
The Mahmoudié mystery 

The start of the quest 

I blame Roseanne Dunne. In an article in the Dublin Historical Record in 1996, about No 
25 Fitzwilliam Place in Dublin1, Ireland, she said that the house first appeared in directories 
in 1843, when it was occupied by one William Watson, of whom she wrote: 

In 1843 he became a director of the City of Dublin Steam Packet Co. Before this he had 
devised a canal passenger barge which was subsequently bought by the Egyptian 
Government and, in 1839, had invented and patented the composite method of 
shipbuilding.2 

She provided no more information. A note at the end of the article reads 

Editor's Note: 

We are grateful to Hazel Smyth for supplying us with these unpublished notes from 
Roseanne Dunne's research. 

I have written about a 120-foot "passenger barge" designed and built for William Watson of 
the City of Dublin Steam Packet Company3: there is a web version on my Irish Waterways 
History website.4 My main sources were 

 The Mechanics' Magazine, Museum, Register, Journal, and Gazette5 

 "Steam Navigation on the Shannon" from Saunders's News Letter6 

 "Steam Power on Canals" in Minutes of Proceedings of the Institution of Civil 
Engineers.7 

I have since obtained, from the Canal & River Trust Archives at Ellesmere Port8, a drawing 
of a "Plan of a Canal Passage Boat planned and built under the directions of William Watson 
Esqre AM 1840"; the length is shown as 117' 0" and the maximum beam seems to be about 
6' 6". I have no information on how the drawing came to be in the C&RT archives.9 

It was expected that a long, narrow boat could be moved faster, or with less energy, than a 
shorter, wider boat. Watson's vessel was too long to fit in any Irish locks but it was designed 
to be shortened to pass through the locks. Two methods were suggested: the first, the 
hinged [or, perhaps more accurately, the unhinged] design, provided for the two ends of the 
boat to be folded alongside the hull; the second had two sections, which could be separated 
and passed side by side through the lock. 

Early accounts of the vessel do not mention the proposed method of propulsion but Robert 
Mallet, in "Steam Power on Canals",10 said that it was originally designed to be drawn by 
horses. Watson was manager of the inland department of the City of Dublin Steam Packet 
Company, which operated a passenger-carrying packet service between Limerick and 
Killaloe, on the lower reaches of the non-tidal part of the River Shannon. However, according 
to both Saunders's News Letter and Robert Mallet, extensive experiments were conducted 
with a steam engine fitted in the aft section of the vessel. Saunders thought that they were 
successful, and said that, after being fitted out, the boat would shortly proceed to her station 
on the Shannon by way of the Grand Canal; Mallet, however, said that the boat never 
achieved the hoped-for 8 mph under steam. 



I believe that, whether horse-drawn or steam-powered, the boat would have been extremely 
dangerous on its intended station on the lower Shannon. At one point, it would have had to 
cross the River Shannon at right angles: a 120-foot boat, of 6' 6" beam, exposed to the full 
force of the Shannon, could not have operated safely. I have not yet found any record of her 
entering service there, although I have not exhausted all possible sources. 

Roseanne Dunne's second sentence raised the possibility that the boat went to the Nile 
rather than to the Shannon — or that a similar boat went to the Nile: in other words, that two 
very long, very narrow passenger vessels were built. 

The possible link between Watson and the Egyptian government is through Charles Wye 
Williams, who founded and ran the City of Dublin Steam Packet Company: he was also a 
founder director of the Peninsular and Oriental Steam Navigation Company, P&O, which 
won the contract for mails from Britain to Alexandria en route to Egypt. The P&O also carried 
passengers to Alexandria; from there they took the Overland Route, the transit, from 
Alexandria on the Mediterranean to Suez on the Red Sea. The first part of that route was 
along the Mahmoudié Canal, which linked Alexandria to the Nile. I could find nothing to 
suggest that horse-drawn passenger boats were used on any other Egyptian navigation, so I 
concentrated on the Mahmoudié. 

The links between Watson, Williams and the P&O meant that it was not impossible that a 
horse-drawn passenger boat, a track-boat, designed for the Shannon might have ended up 
in Egypt. After all, the P&O itself came into existence only because ships built for the Atlantic 
became available for the Mediterranean. 

The quest itself 

I set out to see whether I could find any evidence that Watson's boat — the one tested in 
Ireland or any other built to the same design — ended up in Egypt; failing that, I hoped to be 
able to establish whether there was evidence to the contrary: anything that would prove that 
Watson's boat did not reach the Nile. 

I have relied almost entirely on sources available on the internet and I make no apology for 
doing so. My own library is lamentably deficient in works on early nineteenth century 
Egyptian canals, I am unlikely ever to be able to explore (or even to establish) what Egyptian 
archives exist and even the P&O archive in London is, for the moment, out of my reach. This 
exercise may be taken therefore as an illustration of what can be achieved by using the 
internet — and of the limitations of its resources. 

Amongst them is the fact that I could use only English-language sources. There was much 
French activity in Egypt in the period in question; most of the material produced thereby was 
inaccessible to me. Materials in Ottoman Turkish or in Arabic, with non-Latin writing 
systems, were even further out of reach as I could not even search for them. That means 
that my account is incomplete.11 

I should make one further point about language. In quoting others, I have used whatever 
spellings they used for proper nouns; I have myself adopted the spellings Mahmoudié, Atfé, 
Boulec and the name Muhammad Ali as standard, not because I deem them (or am in any 
way competent to judge them) to be superior to the many alternatives but because I thought 
standardisation itself desirable. In searching, I used many variants, but it is possible that 
there are others that might have been found by more imaginative spelling. 

In The Hitch Hiker's Guide to the Galaxy, Douglas Adams wrote: 



Stress and nervous tension are now serious social problems in all parts of the Galaxy, 
and it is in order that this situation should not be in any way exacerbated that the 
following facts will now be revealed in advance. 

He revealed that his heroes would survive the missile attack then under way but that a 
sperm whale and a bowl of petunias would not. However, three coffee cups would be broken 
and somebody's upper arm would be bruised. He continued: 

In order that some sense of mystery should still be preserved, no revelation will yet be 
made concerning whose upper arm sustains the bruise. This fact may safely be made the 
subject of suspense since it is of no significance whatsoever.12 

In the same spirit, I here reveal that I did not find any evidence that Watson's boat ended up 
on the Nile; on the other hand, I found no evidence to show that it did not, or even to make it 
any less likely that it did. 

On the other hand, I have produced what I think is the most comprehensive English-
language account13 of a canal that, while not in Britain or Ireland, was important to UK 
interests for a crucial period in the first half of the nineteenth century. This account may, 
some day, be of interest to someone else and, with that in mind, I have provided references 
throughout. 

In order to preserve some sense of mystery, I say nothing here about the number of camels, 
the pigs of Atfé or the Eglinton Tournament tents. An earlier conflict, and a bloodier one, 
starts the story. 

The destruction of the old canal of Alexandria 

In July 1798 Napoleon Bonaparte invaded Egypt. His army was successful against both 
Mamluk and Ottoman forces, but in August a British fleet, led by Rear-Admiral Sir Horatio 
Nelson, destroyed both the French fleet and Napoleon's ambitions for France in the 
Mediterranean. Napoleon left for France in August 1799, overthrew the Directory and thus 
the republic in November and became First Consul and effective dictator of France. 

Napoleon's army remained in Egypt, however, and on 8 March 1801 a British force landed at 
Aboukir Bay. It overcame French resistance to the landing, defeated an attack at Mandora 
on 13 March and won a much larger engagement at the Battle of Alexandria on 21 March, 
forcing the French army in Alexandria to surrender in September 1801.14 

The map of the battles describes the Canal of Alexandria as "dry except at the overflowing of 
the Nile", but in April 1801 the British forces breached it15. An account of the campaign in a 
Naval History of Great Britain16 says that the French feared that the British would cut the 
canal; the British found a letter expressing that fear and promptly took the hint, thus splitting 
the French forces by letting the water from Lake Madié/Aboukir flood the dry Lake Mareotis. 
That contention is supported by a remark on a French map in the David Rumsey Historical 
Map Collection: 

Coupures faites par les Anglais pour inonder le lac Mareotis (29 Germinal An 9; 19 Avril 
1801).17 

That date is four days later than that given in the Naval History of Great Britain. John James 
McGregor, however, says that the operation took place on the thirteenth: 

General Hutchinson felt considerable reluctance in destroying this venerable relique of 
antiquity; besides, the mischiefs which it might occasion were incalculable, as it was 
impossible to form any judgment where such a sea could be checked. The security of the 



army was, however, viewed as a matter of more urgent importance than any other 
consideration, and the soldiers received the orders for cutting the canal with transports of 
joy. Several cuts having been made about six yards in breadth, the waters rushed in 
through seven different channels on the 13th with a fall of six feet; and they continued 
entering for a month with considerable impetuosity. Four cuts of the seven were soon 
united, and as the gap thus formed was too wide for a bridge, the communication was 
supported by means of boats stationed at the opening, in which the Arabs with provisions 
were ferried over.18 

Because the canal ran on a narrow isthmus, it seems that cutting the one also cut the other. 
The British interest was in letting the waters from one lake flood the other; cutting the canal 
was an unavoidable side-effect. 

The importance of the canal to Alexandria was explained by Constantin-François Volney, 
who visited the area in the 1780s: 

[...] the country is without water. This must be brought from the Nile by Kalidj, or canal of 
twelve leagues; which conveys it thither every year at the time of the inundation, and fills 
the vaults or reservoirs dug under the ancient city, which must serve till the next year. It is 
evident, therefore, that were a foreign power to take possession, the canal would be shut, 
and all supplies of water shut off.19 

Volney also suggests that the canal was not used for navigation; his is one of the few pieces 
of evidence I have found on the matter: 

Were Egypt under the administration of a wise government, [...] to avoid the very 
dangerous bar of the Bogaz of Rosetta, the canal of Alexandria would be rendered 
navigable, from whence the merchandise might be conveyed immediately to the Porte.20 

The dangerous bar was at the mouth of the Rasheed [Rosetta] branch of the Nile. Boats 
could travel downstream from the interior but, to reach Alexandria, a better port than 
Rasheed, had to get out of the river and sail westward across Aboukir Bay. The Bogaz, the 
bar, was notoriously dangerous; a navigable canal to Alexandria would avoid it. 

James Wilson, whose book was published in 1805, wrote: 

The celebrated cisterns of early times, have many of them fallen into decay, yet still they 
are capable of receiving and retaining water for a numerous population. There are, 
however, certain circumstances respecting the canal of Alexandria, which may produce 
inconveniences to the inhabitants of the city. Having been cut by the British, that the 
waters of Lake Abukir might flow into that of Mareotis, the communication with Alexandria 
was thus unavoidably destroyed; and the waters of the Nile, which usually flowed into the 
cisterns, must be lost among the briny swellings of the lakes. 

We know not whether means have been pursued to repair the breach in the canal of 
Alexandria [...].21 

In 1805, after some years of instability, Muhammad Ali took power as governor in Egypt, part 
of the Ottoman Empire, in which he was nominally subject to its sultan. He successfully 
resisted a British invasion in 1807 and ruled until senility overcame him in the 1840s.22 

Wikipedia's article on the Mahmoudié Canal23 says, without providing a source: 

On May 8, 1807, Sultan Mohamed Ali ordered to dig a canal from the Nile River close to 
Alatf24 village to deliver the water of The Nile to Alexandria through Beheira and to be a 



path for cargo ships. [...] In April 1819 the work stopped due to plague. In January 1820 
the canal was completed and named after Sultan Mahmud II, the Sultan of Istanbul as 
Egypt then was an Ottoman state. 

In May 1807 Muhammad Ali was besieging a British force under General Mackenzie-Fraser 
in Alexandria, but did allow grain to reach the city25. I am inclined to discount the Wikipedia 
date of 1807; I would be surprised if Muhammad Ali had any attention to spare for canal-
building at the time. 

Wikipedia's account of the Alexandria expedition says: 

The British Resident, Major Missett, with support from Duckworth, was able to convince 
General Mackenzie-Fraser of the importance of occupying Rosetta (Reshee'd) and 
Rahmanieh (Er-Rahhma'nee'yeh) to secure supplies for Alexandria because they 
controlled the canal, by which supplies were brought to the city via the Nile.26 

Rasheed [Rosetta] was indeed used for transhipping cargoes between the Nile and the 
sea27. El Rahmanieh was the junction of the old Canal of Alexandria with the Nile, much 
further upstream; it seems to me that there would be little point in occupying it unless (a) the 
canal had been repaired since 1801 and (b) the territory between there and Alexandria could 
be secured. 

In 1814, Henry Light found that some attempts at repairs had been made: 

The division between the two lakes is repaired, and an attempt made to prevent the 
passage of the water into the first mentioned lake: but the measures taken by the Turks 
were insufficient; the sea still passed through, and forms an expanse of shallow water, 
which the evaporation by the sun changes into salt, of which great quantities are collected 
on the banks. [...] The canal of Alexandria runs near the cut: and it seemed very possible 
to render it navigable, by which means a communication with the Nile at Rahmanie might 
be obtained, which would preclude the necessity of encountering the dangerous Boghaz 
of Rosetta.28 

It is not clear whether water was reaching Alexandria by the old canal at that time — or, if it 
was not, how the city was supplied. And it is not clear whether the canal was navigable or 
navigated between 1801 and the completion of the Mahmoudié Canal. 

The Mahmoudié Canal: dimensions and features 

In April 1819, the Northampton Mercury said: 

The Grand Canal which is now making in Egypt, from the river Nile to Alexandria, is 
stated to be nearly complete; and that at this time upwards of 40,000 men are employed 
in it.29 

In December 1819, the Morning Chronicle carried an extract from an unidentified German 
Paper "dated the 30th of September": 

The works on the great canal of Rosetta are going on very rapidly, and it is hoped that the 
water of the Nile may be let into it in twenty days.30 

The phrase "canal of Rosetta" may confuse: the Mahmoudié was built so that boats did not 
have to go through the town of Rosetta [Rasheed], but it linked Alexandria to the Rosetta or 
Canopic branch of the Nile, which was the westernmost branch.31 C Rochfort Scott wrote of 
his journey in 1833–34: 



[...] the excavation of this canal has been of the utmost utility to the commerce of Egypt, 
by avoiding the precarious and dangerous sea navigation to which vessels were 
previously subjected, between Rosetta and Alexandria.32 

The Liverpool Mercury of 14 December 1821 reported that 

The canal of Alexandria has received, in honour of the Sultan, the name Mahmudie. It 
commences near the Nile, a little below Saene, is 41,706 toises33 in length, 15 in breadth, 
and three in depth. A hundred thousand men were set to work on it in January, 1819; this 
number reached afterwards to 290,000. Each workman received a piastre a day. 
European engineers conducted the labours, which were finished September 13.34 

General Sir Charles Napier said that the canal was "sixty miles long, ninety feet wide, 
eighteen deep".35 Sir W J Hooker, in 1847, thought it was 80 miles long.36 The Liverpool 
Mercury believed it to be 47½ miles long, but agreed with Napier on the width and depth.37 
The Rev John Davies Mereweather BA put the distance at 48 miles.38 Lieut G G McDonald 
RN, who had arrived at Suez on the steamer Hugh Lindsay, crossed to Cairo by camel and 
travelled to Alexandria by water, said nothing about the length of the canal but estimated the 
"width of the water-way" at 40 feet and that of the canal at 90; he did not measure the depth 
but reckoned it was least eight feet.39 

Commodore Sir Charles Napier40 said that a skilful engineer might have avoided the 
"considerable circuit round the eastern end of the Lake Mareotis" and thus built a shorter 
canal.41 John H Allan, however, found that the disadvantage of the "considerable circuit" was 
less in the distance than in the difficulty it caused for sailing vessels: 

The first part, however, winding considerably, was of difficult navigation, forcing us to 
tack, track, and pole every two or three minutes. Once past Pompey's Pillar and clear of 
the city, the difficulties ceased [...].42 

On 28 January1841, an anonymous correspondent of Bradshaw's Manchester Journal 
wrote from Cairo: 

The Mahmoudieh Canal is by no means the sort of slimy ditch which, from some 
representations, I was led to conjecture it. It is very broad, the banks in several places 
adorned with villas and rows of trees, and, on the whole, being free from locks, presents 
more the appearance of a river than a canal.43 

R R Madden wrote of his travels in the 1820s: 

The Italian engineers, who were employed in making this canal, were totally ignorant of 
the business they undertook. Instead of placing the mouth in a slanting direction by the 
side of the current, they opposed it to the very force of the stream, by which the mud of 
the Nile is carried right into the canal, and is deposited in immense quantities for the first 
ten miles of its course.44 

Lieutenant G G McDonald RN said in 1834 that 

I descended the Nile from Cairo to Atfé, to the commencement of the canal that has lately 
been made to Alexandria, running off nearly in right angles with the river.45 

That does not accord with what Madden said and the Google satellite photo46 does not seem 
to support Madden's description of a mouth "opposed to the very force of the stream". The 
entrance may have been reoriented since 1820; The Mercury of Hobart, Tasmania said 
many years later: 



The work was badly done, which is not surprising when the conditions are all considered; 
the channel got filled up, and for a space each season the navigation was suspended. 
This was remedied afterwards by improving the openings to the canal at the Nile, so that 
a better supply of water flowed into it.47 

McDonald said that he thought the canal was usable all year round except during Nile 
floods,48 although the Morning Post said that, in May 1842, 

The Mahmoudieh Canal has again been filled with water, so that travellers will not have to 
contend with the same difficulties as unfortunately they experienced this month. The 
Pacha49 will also be enabled to bring his produce to market.50 

The Mahmoudié Canal: locks and levels 

Early travellers said that there were no locks on the canal. C Rochfort Scott said, of his 
journey in 1833–4, that the canal passed mostly through "perfectly flat" land: 

Atfieh is a small but thriving village, at the head of the Mahmoudieh Canal, which 
communicates with the Nile, nearly opposite the town of Fouah. It is here necessary to 
procure another boat, as the communication between the river and canal is maintained 
only by means of sluice-gates, so that at no season of the year, whatever may be the 
respective levels of their waters, can boats be floated from one into the other — a fault 
which leads to much inconvenience, by occasioning great labour and much loss of time in 
the trans-shipment of merchandize. 

During the dry season the bottom of the canal is on a level with the surface of the river. 
Now, it should either have been made four or five feet deeper, so as to allow loaded 
boats to float into it from the Nile, at all seasons of the year; or, the communication should 
have been through the medium of a lock, feeding the canal by a stream led from a higher 
level of the river, to make good the consumption of water which the lock would have 
occasioned. This might still easily be done, and would not be so laborious or expensive a 
work as many less useful ones that have lately been undertaken. The aqueduct might be 
directed from the Nile, near Niquilleh, as straight as possible (by means of artificial 
embankments) to the most southerly point of the Mahmoudieh Canal. A very small stream 
would be sufficient for the purpose required, and by this means the communication 
between the canal and river would be free throughout the year. As it is, however, the 
excavation of this canal has been of the utmost utility to the commerce of Egypt, by 
avoiding the precarious and dangerous sea navigation to which vessels were previously 
subjected, between Rosetta and Alexandria.51 

Commodore Sir Charles Napier confirmed that that there was no lock at the junction with the 
Nile but he said that, in the dry season, the Nile was below the level of the canal, which was 
also several feet above the sea level at Alexandria.52 His view of the water levels accords 
with that of David Lester Richardson in 1849: 

The canal does not form an absolute junction with the Nile. There is an embankment at 
Atfeh to keep the water in the canal when the Nile is low.53 

Robert Curzon was in Egypt in 1834–37: 

One of these worthies [hired interpreters] was sent to engage a boat, to carry us down the 
Mahmoudieh Canal to Atfeh, where the canal is separated from the river by flood-gates, 
in consequence of which impediment we could not proceed in the same boat, but had to 
hire a larger one to take us on to Cairo.54 

William R Wilde55, whose younger son learned about locks later in life, wrote of his 1837 trip: 



About four o'clock we arrived at Atfé, where the canal communicates with the Nile by 
means of a lock, so narrow, however, that boats never pass from one into the other. The 
gates are only opened when the Nile is high, or when the water of the canal becomes too 
low; exhausted by evaporation, or the drain of irrigation.56 

However, in April 1844 the Northampton Mercury, quoting The Britannia, carried a 
correspondent's "interesting narrative of an overland journey to India", which included this: 

We left at half-past nine, had breakfast and luncheon on board, and arrived at Atfeh about 
half-past seven in the evening. It was dark, and such a scene of noise and confusion! 
Fortunately the lock between the canal and the Nile was opened, so we just got out of our 
boats into the Cairo Nile steamers.57 

The Google satellite view shows that there is now a lock at the junction with the Nile. The 
travellers' accounts suggest that a lock was built at some time in the early 1840s. I have 
found no direct report of its construction, but Freda Harcourt, who worked from P&O 
archives, says that ... 

... in 1842 this canal was linked to the Nile so that conveyance between Alexandria and 
Cairo could be made by water.58 

And John Gadsby, who was in "the East" three times [1846–47, 1850–51 and 1852–53] 
wrote that the Mahmoudié Canal ... 

... joins the river Nile, being separated from it by locks. When the river is low, these locks 
are closed, so as to keep the water as much as possible in the canal; but, nevertheless, 
the heat of the climate and the using of the water by the people so reduces the water in 
the canal that in the spring it is scarcely navigable [...].59 

It seems therefore that the canal was originally built without a lock at the junction with the 
canal but that a lock was installed later, although it was not always operable. 

I have no evidence that there was a lock or other water connection at the Alexandria end, to 
link the canal with the harbour. 

Construction or reconstruction? 

Another Wikipedia piece, this one with footnotes, says that the Mahmoudié was a major 
irrigation canal and one of the most notable public works projects constructed in Egypt in 
what it calls the Classic Period (1818–1882). It says that in 1817 Muhammad Ali engaged 
the French engineer Pascal Coste60, first on some small projects and then as Chief Engineer 
for Lower Egypt, which included responsibility for the construction of the Mahmoudié Canal: 

Around 1818, Muhammad Ali conceived the idea of digging a canal that would allow the 
barges bringing cargoes from Upper, Middle and Lower Egypt to reach Alexandria without 
passing Rosetta and the mouth of the river, a point where many ships sank due to the 
turbulence of the waters. He chose a Turkish engineer, Shakir Effendi, to be in charge of 
the design and execution of the work. The canal would begin in the village of Atfa, below 
Fuwwa; would be a little over 80-kilometer (50 mi) long. Shakir Effendi seems to have 
bungled his assignment, and was replaced by the French engineer Pascal Coste (1787–
1879) who completed the canal in a record time of few months in 1820. This canal, which 
linked the Nile with the city’s western harbor, gave Alexandria access to the Egyptian 
heartland and put Egypt face to face with the sea. It also provided Alexandria with Nile’s 
fresh water for the first time in history.61 

That last sentence seems to be untrue. 



It may be that any work before 1818 was on repairing the old Canal of Alexandria rather than 
on digging the new Mahmoudié Canal. The media information62 for the David Rumsey 
website map says that it was published in 1818 and (presumably in the atlas)63 in 1826. 
However, I cannot find anything to say when the area was surveyed. 

Comparing the lines of the two canals on the David Rumsey website64, using the overlay 
slider to show the Mahmoudié as well as the Alexandria Canal, it seems that: 

 the two canals follow roughly, but not precisely, the same route from Alexandria as far as 
Izbat Al Jannab65, north-west of Damanhour. I cannot tell how much of the divergence is 
attributable to differences in mapping technology or practices 

 from Izbat Al Jannab, the Canal of Alexandria runs roughly eastward to join the Nile at El 
Rahmanieh 

 the Mahmoudié Canal, however, runs roughly north-west to join the Nile at El-
Mahmoudeya, which I assume is the modern name for Afté. It is downstream of El 
Rahmanieh, inside an island and with the mouth facing slightly downstream. Fouah, on 
the opposite bank of the Nile, is a larger town 

 apart from the 1801 breach, there is no indication of any damage to the Canal of 
Alexandria. 

I have found only two pieces of evidence that suggest that any part of the Canal of 
Alexandria was re-used to form the Mahmoudié Canal. In July 1820 the Leeds Intelligencer 
printed a report extracted from the New Monthly Magazine on Turkey, Greece and Egypt: 

Moreover, to consolidate and connect his resources, he has lately cleaned and deepened 
the canal leading from Alexandria to the Nile, or what is commonly called the Boghaz of 
Rosetta, which yearly gets worse.66 

As the reporter is evidently ill-informed about the nature of the Bogaz of Rosetta, I am 
inclined to place little value on this evidence. 

The second piece of evidence is that Freda Harcourt, who worked from P&O archives, said 
that in 1819 Muhammad Ali "ordered the dredging and widening of the ancient Mahmoudie 
Canal".67 However, Edward Hogg, who visited Alexandria in 1832, was clear that the 
Mahmoudié was on a new line: 

About half a mile farther is the termination of the pasha's new canal, called the 
Mahmoodeea, lately formed to unite Alexandria with the Nile. A previous channel had 
always existed for the purpose of conveying water to the city, which never had any other 
supply, and where enormous cisterns preserved it, as they do still, for gradual 
consumption. A somewhat different line was, however, selected for the new canal, which, 
navigable for boats of considerable size, now forms an important commercial 
communication with Cairo. It has totally ruined the trade of Rosetta, but has converted 
Alexandria into the metropolis of Egypt — the seat of government, and the centre of 
commerce.68 

On the whole, then, it seems likely that most, if not all, of the Mahmoudié Canal was on a 
new line, but at the Alexandria end it cannot have been very far from its predecessor. 

Olin, who was there in 1839, said that the cisterns under the city were still in use but that the 
aqueducts that supplied them had been either choked with rubbish or destroyed; accordingly 
the cisterns were filled by water carried from the canal by camels "at the season of the 



inundation".69 Richardson, in 1849, said that the canal still supplied Alexandria with fresh 
water, but did not say how it was done.70 

The credit for the idea 

George Bethune English, writing in 1823, explained the matter succinctly: 

He has completed a broad and deep canal from the Nile to Alexandria, by which 
commerce is liberated from the risk attending the passage of the Boghaz of Rosetta.71 

A more detailed explanation was given in the Quarterly Review in 1824: 

The opening of the ancient canals and the digging of new ones are works whose 
beneficial effects are universally felt and acknowledged; among these is particularly 
deserving of notice the Canal of Mahmoudiah, which connects the harbour of Alexandria 
with the Nile, at Fouah72; and by which the whole produce of Egypt can be brought 
without danger or interruption to the port of shipment. 

In the winter of 1817, when a scarcity of grain prevailed all over Europe, ships flocked to 
Egypt where there was abundance; but owing to the bar at the mouth of the Nile, near 
Rosetta, and the tempestuous weather along the coast, none of it could be conveyed in 
time to the vessels that were waiting at Alexandria, to the number of 300 sail, some of 
which ultimately departed with half cargoes, and others went away in ballast; thus the 
losses became incalculable, and the disputes endless. It was now that the advantages of 
a navigable canal were strongly depicted to the Pasha, who accordingly set about the 
stupendous undertaking.73 

R R Madden gave the credit for that depicting to a British merchant and former consul, Mr 
Briggs,74 as did the Quarterly Review: 

It was opened with great pomp on the 7th of December, 1819; and the joyful intelligence 
was conveyed by Mohammed Aly to Mr Briggs, then in England, who had strenuously 
urged and zealously prosecuted an undertaking which has shed a blessing on Egypt, and 
will prove an incalculable benefit to the foreign trader to that country. That the labouring 
fellahs should not like it or us, as we are told by the author of Scenes and Impressions 
in Egypt, is natural enough.75 

This is what Sherer Moyle, author of Scenes and Impressions in Egypt and in Italy, wrote 
in 1824. He and his party were walking along the canal banks, where work was under way. 

As we passed amid the crowds of Arab fellahs, labouring on the canal, we were abused 
and pelted with mud. We laughed at, and forgave, and pitied them. They are impressed 
with an idea that the Franks encouraged the Pasha to undertake this work; and as he 
forces them from their families, and pays them with beans and the horsewhip, they can 
view us under no other light than joint oppressors.76 

Construction methods 

How much earth can be shifted by 290,000 untrained labourers, with no tools, in six weeks? 
According to writers at the time, the answer is 48 miles X 90 feet X 15–18 feet (say 16½ feet 
on average), which is [48 X 1760 X 3 X 90 X 16.5] = 376,358,400 cu ft = 10,657,283.076 m3. 
Or perhaps, to allow for 40' depth in the middle and sloping sides, that should be [40 X 1760 
X 3 X {(40 X 16.5) + (2 X 0.5 X 25 X 16.5)}] = 271,814,400 cu ft = 7,696,926.666 m3. 

The anonymous reviewer in the Quarterly Review, writing in 1824, fairly soon after the 
canal was completed, described the recruitment process and the management methods: 



All the labouring classes of Lower Egypt were put in requisition, and a month's pay 
advanced them to provide biscuit and provisions. To each village and district was marked 
out the work allotted to it. The Arabs were marched down in thousands and tens of 
thousands, under their respective chiefs, along the line of the intended canal; and, 
however exaggerated it may appear, we have the best authority for stating that the 
number employed at one time exceeded two hundred and fifty thousand men! In about six 
weeks, the whole excavation was completed, the people returned home to their 
respective occupations; but in the autumn, a few thousands were called upon to face 
parts with masonry, and make the whole navigable for vessels of considerable burden. 
This work is about 48 miles in length, 90 feet in breadth, and from 15 to 18 feet in depth.77 

A Wikipedia article, with a reference, says that Muhammad Ali's labour recruitment methods 
constituted a development of the traditional corvée, and eventually led to its abolition.78 That 
might not apply to such early activities as the building of the Mahmoudié Canal, R R Madden 
described the recruitment thus: 

In Egypt, when any public work is to be done, soldiers are sent to surround the villages; 
the unfortunate peasants are taken prisoners and linked to one another, and marched, 
sometimes hundreds of miles from their homes and families, to the place of employment, 
where, to sue a vulgar expression, they get more kicks than halfpence. Here the poor 
naked fellahs are to be seen digging the soil with their fingers [...]; but the taskmasters 
are seen armed with their whips, parading amongst the labourers, lashing right and left 
the lazy and the weak; and when the work is finished they get checks on the Sheik or 
Kaimacan, for payment of a piastre a day, threepence halfpenny of our money. As there 
is always delay in the payment, the unfortunate peasants are obliged to sell their 
tiscarees or checks, for a third or fourth less than their value.79 

It all sounds rather like the recruitment and Human Resources Management methods of the 
Royal Navy of the time: impressment was legal until 1853 although in practice it was not 
used after the end of the Napoleonic wars.80 

Most writers did not say where their information came from. Different numbers of workers 
and of deaths were reported and different lengths of time were given for the completion of 
the work: 

 Writer Year Workers Deaths  

 Northampton Mercury
81

 1819 > 40000 —  

 Liverpool Mercury
82

 1821 100000–
290000 

—  

 Quarterly Review
83

 1824 250000 —  

 R R Madden
84

 1820s 300000 20000  

 Michael Russell
85

 1831 > 250000 20000  

 General Sir Charles Napier
86

 1841 150000 29000  

 Commodore Sir Charles Napier
87

 1842 250000 30000  

 Hooker
88

 1847 — 60000  

 Harriet Martineau
89

 1848 — 23000  

 Fairholt
90

 1862 > 250000 20000  

 The Mercury
91

 1882 250000 20000  



 Wikipedia
92

 2008– 300000 —  

 Ettourney
93

 2008 313000 —  

 

Commodore Sir Charles Napier said that his information was "according to a statement in 
Russell's Egypt"; Russell was vague, mentioning "good authority" and "more than one of the 
late writers", but his account seems to have been drawn upon by several later writers. 
Russell said that all the workers were men, but that they were probably accompanied by 
wives and children; he thought (and Napier agreed) that the number of deaths was probably 
exaggerated and that wives and children were more likely than men to have died. 
Nonetheless the story was embroidered by later writers, with perhaps the most romantic 
account coming from the Irish traveller Eliot Warburton94, who cited no source for this 
account: 

[...] the Pasha's command was urgent — the men worked with all the energy of despair, 
and stabbed into the ground as if it was their enemy; children carried away the soil in little 
handfuls; nursing mothers laid their infants on the shelterless banks; the scourge kept 
them to their work, and mingled blood with their milk, if they attempted to nourish their 
offspring. Famine soon made its appearance, and they say it was a fearful sight, to see 
that great multitude convulsively working against time. As a dying horse bites the ground 
in his agony, they tore up that great grave — 25000 people perished, but the grim 
contract was completed, and in six weeks the waters of the Nile were led to Alexandria.95 

The Quarterly Review96 said that most of the work was done in six weeks and that the canal 
was opened "with great pomp" on 7 December 1819. The Liverpool Mercury97 said that 
work began in January and ended in September 1819. The Wikipedia article on Egyptian 
public works said that the canal was completed in a few months in 1820.98 Napier said that 
"the first boat started just two months after its commencement".99 The Mercury100 of Hobart, 
Tasmania said that construction took six months (but acknowledged that some accounts 
said twelve months; Ettourney said ten101) and that the canal opened in January 1820. The 
Mercury also said that 

The authorities differ considerably as to the exact time in which it was made, as well as to 
the number of people employed on it.102 

Perhaps John Gadsby should have the last word: 

Dr Olin103, an American traveller, says the canal was completed in six weeks; but this is 
one of Brother Jonathan's anecdotes, as it took nearly a year.104 

The Wikipedia article on Egyptian public works said that the French engineer Pascal Coste 
was responsible for the canal.105 R R Madden condemned the incompetence of the Italian 
engineers who worked on it106; The Mercury of Hobart, Tasmania said that 

The operations were superintended by Haji Osman Agha, assisted by some Italian 
engineers.107 

Madden described Egyptian working methods in general: 

If they dig a new canal, they use no shovels, no carts, no wheelbarrows, for nothing of the 
kind is known in the country; they scoop out the earth with their hands, they deposit it in 
small boxes, carry it on their heads to a convenient place, walk back very leisurely and 
take another load, perhaps weighing fifteen pounds. I have seen five hundred men 



working at the Great Canal, between Alexandria and the Nile, when fifty men in this 
country, with the proper implements, would have done infinitely more work.108 

The Mercury gave a different version specific to the canal: 

Two-thirds of these [workers] were without tools or appliances of any kind, even clothing 
was scarce among them. They gathered up the earth or mud with their hands, and when 
a small heap was made, about a foot square, it was then passed from one man to 
another till it reached the top of the bank. [...] 

It was easier for Mehemet Ali to bring this large number of human beings to one spot than 
to feed them afterwards; and although the fellaheen of Egypt are not accustomed to much 
luxury, still the scarcity of food and exposure told on them.109 

Napier, who described Muhammad Ali as a villainous and stupid barbarian, said that the 
men dug out the canal with their hands and nails: 

I quarrel not with him for making them dig with their hands, that might be good or bad for 
them; but the starving the poor people was unqualified evil. Working with their nails might 
be a remedy for starvation; not a very wise one in the present state of the world, though, 
nor very creditable to Ali's boasted 'talents and enlightened views', so extolled by vulgar 
English adventurers and travellers. But when we find nails digging canals, and teeth 
having sinecures, the great pacha must be left to those who have more time and talent 
than myself to describe the rascal in proper colours.110 

Fairholt added some gory details, as well as the suggestion that workers used baskets rather 
than Madden's boxes: 

Of these he obtained more than 250,000 men; they had come ill-provided with tools, and 
were often compelled to scratch the earth into baskets with their hands only. When food, 
of which they brought but a small supply, was exhausted, they perished as they worked, 
and more than 20,000 of these unfortunates died of hunger and fatigue during the few 
months that this labour lasted. As they died they were thrown up in the earthworks on 
each side; but the labour went on, and in an incredibly short space of time the canal, forty 
miles in length, was completed, and named in honour of the Sultan. I could never look 
upon the ghastly trench without picturing the horrors of its formation.111 

The Mercury gave the only figure I could find for the cost of the project: 

The cost of the canal is stated to have been between three and four hundred thousand 
pounds sterling — a mere bagatelle when compared with the sum expended on the Suez 
Canal. But the use of forced labour may explain the smallness of the cost.112 

I do not know enough about engineering to be able to say whether the ill-equipped workforce 
could have dug the canal in any of the suggested lengths of time (a year seems to be the 
longest). 

Finally, I found no mention of puddling. 

Traffic 

Most of the accounts of boat movements on the Mahmoudié that I have found were written 
by travellers, so they concentrate on the carrying of European and American passengers: 
cargo-carrying vessels are seen in the background, but usually with little detail and nothing 
to say how much was carried in each year. Nonetheless, it was agreed that the canal was 



important to Egyptian commerce — and the towpath was used as well as the water: Olin, in 
1839, saw a mile-long train of 140 pack camels on the bank.113 

C Rochfort Scott said that there was "a handsome range of store-houses" at the basin at the 
Alexandria end of the canal and that 

On all sides the spectator is surrounded by a forest of masts, bespeaking the commerce 
of this productive country [...].114 

Commodore Sir Charles Napier said that goods were carried from the harbour of Alexandria 
to the canal by railroad,115 but I have found no other evidence to support him. John Gadsby 
said that luggage and merchandise were carried from the Alexandria transit office to the 
canal on bullock carts and camels.116 Gadsby described the traffic on the canal, at least 
some of which was for export: 

The canal was alive with boats, mostly laden with wheat, beans, and barley for England 
and France. A man, with a speaking trumpet, was stationed at the bows of the steamer, 
to warn off all boats that were likely to be in our way; yet now and then one would run foul 
of us; whereupon our reis, or captain, would jump on board the intruder and unmercifully 
belabor its reis and crew with a koorbaj — a heavy whip made from the hide of the 
buffalo; and this would be accompanied by roarings, yellings, screamings, and 
imprecations, enough to drive a nervous man into fits, until he became used to it.117 

David Millard found a "considerable stir of business" with cargoes of "wheat, corn, beans, 
and various other products" and with "crafts ... crowded with human beings", including some 
boats loaded with troops.118 Martineau reported on the goods traffic: 

Yet we were every few minutes meeting boats coming down from the country with 
produce, various kinds of grain and roots, in heavy cargoes. Some of these boats were 
plastered with mud, like the houses; and so thickly that grass grew abundantly on their 
sides. On the heaps of grain were squatted muffled women and naked children; naked 
men towed the boats, now on the bank and now wading in the mud; and muffled women 
came out of the villages to stare.119 

When Gadsby and his party reached Atfé, they had to wait to come alongside the wharf as 
"there were hundreds of boats in the way": it seems that the Governor seized boats when he 
needed them to carry goods on the canal, which suggests that demand for boats was higher 
in some seasons than in others.120 Commodore Sir Charles Napier, on the other hand, said 
that most boats were owned by Muhammad Ali: 

Boats of all sizes crowd the river, conveying to Alexandria, corn, chopped straw, cotton, 
and various other products of the upper country. Most of these boats were the property of 
the Pacha, for he monopolized the greater part of the trade, as well as most of the 
produce of the country [...].121 

The Morning Post's report, in June 1842, that the canal had been refilled with water and 
that Muhammad Ali would therefore be able to take his produce to market, said that he 
needed the money. His army's pay was twenty-three months in arrears, he had had to 
borrow a large amount from the European merchants in Alexandria and 

In the arsenal they are all hard at work building boats for the Nile, to be ready by the 
ensuing inundation to go to the upper country to bring down produce.122 

Two years later, the Taunton Courier commented on the effects of low water levels on trade 
and on Muhammad Ali's income: 



The water of the Nile continuing to be very low, but little produce is likely to reach 
Alexandria for some weeks to come, [...] consequently trade is unusually flat. The pacha 
has upwards of 40000 bales of cotton in his stores, which he does not intend to sell until 
he can realize ten dollars a cantar for it, the present price being from eight to nine 
dollars.123 

Finally, Gadsby noticed an interesting type of conveyance on the river: 

The river was as lively as the canal. At almost every village, boats were being laden with 
corn, cotton, sugar canes, and earthenware. We met a number of rafts formed of 
earthenware jars. These are lashed together until a raft of about 60 ft by 40 ft is made. 
Then, upon these, other jars are piled, three or four tier high. I have counted 2,500 on one 
raft; each as long as a good sized filter. The owner and his wife and family take up their 
abode on the rafts, with beds of coarse straw, and their cooking apparatus; a large 
branch of a tree forms the helm, and thus they float down the stream. Some of them had 
their dirty dresses stuck up between poles, to form sails. As the current of the river runs 
about three miles an hour at this time of the year, the rafts make good way when the wind 
is not against them.124 

The Overland Route 

For some foreigners, the Mahmoudié was a step on the way to Cairo or to the Pyramids; for 
others, even Cairo was but a staging-post on the overland route between the Mediterranean 
and the Red Sea and thus between Europe and India. 

Before Alexandria and Suez were linked by rail in 1858, by the Suez Canal in 1869, the 
Overland Route had these stages: 

 Alexandria to the Mahmoudié Canal, two miles by land 

 by boat along the Canal to Atfé 

 by boat up the Nile from Atfé to Boulec, the port (or, as Commodore Sir Charles Napier 
described it, the Wapping125) of Cairo 

 Boulec to Cairo, two miles by land 

 Cairo to Suez, 84 miles across the desert. 

Passengers, baggage, merchandise and mails had first to be landed from the steamers at 
Alexandria, which did not berth alongside. The mails travelled separately from, and faster 
than, the passengers, who needed rest along the way: there are some reports of the mails 
being carried by boat to Cairo, some of their being carried by donkeys to Cairo and thence 
by camel to Suez, some of their being taken by relays of camels direct to Suez without 
passing through Cairo.126 

The passengers' first stage was a short one. The canal was about two miles from 
Alexandria, although Samuel Bevan (writing of 1842) said it was a half-hour donkey-ride 
from Alexandria harbour to the canal loading point, the quay at Moharrem Bey, which 
Richardson helpfully explains as 

... near Mohoram Bey's Palace and gardens about two miles from the Grand Square.127 

It was outside the walls of the city, whose gates were locked at night; one boat-load of 
passengers from Atfé was too late to be admitted to the city and had to sleep on the boat.128 

David Millard hired a boat on the Mahmoudié Canal in 1841. He and his friend sent their 
baggage, provisions and wood for cooking to the canal on two camels but walked there 



themselves, pestered along the way by people offering to hire them donkeys.129 Millard was 
ignoring the usual practice for, as Gadsby says, donkeys and donkey carts were generally 
used by would-be canal passengers.130 An account from 1844 says 

I left Alexandria on Saturday morning, about seven o'clock, on a donkey, no side-saddle, 
only a pad, and I was supported on one side by a dirty Egyptian. We had a delightful ride 
of two miles to the steamer, or rather to the boats which are tugged up the Mahmoudieh 
Canal by a small steamer.131 

By the time of Martineau's journey, though, an omnibus was provided.132 

The second stage will be described in some detail below. It ended at the town of Atfé, where 
the canal met the Nile and where passengers and baggage changed to larger boats. Bevan 
said that, when the water level was low and the banks were muddy and slippery, it was 
difficult to get the heavy luggage off the boats, but that the Arabs were excellent porters and 
that camels were available to carry it a few hundred yards to the Nile boat.133 Gadsby, 
though, found that Arabs, "singing gaily the whole time", carried the baggage between the 
two boats.134 

Atfé had a hotel, the Hotel de Mahmoudieh; Allan spent a night in it135, although Bevan, who 
admitted that it was the only decent-looking building in the town, said that it had only three or 
four beds and was not comfortable.136 Gadsby was greeted by "a score or two of dogs"137 
while Bevan reported that "Pigs by the thousand run about in all directions",138 which seems 
odd in an Islamic country, especially as Warburton, who visited in 1843, said that there were 
only two pigs in the whole of Egypt, the property of a Frenchman who intended to open a 
hotel at Atfé.139 

The third stage, on the Nile, used boats that were usually larger than those on the canal. 
Before steamers were put on the river, speed depended on the wind, as Commodore Sir 
Charles Napier pointed out: 

When the wind blows down the river, the passage of the boats is very slow. There is no 
towing path; no horses or mules; the crew land, and they manage to tug their boats along 
from ten to twenty miles a day, varying according to the size of the boat. The descent 
down, owing to the current, unless the wind is very strong, may be about fifty or sixty 
miles in the twenty-four hours; and considerably more when the wind is fair.140 

Scott, who sailed downriver from Boulec to Atfé in a hired "light boat" (for 150 piastres) in 
favourable winds, started in the afternoon and reached Atfé on the evening of the following 
day. He pointed to the danger of capsize, exacerbated by the height of the banks: the 
smaller boats received only occasional gusts of wind and the larger felt the effect only on 
their upper sails. Capsizes rarely led to deaths but they did damage baled merchandise.141 

The anonymous correspondent of Bradshaw's Manchester Journal said that even the 
length of the Nile journey varied, with the seasons, between 90 and 150 miles: 

At high Nile, when there is no necessity for following all the sinuosities of the channels, 
the distance is much shorter than at low Nile.142 

Bevan said that the reis's [pilot's] knowledge of the river was essential; he sat on the paddle-
box throughout the journey, signalling to the helmsman as required; it seems that he would 
have been able to see (and presumably signal to) the engineer from that position.143 

The Bradshaw's correspondent's journey was at low(ish) Nile; the current averaged three 
miles an hour and fog once forced them to anchor for five or six hours.144 Hooker agreed 



with that assessment of the current; he added that the Nile was "about as broad as the 
Thames at Kew, turbid and rapid".145 

The fourth stage, Boulec to Cairo, was another short one. Gadsby said that few people were 
allowed on to the quay at Boulec, so those arriving were not "beset" by porters and donkey-
boys, although donkeys were available to carry travellers along the tree-shaded road, raised 
above the surrounding land, to Cairo's hotels.146 Bevan said that donkey-chairs were 
available too147 while even greater luxury was reported by Charles C Savage in 1853: 

Omnibi and donkeys carry the passengers to Cairo (two miles).148 

Fortunately, Bass, Guinness and Moline's pale India ale were available in Cairo, in the early 
1840s, to refresh the travellers.149 But even in the middle of the desert ... 

London porter, pale ale, Port, Sherry, Madeira, Claret, and Champagne150 

... were provided. True, they had to be carried to the desert stations, but so did the water, 
which camels carried in skins at vast expense; it was stored underground in iron tanks.151 

Arrangements for crossing the desert were continually improved. When Lieutenant 
McDonald crossed from Suez to Cairo in March 1834, only camels were available: each of 
the 12–14 members of the party used as many camels as needed for himself and his effects, 
which included bottled water brought from Bombay. The Egyptian camels were less fine, 
high, large and bony than the Indian and could carry only 5–6 cwt each. The camels could 
keep up a steady 2½ miles an hour all day, and the crossing could have been done in 28–30 
hours, but it took 72 hours: the humans stopped at 5.30pm each day, pitched tents and slept 
for the night, not leaving until 8.00am after breakfast. McDonald, who seemed to distinguish 
between camels (presumably two-humped bactrians) and (one-humped) dromedaries, 
thought that urgent despatches or mails could be carried across in 17 hours, using relays of 
dromedaries that kept up a steady 6–7 miles per hour.152 

Bradshaw's correspondent and his party crossed in 1841. At Cairo, they had stayed at Hill's 
and Waghorn's hotels while awaiting the arrival of the mails from Alexandria. When they left 
Cairo, there were fifty passengers in the group, including "twelve ladies and three female 
servants". They were accompanied by one hundred and thirty camel men, donkey men and 
servants as well as an escort of seventeen Arab horsemen. As well as their luggage and 
provisions for the journey, the expedition had three bags and sixty-two chests of mail. 
Transport was provided by 

 145 camels 

 60 donkeys 

 12 saddle horses 

 12 carriage horses 

 7 carriage camels 

 12 donkey chairs: "for invalids, or ladies, the donkey-chair forms as easy a conveyance 
as a palanquin or sedan" 

 3 two-wheeled carriages 

 1 four-wheeled carriage. 

They stopped for lunch at station-house No 2: 



Roast fowls, turkies, and geese, hams, mutton, London porter, pale ale, Port, Sherry, 
Madeira, Claret, and Champagne, with all necessary accompaniments, soon made their 
appearance, and were disposed of, although somewhat in pic-nic style, to the apparent 
satisfaction of all present.153 

They spent the night at Mr Hill's hotel at the centre station, 45 miles from Cairo, had another 
picnic next day at No 6 station and reached Suez at 4.00am that night, boarding the steamer 
the following afternoon.154 

Bevan was working for the transport operators from 1842 and provides a detailed and 
entertaining account of how things worked. On his first crossing, he met Mr Raven [partner 
of Mr Hill] at the Grand Eastern Hotel in Cairo. Raven gave him letters and a passenger list 
and told him he would be leaving almost immediately. The camels left first with the baggage: 
each cost twelve shillings to hire and could carry two packages, one each side in a "network 
bag"; the weights had to balance. Bevan had to get the passengers to pay for their hotel, 
camel-hire and transit costs; food at the desert stations was covered but passengers had to 
pay extra for wines, available at three of the seven stations, and beers, which cost a shilling 
a bottle. 

Raven assigned the passengers to seats in covered carts, keeping families together where 
possible and assigning women and children to English drivers, men to Maltese or Egyptian 
drivers. The carts, each drawn by four horses and carrying four people, each had two very 
large wheels so that their motion was "both easy and agreeable". Each cart was 
accompanied by a seis, or running footman, whose job was to put his shoulder to the wheel 
if the cart became bogged down in sand. The caravan made about 5mph; some of the track 
was over "smooth and tolerably hard gravel" but in other places the sand was one foot or 
more deep. In some places the tracks of wheels were hard to see, but dead and dying 
camels marked the way. 

Stations 1, 3, 5 and 7 were just stables; the horses were changed there and at the other 
stations. Stations 2 and 6 provided food and had a few sleeping-rooms; the meal at No 2 
included Irish stew, cold turkeys and other fowl and eggs. Several weeks' supply of live fowl 
was kept at those stations, restocked from Cairo with deliveries of other foods including dried 
fruits,155 but even the birds' feed had to be carried in.156 No 4 was a two-storey building, with 
a courtyard; a nearby tree was visible from six miles away. After a night trip, passengers 
were able to wash before sitting at a long table in the commonroom for boiled eggs, biscuits 
[bread went stale too quickly] and delicious Egyptian butter, with teapots and coffee biggins 
on the table; they slept through the heat of the day before continuing to Suez in the evening. 

In around 1842, the operators of the transit bought tents that had been used at the Eglinton 
Castle tournament in 1839157, intending to use them to provide intermediate shelters 
between the stations158; Bevan said that the parts were in the custom house at Alexandria in 
1842 or 1843.159 The Devizes and Wiltshire Gazette said that they were disused by 1845: 

The tents from the Eglintoun tournament, which we mentioned in our former article as 
having been set up at various stages along the route, have been struck, and regular 
stables for the horses, and inns for the passengers, since erected.160 

The operators also bought the old Enfield stage coach, formerly operated by a Mr Glover 
twice a day between Enfield Wash and the Bank with six inside passengers; it seems that it 
never got beyond Alexandria.161 

In 1842 a semaphore telegraph was established along the route162 so that each station could 
be warned when a group left the previous station (a telegraph had been installed between 
Alexandria and Cairo in 1839). The fare for the transit was £12: the cost was very high 



because of the support required, including the large numbers of camels required to supply 
the stations. The Devizes and Wiltshire Gazette said that the jolting of the carriages made 
the crossing "the most fatiguing part" of the entire journey to India, a sentiment with which 
Gadsby agreed, noting that the road to Suez was to be macadamized, whereafter the vans 
(which he said carried six people and left Cairo at intervals, not in convoy) would be replaced 
by omnibuses.163 By 1853, when Savage published his book, the omnibuses — "strong 
omnibi, carrying each six passengers, and drawn by four horses" — had been introduced.164 

Like the desert stations, Suez had no water supply but it had two hotels, the older of which 
was, by 1842, used only as overflow accommodation. A "perilous bar" kept the steamers at 
anchor three or four miles downriver; cargoes and passengers were transferred on small 
lateen-rigged boats but, in contrary winds, the process could take six hours.165 Savage 
described what happened after that: 

Arrived at Suez, the passengers and mails are embarked, and proceed down the Red 
sea, pass almost within view of Mount Sinai, near Jedda and Mocha, through the straits 
of Bab-el-Mandeb (or gate of tears) to Aden, a British station and fortress. Thence the 
route lies in a south-easterly direction across the Indian ocean to Point de Galle, in 
Ceylon. Here steam-vessels take the passengers and mails across the bay of Bengal, 
down the straits of Malacca to Singapore, and up the China sea to Hong-Kong. The main 
or first-class steamer proceeds from Galle up the bay of Bengal to Madras and Calcutta; 
a small steamer conveys along the Malabar coast the mails and passengers to 
Bombay.166 

Canal operations before the steam age 

The Mahmoudié Canal was therefore but a small step on the journey from Britain to India, or 
even from the Mediterranean to the pyramids and other Egyptian antiquities. William Wilde 
did not think much of it; he began by taking a rather jaundiced view of the basin at 
Alexandria. In his diary for Saturday 20 January 1837 he wrote: 

This morning was spent in preparing for our journey to Cairo. At three o'clock we arrived 
at the harbour of the Mahmoudie canal, which is without exception one of the most 
abominable sewers that this dirty country can boast of. The banks rise high and 
precipitous from the water, and are generally crowded with dirty Arabs, half-naked 
women, and blear-eyed children, squatted on logs of timber, bales of cotton, and heaps of 
coal, from the mines of Syria. These, with troops of camels — a wretched shed for a 
custom-house — a filthy coffee-shop — a troop of the never-failing donkeys, and a Babel 
of tongues, such as can only be experienced among the Arabs, are the impediments and 
annoyances a traveller has to push himself and his baggage through, in order to reach 
that most uncomfortable of conveyances — a Mahmoudie kanghia.167 

Madden gives the earliest account I have found of a journey on the Mahmoudié: 

We embarked at Alexandria in a large Kangea, a crazy sort of boat with a tremendous 
mast and lateen sail of a most disproportionate size. The slightest gust of wind is 
sufficient to overturn these boats, and not a week passes without some accident.168 

He was travelling to Cairo with Mr Salt, the consul, and was plagued by insects, rats and 
mice. In 1834 Lieutenant G G McDonald RN travelled in the opposite direction: he crossed 
the desert on camels169 and reached Cairo in 72 hours, of which 28–30 were spent in 
motion. Boats were available immediately for the downstream journey to Alexandria, but his 
party chose to remain for some days in Cairo. Their journey downriver to Atfé, the junction 
with the Mahmoudié Canal, took 30 hours; the trip on the Mahmoudié to Alexandria took a 
further 13 hours. 



2050 How did you navigate the canal? The wind happened to be blowing right across the 
canal; the wind was abeam; we went with a sail the whole of the way, as it is nearly 
straight, except only turning a little creek now and then. The men immediately jumped 
out, and pulled the boat with a rope, to prevent her falling on the opposite side, from the 
scantiness of the wind. 

2051 Do the banks afford any facility for towing against the wind? Yes, they do; there 
being excellent roads or pathways, having no obstruction whatever.170 

John Fuller described the passenger-carrying vessels. 

Three different types of boats navigate the Nile. The largest are called Germs, and are 
used exclusively for the conveyance of corn and merchandise. The Cangia is used for 
passengers only, and almost every person of consideration possesses one of his own. 
The Mahash is an intermediate rate, capable of carrying a considerable cargo, but fitted 
up with a large cabin for the accommodation of passengers also.171 

Wilde described the cangia. His seemed to have been of the smaller kind, with only one 
mast, but his comment that the steersman sat on the cabin roof accords with illustrations of 
the craft.172 

Our Kanghia was a long narrow boat, sharp at both ends, with a high projecting stern, a 
cabin, consisting of a kind of tent-house raised over the deck, and in size about equal to a 
good dog-kennel, barely capable of containing four of us, who found great difficulty in 
sitting upright. Our steersman, a venerable grey-bearded Arab, sat perched on the roof of 
the cabin. These boats have a long mast and lateen sail, but as the wind was contrary we 
were unable to set it, and so commenced our journey by tracking, which was done by four 
of the crew; making about two miles an hour.173 

Miss Emma Roberts, in 1839, described the interior of her vessel: 

In the whole course of my travels, I had never seen any thing so forlorn and 
uncomfortable as this boat. The accommodation destined for us consisted of two cabins, 
or rather cribs, opening into each other, and so low in the roof as not to permit a full-
grown person to stand upright in either. Some attempt had formerly been made at 
painting and carving, but dirt was now the predominant feature, while the holes and 
crannies on every side promised free egress to the vermin, apparently long tenants of the 
place.174 

Wilde knew how vermin and insects were to be dealt with. 

For nearly a mile the line of boats extends, as close as they can possibly be crammed, 
and it is usual for European (at least English) travellers to have their boats sunk for some 
days before, choosing rather to encounter the damp and dirt consequent on its immersion 
in the mud of the canal, than to suffer from the numerous cockroaches and other living 
torments that invariably infest these conveyances. We were unable, from want of time, to 
submit our boat to this process, so we had to endure (I cannot say with patience) our 
tormentors, which in the shape of creeping things, appear as the remnant of the plagues 
that once swarmed throughout all the quarters of this land.175 

Wilde and his party were able to take a larger and more comfortable cangia upriver from 
Atfé: it had two masts and sails and two cabins, the larger of which had windows and a table 
with seats. However, it also had a cargo hold [which suggests that it was actually a mahash, 
not a cangia] and was carrying a cargo of raw hides and their accompanying rats. 



Wilde found Atfé small and insignificant but with "all the stir and bustle of a commercial port", 
whereas Miss Roberts was surprised by Atfé's desolation. However, like Wilde, she thought 
the boat from Atfé upstream was more comfortable than that on the Mahmoudié Canal. She 
commented on the canal's traffic: 

There was not much to be seen on the banks of the Mahmoudie: here and there, a priest 
at his devotions at the water-side, or a few miserable cottages, diversified this scene. We 
encountered, however, numerous boats; and so great was the carelessness of the 
navigators, that we had considerable difficulty in preventing a collision, which, but for the 
good look-out kept by the janissary, must have happened more than once. Whenever the 
breeze permitted, we hoisted a sail; at other times, the boatmen dragged the boat along; 
and in this manner we continued our voyage all night.176 

McDonald, in 1834, found no evidence that steam navigation was used on the canal 
although he knew that the possibility had been discussed.177 

Mud and maintenance 

Madden had said in the 1820s that 

[...] the canal, which was only constructed a few years ago, is filling up so fast with the 
deposit of the Nile every year, that it is now only serviceable for the transport of goods 
during the overflow of the river. [...] the mud of the Nile is carried right into the canal, and 
is deposited in immense quantities for the first ten miles of its course. The canal then 
proceeds to Alexandria by a thousand tortuous windings, increasing the distance at least 
one fourth, and empties itself into the middle of the harbour, which is already choked up 
with the mud of the Nile; in ten years more, the new harbour of Alexandria will be filled up, 
if the canal do not become dry during that period, or if a new channel be not cut for its exit 
a mile or two above the harbour.178 

The winding might have been because it was a contour canal with no locks or because it had 
to stay on the isthmus between the two lakes. And Scott had an answer for the point about 
the harbour of Alexandria: 

It has been stated that this work has, on the contrary, been productive of much mischief, 
by filling the harbour of Alexandria with mud — a most absurd error — since there is no 
communication between the canal and the main harbour.179 

I have seen no evidence that the Mahmoudié Canal ever reached the harbour at Alexandria, 
but it is possible that Madden was referring to the basin at the end of the canal. 

Scott said that the canal was indeed filling up, but that the cause was not mud carried into it 
by the Nile. Instead, the construction of the embankments was to blame. The excavated soil 
had been used to form steep ridges along the canal, so every rain shower caused mud to 
flow into the canal and every high wind blew dust in. The problem was, he said, particularly 
acute at Atfé for several months each year, but there was no deposit of mud where the canal 
passed through the "hard calcareous spit of land" near Alexandria. 

I wondered whether vegetation along the banks might counter the effects of wind and rain. 
Travellers differed in their accounts of the extent to which the banks were covered. Madden 
said "Nothing is more bleak than the desert banks of the canal ..."180 but McDonald found the 
banks "perfectly green ... not desert or sterile ... beautifully cultivated"181 while Scott said that 
gardens had been planted and country houses built along the banks, with orange groves 
providing shade.182 Hooker, in 1847, compared the scenery to that of Ireland's Bog of Allen: 



All along, the banks are bare, or where you approach the lake Mareotis, rushy and reedy; 
except the Tamarix there are no bushes, and occasional Bates or Acacias are the only 
trees. The scenery reminded me of the canal through the bog of Allan, if you can suppose 
that wholly destitute of any vegetation, except around the very scattered Egyptian or 
Turkish houses, where are scantily furnished gardens of Acacia, Cypress, Myrtle, &c.183 

There is evidence that maintenance and dredging were carried out regularly. Moyle and his 
party, who were pelted with mud by the canal labourers, were walking along the banks 
because the canal was closed "near Fouah" (the town across the river from Atfé), at the 
head of the canal, and being cleaned out; their baggage was carried two miles on camels 
while they walked.184 

But mud was not the only danger to the canal. In 1845 the Reading Mercury reported 
accounts from Alexandria that 

On the evening of the 30th of December the Mahmoudieh canal lost a great portion of its 
contents by the embankments having broken in about 30 miles above Alexandria, and the 
water emptying itself into the lake Mareotis. The damage has been repaired by a number 
of soldiers sent to the spot by the Government, but the canal will continue very low until 
the next rise of the Nile. [...]185 

Soldiers were also used in July 1844, when the Nile was low: a "large party of soldiers" was 
assigned to "cleaning and deepening different parts of the Mahmoudieh canal".186 The canal 
was low again in June and July 1846, when camels, donkies [sic] and mules were provided 
to carry passengers to Atfé; some downriver travellers carried on to Rasheed [Rosetta] and 
braved the sea journey to Alexandria.187 By November, however, the Nile had risen twenty-
four feet, the maize crop had been destroyed and the cotton "much damaged", villages had 
been flooded and embankments had been swept away. The government seized every boat 
available at Alexandria and Cairo "to transport the materials necessary for repairing the 
embankments".188 

Gadsby said that, when the water level was low in the spring, the canal was "scarcely 
navigable" and that teams of eight or more horses were used "to drag the steamers through 
the mud". 

When horses cannot accomplish the task, human beings have to do it. They throw off 
their long calico shirts, and then jump naked into the water. By working the vessel to and 
fro, they are able to get it along, when a direct hauling would have no effect. It is said that 
when Lord Hardinge was returning from India [in 1848189], the water in the canal was so 
low that it was nothing short of madness to attempt to run the steamer from Atfeh to 
Alexandria; nevertheless old Mehemet Ali would have it so. It was his canal, the people 
were his slaves, and he had a right, he presumed, to do as he pleased. In several places, 
banks of mud literally crossed the canal; but, to the pasha, that was nothing. A thousand 
men had to precipitate themselves into the water, and bodily raise the steamer over 
them.190 

Madden was remarkably gloomy about the canal's prospects: 

There are numbers of dredging boats for cleansing the upper part of the canal; some very 
ingenious contrivances by the Pacha's principal engineer, the son of Mr Galloway of 
London; likewise one or two steam-boats, but they are insufficient for the purpose of 
keeping the canal open after the Nile's decrease. It is to be feared, that in the course of a 
few years, the immense labour and cost of this great and useful work will be of little 
advantage to the commerce of the country.191 



I presume that the steam-engines powered the dredging machinery rather than being used 
to propel the vessels. Fifteen years later, though, Wilde found an earlier technology in use: 

[...] frequent cleaning, which is effected by means of a large dridge [sic], worked by a 
wheel of great size, set in motion by men inside, much in the manner of a tread-mill. The 
mud is carried away in small baskets on the head by women and young girls; yet though 
apparently loathsome their occupation, they all seemed light-hearted, singing gaily, and 
clapping the hands to keep time.192 

Track-boats on the canal 

Madden's steam dredgers seem to have been in operation at least twelve years before 
steamers were used for carrying or towing on the canal, although steamers were in use on 
the Nile a little earlier. Change on the canal came in two stages: 

 the first was the introduction of track-boats, passenger-carrying boats designed to be 
towed, replacing (or supplementing) the cangias 

 the second was the introduction of steamers to undertake the towing. 

The earliest mention of a track-boat I have found is from November 1839, when it seems 
that eleven passengers of "the Track Boat furnished through Mr Waghorn" sent him their 
thanks.193 In the following month, according to the Reading Mercury of 22 February 1840, a 
track-boat "belonging to a partnership concern" charged $2 for the twelve-hour trip from 
Alexandria to Atfé.194 That was the month in which the Reverend Doctor Stephen Olin 
travelled on the canal. His account is interesting because it shows the intended frequency of 
the service, at a time before the P&O line started carrying the mails and passengers to Egypt 
en route to India. 

We travelled in a boat drawn by horses — I doubt not the only one in Egypt or in Africa. It 
plies between Alexandria and Atfeh, nominally three times in a week, but without much 
regularity, and, I fear, with but little encouragement. This enterprise has been got up by a 
company of Franks. It is a very commodious conveyance, equal to the ordinary packets 
on our canals. Breakfast and dinner are supplied on board, in the European style, though 
at an enormous price. There were but few passengers, and we were told by a gentleman 
concerned that it was a losing business.195 

He was not impressed by the crew's management of the boat: when it met oncoming boats, 
as it frequently did, the crew neither loosed nor dropped the towline, so that it caught either 
the prow or the mast of the other boat. Light boats were turned around and were in danger of 
capsizing or sinking; heavy boats dragged the horses into the canal.196 

The anonymous correspondent of Bradshaw's Manchester Journal described a journey on 
the Mahmoudié Canal in January 1841: 

We started from Alexandria for Cairo about five o’clock in the afternoon of the day of our 
arrival, embarking with our luggage, &c, in track-boats on the Mahmoudieh Canal, the 
mails being despatched by donkeys overland. The large track-boat, in which, with about 
thirty of the party, I happened to be, was a very commodious vessel of about 130 tons, 
fitted up with two cabins, one for ladies, and another for gentlemen, and has a large 
luggage room; has sofas all round the cabins, with dining tables in the centre, windows in 
the sides, and is, in short, in her interior arrangements, very similar to a Gravesend 
steamer, but is much too heavily built for speed. 

We found plenty of refreshments in the English style, with good attendance, &c., on board 
of her. 



She was tracked by four horses, and we arrived at Atfeh, on the Nile, at five o‘clock in the 
morning of the 19th, having been twelve hours in tracking the distance on the canal, 48 
miles.197 

The correspondent said that 

A steamer of good power, with an iron luggage boat, would do the distance from Atfeh to 
Cairo in 20 hours, or with the stream from Cairo to Atfeh in 10 hours, and with a proper 
track boat on the canal, similar to those used on the Shannon, that distance might be 
done in seven hours; thus reducing the transit through Egypt to 39 hours of actual 
travelling one way, and to 29 hours the other.198 

Warburton, who travelled on the canal in 1843, was reminded of Ireland: 

We embarked in a boat, not unlike those that ply in Ireland upon the Grand Canal, and, to 
say the truth, among the dreary wastes of swamp that surrounded us, we might also have 
fancied ourselves in the midst of the Bog of Allen. The boat was towed by four wild, 
scraggy-looking horses, ridden by four wilder, scraggier-looking men [...] the mud cabins 
that here and there encrusted the banks did not tend to obliterate Tipperary 
associations.199 

Cangias were still available in 1841: David Millard hired what he was told was the best boat 
on the canal, but was disappointed: 

[...] it was in reality an old filthy concern. Its length was about that of a line-boat on the 
Erie canal, of some longer beam, and covered in a similar manner about two-thirds of the 
way. The covered part was separated by cross-partitions into three small rooms. It had 
two short masts, with long lateen sails. These are raised when the wind is fair. When 
there is no wind, five or six of the men go on shore, and by pulling at a rope, tow the boat 
forward at a very sluggish pace.200 

The hire charge was £6 each, which included the crew, a guide, a cook/interpreter, food and 
bedding; he was dissatisfied with all of them.201 

The 130-ton track-boat was still in use in 1843; William Holt Yates (who may well have read 
the reports of — or been) the Bradshaw's correspondent, said of it: 

The Company's track-boats on the Mahmoudieh canal are too heavy for speed: but they 
are commodious. Besides the luggage room, there is a saloon, and a separate cabin for 
ladies, both fitted up with divans and tables; the windows are on the sides like a 
Gravesend steamer, and there is no want of cleanliness or refreshments.202 

A second track-boat arrived in June 1841: 

The Oriental had brought out from England a floating omnibus 105 feet long, for the 
purpose of conveying the mails and passengers on the Mahmoudieh Canal between 
Alexandria and the Nile, where they will be transferred to the Lotus iron steamer.203 

I have not been able to determine how many track-boats there were on the canal; nor have I 
been able to determine which of them any individual traveller used. Bevan referred to "one of 
the iron track-boats", but that merely confirms that there were at least two, while a 
newspaper report from December 1841 suggests that there were at least three at that 
time.204 Bevan also said that the "opposing party", Colomb's Hotel in Alexandria rather than 
Rey's205, intended to "start some canal-boats", but I have no more information about them. 



Richardson, in 1849, found the "long narrow covered boats" ... 

... rather uncomfortable when crowded with passengers, especially in the night-time, 
when there is no accommodation for the drowsy. On the hard, narrow benches the close 
packed passengers must sit bolt upright. But even if the most luxurious and spacious 
couches were provided for us in these boats, and we were ever so anxious to take a 
refreshing nap, myriads of vermin would "murder sleep".206 

Mereweather, travelling downstream in 1850, said that "All the very selfish passengers 
rushed forward and secured for themselves the insufficient accommodation which there 
was"; he sat out in the moonlight and so avoided the fleas.207 

But Bevan, again, provided the most detailed account of the operation of the track-boats. On 
his first trip, accompanying a group of passengers, he said that the mail- and baggage-boats 
went ahead while covered passenger-boats awaited the passengers. However, "one long 
iron boat" took all of them, as well as a Maltese pilot, two or three Arab hands and a cook 
called Antonio who brought provisions, a brazier of ignited charcoal and apparatus for 
making tea and coffee. There were no berths: ladies got a choice of seats while men sat 
where they could; some lay on the roof to sleep, wrapped in their cloaks to keep off the dew. 
Bevan himself had a small cabin in the bow. 

The Maltese pilot fell asleep and the boat collided with the bank; fortunately the tow-rope 
parted so the horses were not pulled into the canal. The boat soon resumed its progress at 
7–8 mph. Buffaloes, bathing along the water's edge, were skilled at avoiding catching their 
horns on the rope. On another occasion, the track-boat was caught in a storm so severe that 
it was unable to move. Being low on the water, it came to no harm, but other boats on the 
canal were capsized or sunk.208 

Steamers on the Nile 

Steamers were introduced on the Nile before they were used on the Mahmoudié Canal. In 
February 1840 the Reading Mercury reported that: 

There is a company formed for establishing a small steam-boat on the Nile, for which 
Colonel Campbell, the late British Consul-General,209 obtained a firman from Mehemet 
Ali. This steam-boat will tend to remove the most disagreeable delays.210 

In August 1840 the Newcastle Journal reported that the Newcastle and Shields Steam 
Packet Company was winding up its affairs, that it had sold its iron steamer Dahlia to the 
Peninsular and Oriental Steam Navigation Company [P&O], to be used on the Nile, and that 
the Rose was to replace the Dahlia "on the station between Norwich and Yarmouth".211 I 
have found no mention of a Dahlia operating on the Nile, but P&O had an iron steamer 
called Lotus by June 1841212; it had been "coasting carefully along the shores of the 
Peninsula and the Mediterranean — a dangerous trip for a river-boat drawing only 24 
inches" but was towed by PS Oriental from Gibraltar to Malta, reaching there in March and 
remaining for some minor repairs.213 It is possible — I have no evidence — that the Lotus 
was the renamed Dahlia. Millard says that, in 1841, the Lotus was doing one regular 
journey per month, to fit the timetable of the mail-steamers.214 It could carry 100 passengers 
and was described as "a remarkably elegant vessel, similar in appearance to those 
steamers called the Watermen, running between London and Woolwick".215 

By 1842 the Lotus had a companion in the P&O Nile fleet: what Bevan described as the 
"little steamer [Cairo], which lay fizzing at the [Atfé] quay side", which was capable of 
carrying 50 passengers. The cook, Antonio, accompanied the passengers from the 
Mahmoudié track-boat and fed them at a long table on the after-part of the deck. The 
engineer was given a plate of stew with a bottle of pale ale. Bevan said that the Cairo had 



originally been fitted with a "rudder-wheel" but that it was changed for a long tiller to suit the 
Arab boatmen.216 

Both P&O steamers were in operation in 1843217 and, by 1845, a third iron steam vessel, 
Delta, had been sent to join them.218 

But the P&O vessels were not the only steamers on the Nile. In July 1841 the Newcastle 
Courant quoted the Hand-book for India and Egypt: 

The port of Boulac is two miles distant from Cairo, from which, at seven o'clock on the 
morning of the 22d December, the little steamer Jack-o'-Lantern started with nine of the 
Indian passengers en route to Alexandria. This vessel is perhaps the smallest passenger-
boat in the world propelled by steam. She has the credit of having six-horse power219, but 
a wag, who recently alluded to her in a letter to a friend in India, described her as of three 
Cairo donkey power; as much, perhaps, with reference to the vigour of the animal in 
question as to the insignificant dimensions of the boat. Her accommodations comprise a 
lady's cabin, about four feet by five, and a general one, ten feet by five. In the latter, no 
less than eight individuals passed the night — any other than a sitting posture being of 
course out of the question. She draws but a few inches water, and the minuteness of her 
engines, boilers, &c, renders her quite a curiosity. To trim her, it is only necessary for one 
or two individuals to move about.220 

That steamer was still operating in 1844; Blackwood's Magazine mentioned it in 1845: 

It seemed to be merely one of the common boats that ply on the river, with the addition of 
a boiler and paddles [...].221 

And, in 1842 or 1843, Bevan met Captain Proudfoot at Alexandria: he had just sailed the 
small flat-bottomed iron steamer Little Nile, formerly stationed on the Thames, from 
England. Mr Waghorn had bought her for the Cairo–Atfé route and Mr Raven put her in the 
hands of one of the Pasha's engineers to be adapted for the Nile.222 It is possible that this 
steamer was the result of Waghorn's having obtained permission from Muhammad Ali, in 
July 1841, to put another steamer on the Nile, although in that case the Morning 
Chronicle's Alexandria correspondent would have been disappointed to find that Little Nile 
was flat-bottomed: 

The Pacha expressed himself much pleased on hearing he intended to bring the 
machinery only from England, and build the boat at Cairo, on a plan properly adapted for 
the Nile; in fact, boats for the Nile can be better built in this country. Hill's little steamer, 
with its new machinery, is infinitely better than the Lotus; flat-bottomed boats do not 
answer in a river so full of shoals.223 

As well as the passenger steamers, there was Muhammad Ali's steam yacht, which 
Commodore Sir Charles Napier borrowed for a trip up the Nile in January 1841. The coal in 
the bunker caught fire on the way: the deck beams were too close to the chimney [sic]; they 
went on fire and set light to the coal. Nothing daunted, Sir Charles and his companions put 
out the fire and continued their journey.224 In November 1841 PS Oriental carried to 
Alexandria "a small iron steamer for the Pasha".225 I do not know whether that was 
Muhammad Ali's "pleasure yacht", which in 1847 was lent to Lord and Lady Dalhousie,226 en 
route to India, to take them from Atfé to Cairo. Dr Hooker described the vessel: 

Here [Atfé] we were received on board a very pretty steamer, of the size of a Greenock 
boat, very swift, and well-built and found: she is the pleasure yacht of Mehemet Ali, which 
he placed at our disposal. The after part was given up to Lord and Lady Dalhousie: it was 
gorgeously fitted with white shot satin, all worked with gold and scarlet flowers, heavy gilt 



and silver ornaments, Turkey carpets an inch thick, and everything in the most costly and 
splendid style, short of solid gold and jewels. Only Lord and Lady Dalhousie enjoyed this 
splendour, however, for we messed on deck; and the accommodations for the rest of us, 
including the prime minister of Egypt, were comparatively poor, and consisted of little 
cabins with sofas, and no washing appurtenances. We had to sleep two in each cabin, 
happily the weather was remarkably cold, and for washing we were sore put to, till we 
bethought ourselves of the tin cocked-hat boxes, which, opening through the middle, 
made two basins at once. Our repasts were sumptuous, served in the French fashion, 
and with Trench cookery, on silver and gold plate.227 

Steamers on the canal 

The first canal steamer seems to have arrived in 1843: 

A small steam vessel has been constructed for the Peninsular and Oriental Company, 
with engines and patent propellers by Penn and Son, of Greenwich, intended to ply on 
the Mahmoudie Canal, in Egypt, for towing that company's passage boats. The propellers 
seem to be an improvement on the Archimedian screw. They consist of two small 
instruments in the form of the sails of a windmill, working under each quarter of the 
vessel, and by means of multiplying wheels are turned with great velocity; their action on 
the water propelling the vessel either forwards or backwards, according to the direction in 
which they are turned. The boat has been tried on the river, and went at a speed of 11 
miles an hour, without causing any perceptible agitation of the water. She has since been 
shipped at Southampton, on board the Oriental for Alexandria.228 

The steamer may have been that named Atfeh, which P&O had on the canal in 1845. 
Richardson, in 1849, said that the passenger boats were towed by "a small steam tug fitted 
with an Archimedean screw", presumably the same vessel. 

The Taunton Courier said in January 1848 that the large track-boats were "towed by a 
steam-tug of 67 horse-power".229 Hooker said that the steamer was "of the size, shape, &c, 
of a Woolwich boat"230231; Martineau was unimpressed by her engines: 

The boat was taken in tow by a smaller steamer, named by a wag "the little Asthmatic." 
We heard a good deal of her ailments, the cracks in her boiler and so forth, so that we 
hardly expected to reach Atfeh in due course.232 

Gadsby, who had had two engines in London before he disposed of his business, used the 
same term: 

The steamers between Alexandria and Cairo were not then such as one could say much 
in favor of; but, during the last few years, under the superintendence of a Scotch 
engineer, a Mr Maxton, they have been greatly improved; and no traveller can now 
reasonably find fault with them. [...] The boilers were consumptive, and the engine 
asthmatical; and the engineer weighted his safety valve to such a degree, 65 lbs to the 
inch, that I felt by no means certain the boilers would not reach the bursting point. It was a 
high pressure engine and, consequently, more dangerous than a low pressure one.233 

Gadsby said that most of the engineers were Arabs, who had been trained by Maxton, and 
that he had not heard of any serious accident on canal or river in Egypt.234 By that time the 
transit was controlled by Muhammad Ali, who continued to invest in it, ordering three new 
steamers in 1849: 

The Abbas Pacha has ordered an additional steamboat on the Nile, and two for the 
Mahmoudieh Canal, to be for the exclusive use of strangers.235 



Gadsby and his companion were travelling on the steamer: they used the ladies' cabin, there 
being no ladies on board, but were disappointed to find it "shamefully dirty" and flea-ridden. 
The second-class passengers, luggage and merchandise, were in a boat towed by the 
steamer: 

[...] a boat greatly like an English canal packet boat. Indeed, I may tell my Manchester 
friends that it was exactly like the old Runcorn boats on the Duke's Canal. The steamer 
took it in tow. The fares from Alexandria to Cairo, including provisions, were, First Class 
£3, Second Class, £2 10s.236 

That was rather less than the £6 per head Millard and his party paid on a cangia in 1840,237 
but more than the $2 per head reported by the Reading Mercury in the same year.238 

Mails to India 

The canal itself was always owned and controlled by the government of Egypt, which meant 
by Muhammad Ali. However, the passenger boats thereon, especially the track-boats used 
as part of the Overland Route, were owned, controlled and operated by several different 
bodies over the ten years from 1839 to 1849. To see why, it is useful to begin with the 
reasons for and context of the establishment of the Overland Route as part of the journey 
between Britain and India. 

As early as 1819 the Commander-in-Chief of the Bombay Army returned to Britain from India 
by crossing Egypt; the retiring Governor of Bombay did the same in 1823 and, in 1829, his 
replacement, Sir John Malcolm, had Robert Moresby239 of the Bombay Marine begin a 
survey of the Red Sea. Malcolm and the Bombay Steam Committee bought the Hugh 
Lindsay and had it fitted with 80hp engines; under Captain J H Wilson it made the first 
steam voyage to Suez and March 1830 and followed it with six more return trips, carrying a 
few passengers and the mails.240 On one occasion, news from London reached Bombay in 
the unheard-of time of 59 days.241 As the Governor of Bombay wrote to the Court of 
Directors of the East India Company in 1836: 

We have witnessed the energetic impulse this early intelligence has given to the 
mercantile interest, and the unbounded satisfaction it has diffused throughout all classes 
of the community.242 

In 1834 a Select Committee of the House of Commons discussed the prospects for steam 
navigation to India. There were three possible routes, but only one of them, around the Cape 
of Good Hope (10580 nautical miles),243 was entirely by sea. The other two required 
overland transport from the Mediterranean: 

 from a Mediterranean port, possibly Scanderoon [Iskenderun in Turkey], to Aleppo 
[Syria]; thence to the Euphrates; downriver for 1100 miles to Bussorah [Basra in Iraq] and 
then through the Persian Gulf to Bombay [Mumbai] 

 from Alexandria in Egypt, either via Rasheed [Rosetta] or by canal to the Nile; to Cairo; 
then across the desert to Suez or another Red Sea port and then east to Bombay. 

The committee concluded that both routes should be tested. Each of them might be 
unusable for four months in the year, the Euphrates from November through February and 
the Red Sea route during the months of the north-east monsoon from June through 
September. If both routes could be used, communications could be maintained throughout 
the year. The East India Company had tested the Red Sea route; the committee 
recommended that £20000 be spent testing the Euphrates route.244 That was done by Acting 
Lt Colonel Francis Rawdon Chesney,245 who transported two steamers, in sections, overland 
to the Euphrates.246 



Chesney said of the Euphrates route that 

Its directness, and consequent superiority over the present Overland Route to India, are 
now patent to everybody, and require no exemplification.247 

However, early in 1837 the East India Company began negotiations about the Egyptian 
route. At first they negotiated with ... 

... some private individuals, who proposed to perform the service required by means of a 
joint-stock company, but so many serious objections to this course were urged by 
different branches of the Government, that it was altogether abandoned.248 

In June 1837 the Company and the British government agreed that 

 the government would convey the mails to Alexandria once a month "at the sole charge of 
the public" 

 the East India Company would convey them thence to Bombay, but the government 
would pay half its costs, including those for the purchase and navigation of steam-vessels 

 the government would keep all the income from postage between London and Bombay 

 the company would use two steamers, on alternate months, to carry the mails between 
Bombay and Mocha [in Yemen, near the southern end of the Red Sea] and another to 
carry them between Mocha and Suez; a fourth steamer was to be provided and supplies 
of coals were to be arranged at several stations.249 

Four to six days, and over a thousand miles, could be saved by sending the mails with a 
government messenger, on the sixth of each month, overland to Marseilles rather than by 
packet from Falmouth across the Bay of Biscay and through the Straits of Gibraltar; the 
French government had steam-packets leaving Marseilles three times a month.250 The die 
had been cast: the route to India would continue to run through Egypt. 

Overland operators: Waghorn, Hill and Raven 

The existence of a regular mails service encouraged more passengers to use the route and 
the Bombay Steam Committee invested in station-houses for those making the desert 
crossing between Cairo and Suez.251 

From 1833 onwards, Thomas Waghorn252 had been acting as a private courier across Egypt. 
In 1836 he printed a petition to the House of Commons arguing for the Red Sea/Egypt route 
rather than Chesney's Euphrates route.253 Following the agreement between the East India 
Company and the British government in 1837, he was appointed as Deputy Postal Agent at 
a salary of £300 and he built a hotel in Suez to accommodate travellers awaiting transport. 
He went into business arranging transport for passengers between Alexandria and Suez: 
that is, across Egypt between the Mediterranean and the Red Sea.254 

However, Messrs Hill and Raven, already established in Cairo, had a similar idea. They too 
built a hotel at Suez, they had a hotel in Cairo and they offered to arrange the crossing of the 
desert between Cairo and Suez. They were fortunate enough to obtain a five-year contract, 
at £1000 a year, from the Bombay Steam Committee; they were to provide carriages, 
baggage wagons and other equipment. Furthermore, the Steam Committee decided to 
devote its surplus funds, over a million rupees, to the construction of stations along the 
desert route.255 

Thus Waghorn had an official position as Postal Agent while Hill and Raven were agents of 
the Bombay Steam Committee. Waghorn could arrange the entire transit, for which he 



charged £13 per head, while Hill and Raven arranged only Cairo–Suez, at £6 per head. 
However, they had the monopoly of the desert stations, which Waghorn's customers could 
not use, even to get water. He occasionally retaliated by hiring all available draft and 
carriage animals, forcing Hill and Raven's customers to wait until more became available.256 

The P&O 

In June 1839 Britain and France agreed a postal convention, allowing mails to be carried 
across France, to or from Marseilles, without being opened; British warships or French 
steamers could take them between Marseilles and Alexandria for onward transmission to 
India. But the arrangement was primarily for official communications; it did not cater for 
commercial communications including samples and coin. That, and Foreign Secretary Lord 
Palmerston's257 reluctance to allow the French to dominate Egypt and the Mediterranean, led 
to the setting up of an all-sea route to carry mails and passengers from Britain to Alexandria. 
In 1840 the mails contract was awarded to the Peninsular and Oriental Steam Navigation 
Company [P&O].258 

The P&O appointed Samuel Briggs and Company as their agents in Egypt. Briggs, formerly 
Consul, was one of the small British community resident in Egypt: there were 107 of them in 
Alexandria in 1845. The firm was associated with Thurburn and Briggs of London; Robert 
Thurburn, himself a Consul, had lived in Egypt until 1839 and been succeeded by his 
brother-in-law-cum-step-son-in-law John Larking, "the last Consul to combine commerce 
with the consulate in Egypt".259 

The P&O also appointed sub-agents: Hill and Raven, trading as Hill and Company, and 
Thomas Waghorn.260 In 1841, Hill and Raven bought out Waghorn, merged the operations 
and traded as J R Hill and Co thereafter.261 J R Hill, who (along with Henry Raven) had a 
role in the discovery of the Khufu cartouche in the Great Pyramid of Giza,262 seems to have 
died in 1842, leaving a wife and a young daughter; his brother was the head driver on the 
Cairo–Suez route.263 

Nile and canal operators 

Harcourt says that Waghorn brought the [three donkey power] Jack o'Lantern steamer from 
Britain at some time before 1840, when it was reported as out of repair; Hoskins says that 
Hill did so.264 At any rate, it was presumably operated by the combined concern, J R Hill and 
Co, from 1841 onwards. It is less clear who owned and who operated the track-boats on the 
Mahmoudié Canal at that time. 

Hoskins says that there were initially some small open track-boats on the canal, drawn by 
donkeys; I have found no other information about these boats and I don't know when they 
operated. If all three of the reports from 1839265 are to be credited, there was one horse-
drawn track-boat on the canal in December 1839, "belonging to a partnership concern", a 
"company of Franks" who were losing money, but made available through [hired by?] Mr 
Waghorn. 

According to Harcourt, in early 1841 James Hartley, who was (amongst many other things) a 
founder-director of the P&O, "set up a small company to provide horse-drawn trackboats on 
the canal." It was an independent concern, "probably to stand in on the transit" until the P&O 
could make more permanent arrangements, and he sold the boats to P&O in 1842.266 
Hoskins says that a small independent company had been operating horse-drawn track-
boats on the canal "for some time" and that J R Hill and Co bought it in 1842, thus gaining 
complete control of the route from Alexandria to Suez. Although Harcourt says that the boats 
were bought by the P&O and Hoskins that they were bought by J R Hill and Co, it is possible 
that they are talking about the same transaction. In November 1841, PS Oriental delivered 
at Alexandria "a better adapted track boat than the previous ones sent out by Peninsular and 



Oriental Company for Hill and Co,"267 which suggests, first, that there were now at least 
three track-boats on the canal and, second, that P&O had been supplying Hill. In 1842 
Waghorn wrote: 

Arrived at the Banks of the Canal, passengers step on board Hill & Co's track boats, 
which were lately sent from England, of iron and fitted with superior accommodations. 
They are tracked to Atfe by the horses of Hill & Co, who have several different stations 
along the banks, by means of which the journey is usually accomplished in from 8 to 10 
hours.268 

Problems with the Overland Route 

The P&O's Royal Charter was for sea communications only; it was not at all clear that the 
company had the power to invest in operations on land. Yet the comfort of passengers on 
the overland route was important to the P&O: it needed their fares to be profitable, but the 
overland facilities were not up to the standard expected by passengers "of a class able to 
pay high fares".269 Even Waghorn, in 1842 acting as a London travel agent, seemed to 
accept that there were difficulties: 

We are aware that at times extraordinary accidents may happen that give 
disappointment, but hope the public will give us credit and support us for what we have 
done, and be assured that, as fast as our means progress, it is our sincere intention and 
desire to make the whole Desert a "wondering place" for the comfort and convenience of 
travellers generally. 

We have lately added as assistants in our Egyptian Establishment, Messrs Turner and 
Bevan, in order to pass with travellers to and from India between Suez and Alexandria, 
and vice versa, and thus give a further security to all parties and their baggage through 
our agency; we shall go on endeavouring to increase our personal interest with the public, 
and do all in our power to merit its favour; and we beg that, if at any point of our agency 
passengers experience any vexatious trouble, or, as they may conceive, imposition, they 
will not fail to write to this effect, giving all particulars thereof, in order that the same be 
forthwith altered and compensated for.270 

An anonymous author illustrated the difficulties that persisted four years later, despite 
improvements in the meantime: 

The distance from Alexandria to Cairo is 170 miles, and the passage usually occupies 
thirty two hours. The fare paid was £3 10s or 5d a mile. Now the rate of fare on board the 
French and Austrian steamers in the Levant, is only a franc for a marine league, which is 
little more than 3¼d a mile. The French steamers furnish you with a good room, a bed, 
clean linen, and a toilet table. The Egyptian Transit Company allows its passengers, if 
female, a common hall below stairs, and if male, a plank on the deck. [...] The canopy of 
heaven, on a damp night, was our only covering, our neighbours sides our only pillows, 
our remedy against ophthalmia, a morning wash in a ship's bucket. A bad breakfast and a 
worse dinner were given us without any extra charge. Both filth and food are supplied as 
included in the bargain for the passage, and we must own that, as far as quantity was 
concerned, there was no lack of either. [...] 

From Cairo to Suez things were, and doubtless still are, much worse. The unfortunate 
passengers then paid £12 each, for riding six or eight together in a dog cart for a distance 
of eighty four miles. As the English company had secured an effectual monopoly of the 
road, it was generally impossible to procure either camels or donkeys from Cairo direct to 
Suez. The ordinary price paid for the hire of a single camel before the establishment of 
the monopoly was 9s, and for a donkey, 15s, and it required the interference of the police 
of Cairo, and an attempt to put passengers who did not avail themselves of the Transit 



Company into quarantine on their arrival at Suez, to prevent an opposition on the part of 
the camel drivers and donkey boys. 

[The author] ... completed his journey by the line of the ancient canal to Suez, and from 
Suez to Cairo along the proposed line of the railway in ten days; the hire of four 
dromedaries, and three men, for this journey cost him only £4. And the whole journey 
including provisions, hotel expenses at Suez, and presents, cost only 10d a mile; while, 
had he availed himself of the service of the Transit Company, it would have cost him 3s a 
mile, without including hotel expenses at Suez.271 

Even in 1841, the P&O had received complaints about the overland journey and the 
charges. Arthur Anderson, one of the company's three Managing Directors, spent much time 
in Turkey and Egypt, returning to London in November 1841 to convince the directors that 
the arrangements had to be improved. By July 1841 the P&O had decided to double the 
frequency of sailings from Britain to Alexandria from one to two per month and to provide a 
"double route" through Egypt. With two steamers on the Nile, it would be able to carry two 
groups of passengers at the same time, one coming from and the other going to India; it also 
proposed to open a second route from the Nile to the Red Sea with a 100-mile crossing from 
Thebes [Waset] to Cossair [Al-Qusayr]. It also devised a "plan for passing travellers through 
Egypt during the plague", which must have been reassuring.272 

The company set up a Transit Committee to monitor the operation of the Overland Route. 
The Committee spent about £5000 in 1842–3 on equipment including carriages, vans, 
horses, harnesses and English grooms for the desert crossing. The company had by this 
stage put two steamers, Lotus and Cairo, on the Nile and additional track-boats on the 
canal, staffed by its own employees.273 

However, the P&O was reluctant to seek a change in the terms of its 1840 Royal Charter 
and was therefore unable to set up a company to manage the transit itself. In 1843 it 
encouraged the formation of an Egyptian Transit Company,274 which was granted a 
monopoly by Muhammad Ali and which bought out J R Hill and Co.275 However, the active 
managers of the new company were familiar: Thurburn, Hill [presumably the coach-driving 
brother], Raven and Waghorn, with the addition of Captain James Barber, formerly of the 
East India Company. The P&O did not trust their competence, and was determined not to 
allow them to take over the running of its boats in Egypt, but it could not set up its own 
operation over land.276 

Muhammad Ali's cooperation 

But the Transit Company was not the only body in Egypt with which the P&O had to deal: it 
also required the agreement of the Egyptian government, which meant that of Muhammad 
Ali. Arthur Anderson's discussions with him in 1841 seemed to have gone well. On 15 
September 1841 Boghos Youssouff wrote on behalf of Muhammad Ali to Arthur Anderson: 

The memoir above-mentioned, and to which you have subsequently added an 
explanatory note, may be divided into two distinct heads — 

1. The transit duty in favour of Egypt. 

2. The means of transport, depots, and requisite security.277 

The point about the transit duty was that an 1838 treaty between Britain and Turkey provided 
for an ad valorem duty of not more than 3% on imports to any Ottoman province (which 
category included Egypt). If that were applied to small but very valuable goods (including 
"fine and costly merchandize" and specie: gold and silver coins), the only goods likely to be 
sent overland, the duty would be very high compared with the freight charge. Both 



Muhammad Ali and the P&O wanted to encourage the use of the overland route so Ali 
agreed to a rate of half of one per cent.278 He even agreed that Briggs and Co, the P&O 
agents, could keep their own records throughout 1842 and pay his treasury the amount due 
at the end of the year.279 

On the second point, Anderson had requested 

That the packages should not be subject to any opening or examination during their 
transit through Egypt; that the routes between Suez and Cairo, and between Cosseir and 
Ghenneh, should be improved by the Pacha; that it was necessary that the charges of 
transport should be kept moderate, and that the traffic should so far enjoy his special 
protection as to guarantee to it every possible facility, together with perfect security.280 

Muhammad Ali agreed to that, and added that he would provide such military posts and 
escorts as might be required.281 By an Ordinance of the 15th Schiaban 1257 (30 September 
1841), he announced that he authorised "the free and unrestricted building of ships, for 
navigating the Nile" and the Mahmoudié Canal under conditions that applied equally to 
natives and to foreigners: 

I. The captains of ships (Reis) and the crews belonging to the said ships, must, all of 
them, be Egyptians. 

II. Such ships cannot sail under any other flag than the customary one of the country, 
hoisted by Egyptian vessels navigating that river. 

III. The said ships shall pay the duty called "Avaïdi-Rissale,” which has been in force from 
the remotest times, and which amounts to but little for every "ardeppo" of capacity. 

IV. Whatsoever ship, built and navigating under such conditions, endeavours to evade the 
same, shall be detained and prevented from further navigating.282 

Harcourt said that, some months later, Muhammad Ali announced that the navigation 
privileges had to be renewed regularly by applying through the consulates;283 there is no 
reason to suppose that that restriction was the result of John H Allan's breach of the rules on 
20 November 1841, which may not have come to the attention of Muhammad Ali: 

Giovanni, H's Maltese servant, had already engaged two boats, one for our own use, the 
other for our baggage; and after hoisting our English ensign to protect us from having the 
boats impressed for the conveyance of the Pasha's grain, we spread our large lateen sail, 
and ran swiftly before a fine breeze.284 

Hoskins said that the 1841 agreement was reinforced by a code of regulations published by 
Muhammad Ali on 13 May 1843,285 but in August of the previous year some of the P&O's 
privileges had been extended: passengers and baggage could be landed at [close to?] the 
Mahmoudié Canal without passing through the city of Alexandria, customs officers were to 
inspect "neither their persons nor trunks", stores could be built at Suez, the Lotus could be 
repaired in Muhammad Ali's dockyard and "a propelling steamer [could] be allowed to track 
upon the Mahmoudie Canal".286 

All of that suggested that Muhammad Ali looked favourably upon both the P&O and the 
Overland Route, and Harcourt pointed out that he understood that the crossing would both 
enhance his status and provide him with revenue.287 The want of money to which the 
Morning Post referred in 1842288 may have made that latter outcome even more attractive. 



Muhammad Ali and the Gordian knot 

Throughout 1843 P&O became less and less satisfied with the Egyptian [Oriental] Transit 
Company and, in 1844, P&O asked the Foreign Office, the Indian Board of Control, the 
Admiralty and the Post Office for help. Thurburn had borrowed money from Muhammad Ali 
as capital and borrowed more to buy out J R Hill and Co, his speculations went awry and he 
raised charges to try to recoup some of his money. Like P&O, Muhammad Ali was 
dissatisfied with the operation of the transit — and also with the waste of his money.289 

By the end of 1844, it was clear that Muhammad Ali was determined to have the transit 
managed by the Egyptian government. He had the power to bring that about: he could raise 
the £20000 a year charge to the P&O; he could, and did, ban the P&O steamers from 
operating on the Nile, require special permission for transport of luggage and merchandise 
on the Nile, make life very difficult for any travellers who tried to avoid using the official 
transit service and punish camel men and others who provides services to such travellers. 
The P&O steamer Delta was forbidden to enter the Nile: Muhammad Ali argued that he had 
never conceded to P&O the right to navigate the Nile but had merely licensed specific 
vessels to do so. He wanted Delta transferred to him.290 

But while P&O might resent Muhammad Ali's plans for a takeover, both sides believed that 
the transit had to be operated as a monopoly and P&O preferred a well-run operation in 
Egyptian hands to the badly-run and expensive operation that Thurburn and his associates 
had provided. In January 1846 P&O's Deputy Chairman went to Egypt and negotiated an 
agreement that gave P&O a monopoly of passenger and merchandise traffic by sea to and 
from Alexandria and Suez; its Nile steamers were sold to Muhammad Ali [the last being 
transferred in February 1848291] and the charge for the transit was reduced from £15 [plus 
hotel expenses] to £12 from March 1847 onwards.292 

The [London] Daily News said in July 1846 that the Bombay community was angry at the 
passing of control into the hands of the Egyptian government.293 However, the anonymous 
author of On the Communications between Europe and India, through Egypt wrote in 
the same year that, even when the English society had had a monopoly, travellers had been 
charged enormous prices for a badly organised service. Muhammad Ali was "the most 
rapacious merchant in the habitable world" but he had at least reduced the charges and the 
service was capable of improvement.294 Harcourt quotes others — consuls, postal agent, 
traveller — who welcomed the improvements brought about by what was now the Egyptian 
government's Transit Administration, which held its charges unchanged until the railway took 
over the traffic.295 

In 1846 the transit offered three routes: Alexandria to Boulec [the port of Cairo] for 3 
sovereigns, Alexandria to Suez for 9 and Cairo to Suez for 12. Those were the highest fares 
for first class passengers, allowed 2 cwt of luggage each, but there were five classes, the 
lower being allowed only 1 cwt of luggage: 

 Ladies, Gentlemen, and Children above 10 years old, in Vans across the Desert 

 European Female Servants in Vans across the Desert 

 Children from 5 to 10 years, Indian or Native Female Servants, European Men Servants, 
Mechanics, &c, in Vans across the Desert 

 Children from 2 to 5 years, in Vans from Suez to Cairo 

 Indian or Native Male Servants, on Dromedaries or Donkeys across the Desert.296 

In 1839–40 275 passengers had used the Overland Route;297 in 1846–47 there were over 
3000 passengers298 and the service used 2563 camels, 440 horses, 46 vans, 4 Nile 



steamers and 3 steam tugs and several track-boats on the Mahmoudié Canal. 
Improvements continued: in January 1849 Kanee Bey, director of the transit, was reported to 
be providing a new passenger landing-jetty in Alexandria harbour with a store for luggage 
and goods, new offices in the town and a new wharf and station at the canal terminus.299 In 
June of that year, the P&O half-yearly meeting was told that the company was to order, for 
the transit, a new Nile steamer as well as two new paddle-wheel steamers and three 
dredging machines for the canal.300 The Morning Post's report of the same meeting 
suggested that there might have been a change of director: 

The present superintendent of transit, Hereden Bey, recently appointed by the Pasha, is a 
very active and intelligent gentleman, acquainted with the requirements of European 
habits, and anxious to adopt every practical improvement; as an instance of which, the 
contract for the provisioning arrangements on the Nile and Desert has been entrusted by 
the Transit Administration to the management of an Englishman, who intended to employ 
English servants throughout the line, and the directors are informed that considerable 
improvements have already been made.301 

The end of the line 

The Mahmoudié Canal lost its place in the Overland Route when the railway was built; the 
Overland Route itself was made irrelevant by the opening of the Suez Canal. Osama 
Ettourney302 says that Muhammad Ali decided not to proceed with railway construction in 
1834 and again in 1843–44. It was not until the 1850s that planning began; the first 112 km 
(70 miles) of railway, from Alexandria to Kafr el-Zayat on the Nile, opened in 1854, with a 
ferry to take carriages across the Nile; the link to Cairo completed in January 1856303 and the 
line to Suez in 1858.304 

Ettourney says that the 193 km (120 mile) journey from Alexandria to Cairo took about seven 
hours;305 Fairholt, writing in 1862, said that it took six hours but that some people still used 
the canal: 

The journey from Alexandria to Cairo used formerly to occupy three days, and was 
usually made by boat on the Mahmoudieh Canal. Now the railway does it in six hours. 
The canal is still used by persons who hire boats at Alexandria and carry much luggage, 
intending to stay some time on the river.306 

Later drawings and photographs show traffic on the canal [I have not sought other 
information on the subject], but it was no longer of concern to the P&O. 

The end of the quest 

I have not found evidence to show that Watson's boat was sent to Egypt; on the other hand, 
some unusual track-boats were sent there, including one of 105', and there is nothing to rule 
out the possibility that Watson's boat was amongst them. 

I would be glad to hear from anyone who comes across any information on the subject. It 
may be that there is a record, somewhere, of the construction of long, narrow, horse-drawn 
iron passenger vessels for use in Ireland or in Egypt. 

http://irishwaterwayshistory.com 
3 April 2014 
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Appendix 1: Images 

There are some illustrations of the Mahmoudié Canal, at different times, on the internet. 
There is an undated [early twentieth century?] postcard here 
http://scholarship.rice.edu/bitstream/handle/1911/7022/EgyV6_05_10r.jpg?sequence=1 with 
information here http://scholarship.rice.edu/handle/1911/7022. This 
http://www.flickr.com/photos/patopostcards/5499015640/ is an undated black and white 
photograph. There is an 1823 drawing entitled Les écluses du canal Mahmoudieh près du 
palais de Ras el Tin en 1823 at http://www.egyptedantan.com/alexandrie/alexandrie22.htm 
but I have not been able to find a larger online version. This page 
http://www.finerareprints.com/print_detail.html?stock_no=19631 has a drawing, from 1808 or 
earlier, of a bridge over the old Canal of Alexandria; there is another bridge towards the 
bottom of this page http://www.philographikon.com/printsegypt.html. P&O Heritage has a set 
of paintings covering the Overland Route here http://www.poheritage.com/the-
collection/galleries/Paintings/Overland-Route. 

Undated postcard 
http://www.silveracorns.co.uk/index.php?main_page=product_info&cPath=168&products_id
=230&zenid=muhaua2r38kabs0qp6j0gcsnk2 

John Varley Junior painting 1880 http://www.bridgemanart.com/de/asset/139760/varley-john-
jnr-1850-1933/on-the-mahmoudieh-canal-alexandria-1880-oil-on-canvas 

Photo http://www.britishempire.co.uk/maproom/egyptalexcanal.htm 

Sketch of ferry http://www.peoplescollectionwales.co.uk/items/43466 

Photo with many sailing vessels http://www.allposters.com/-sp/Egypt-the-Mahmoudieh-
Canal-the-Water-Highway-Between-Alexandria-and-the-River-Nile-Posters_i6851458_.htm 

Postcard http://www.flickr.com/photos/cam37/1221291104/ 

A modern photograph of the El Mahmoudia Canal 
http://www.panoramio.com/photo/5546345 

A modern satellite photo of Alexandria 
http://earthobservatory.nasa.gov/IOTD/view.php?id=1056&eocn=related_to&eoci=related_im
age expanded here 
http://eoimages.gsfc.nasa.gov/images/imagerecords/1000/1056/ISS01E5025_lrg.jpg  

A well illustrated account of the overland route, but with some inaccuracies http://www.trains-

worldexpresses.com/webships/400/402.htm  
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