,196 405,607 30,923 435,603
Qena 49,478 449,061 65,126 623,857
Minya 41,509 448,213 53,978 488,023

Special towns Arish 1,099 39,479 2,100 46,429
Suez 101 1,698 154 3,947

Total 454,588 5,156,332 575,684 5,966,010
Source:   Ministère des Finances, Direction de la Statistique, Annuaire Statistique de l’Égypte 1910 (Cairo, 

Imprimerie Nationale), 258.



0
3

8
Environm

ent and D
evelopm

ent in M
odern Egypt

cities, Rosetta and Alexandria67. Until 1848, the traffic routes for commerce and transportation 
seemed to have changed very little from those mentioned in the Islamic literature.

The traffic routes by boat were from Rosetta to Alexandria via Idku and Abu Qir, from 
Idku to the border points of Idku Lake, connecting Rosetta district with the two districts of 
Abu Hummus and Kafr Dawwar, and from Idku to Rosetta.

The land routes suitable for riding animals, including horses, mules, and donkeys, 
included a route to Rosetta, which was a distance of 2 hours, and was exposed to the danger 
of jackals and robbers. There was also a route to Alexandria, after traveling to the harbor of 
Ma’addiya, which took six hours by the boating to Alexandria from it.

The modern traffic routes were by train and by car. Around 1848, the railroad was 
constructed, which connected Alexandria with Rosetta, via Idku. It took around 20 minutes 
from Idku to Rosetta, and 1 hour and 25 minutes from Idku to Alexandria. The train passed 
by Idku four times a day for passengers and twice for cargo.

For cars, a road was constructed between Rosetta and Alexandria in 1924 and the 
North Company for Transportation began to manage it in 1936. Following improved 
management of this road, it took 1 hour to travel by car from Idku to Alexandria and 20 
minutes to travel from Idku to Rosetta.

Examining the full impact of these changes in transportation on the social and 
economic lives of the people of the Idku Buhayra area is a topic for future research. 
However, it can be assumed that the society was deeply transformed by the construction 
of these train and car traffic networks. Here, we briefly examine the impacts from the 
viewpoint of the regional economy in the Idku Buhayra area.

It is well-known that economic life in rural Egypt was organized in terms of the chain 
of the periodical market, the weekly market in Egypt, the animal market, the market for 
such everyday goods as vegetables—known as the vegetable market—and the permanent 
shops in local cities.

The main nodes of the market chain were the animal markets, for draft animals were 
essential capital for agriculture. The following was the chain of animal markets in the 
Buhayra governorate in 193468: Atf and Itay Barud (Sunday), Damanhur (Monday), Dilingat 
and Abu Hummus (Tuesday), Berkat Gattas and Lakana Uamsina (Wednesday), Kafr 
Dawwar and Shubrakhit (Thursday), and Nighila and Saft Maluk (Sunday). It is significant 
that there was no animal market in Idku Buhayra composed of the newly developed lands.

The Buhayra governorate was adjacent to the Libyan Desert, and many nomads 
(Bedouins) were settled in the fringe of the Desert69. The Bedouin culture was influential 
in the Buhayra governorate, and the animal market in Damanhur was the contact point 
where the Bedouins and fellahin (farmers) came together to trade. Animals were important 
in the livelihood of the people in the Idku Buhayra area, but they were mainly used for 
transportation, not for agriculture.

Zaytun (1936) pointed out that, apart from the more than 1,000 commercial points that 
existed, there were fish markets (halaqa) on the shore of the lake, and the local committee 
67	 Ibid., 148–152.
68	Société Royale d’Agriculture, Memento Agricole Egyptien 1934 (Cairo: Société Royale d’Agriculture, 

1935), 27.
69	See Kato and Iwasaki, 2015.
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(Majlis Mahalli) had a large halaqa, which was lent out to the traders of fish. There were 10 
coffee shops in Idku, frequented by many fishermen and traders, and some officials; farmers 
and manufacturers were not permitted to visit these coffee shops70.

Conclusion

The interesting fact that can be deduced by examining this paper is that the people in 
the Idku Buhayra area seemed to enjoy rich and varied social and economic lives, adapting 
themselves to the features of the landscape and ecology peculiar to the Idku Buhayra area 
until the 1930s, despite the fact that the area was considered to have declined during the 
Islamic Ages compared with its prosperity in ancient times. As Zaytun commented71:

By the term of economy, we mean the people’s works that are concentrated in the 
hunting, the agriculture, the manufacturing, the commerce and the profession. Idku is 
envied to the effect that there is no unemployed and no beggar. The members of family 
are, as I mentioned before, all of them, [able to] help themselves in the fulfilment of their 
necessities. Man, woman, boy and girl, also senior man in addition, make efforts together in 
work and there is no lazy person. Men come together and cooperate in many occupations of 
the works mentioned above. In other words, there is no violation, and they make efforts to 
gain the foods, being not arrogant and not lazy.

Today, the landscape and the livelihoods in the area are typical of rural Egypt in 
general and it is difficult to imagine the particular landscapes and livelihoods mentioned in 
this paper as belonging to the Idku Buhayra area.

In other words, a drastic and irreversible transformation of the society in the Idku area 
occurred in modern times, particularly from the end of the nineteenth century, as a result 
of rapid land development. In the process of this land development and modernization, the 
previous ecological system and the livelihoods peculiar to it were destroyed.

The social transformation of the Idku Buhayra area appeared to occur later and to be 
more dramatic than in other areas of rural Egypt because the area was peripheral to the 
delta, part of an area that had the features of the landscape and economy that were particular 
to the lagoon region.

However, in our opinion, the ecological complexity and the varied lifestyle, based on 
the combination of agriculture, hunting (fish and birds), manufacturing, and commerce in 
the Idku Buhayra area, could be observed in other areas of rural Egypt to varying degrees. 
Thus, in summary, the historical experience of the Idku Buhayra area is not an exceptional 
case, but a common case in the history of the modernization of Egypt.

70	Zaytun, 1936, 151. Regarding exports and imports, Zaytun listed the agricultural and manufacturing 
goods in Idku, as mentioned above. The important export goods were marine products (fresh and salted 
fish), birds, fruits, and industrial products (silk and cotton textiles and other miscellaneous goods). The 
main imports were many kinds of food, fuel, household goods, goods for hunting (fish and birds), and 
other miscellaneous goods (Zaytun, 1936, 151–152).

71	 Ibid., 128.


