NATIONAL MUSEUM NEWS Eleventh Issue: Spring 2000 p. 8-9

PLucky COASTAL TRADERS AND TIMBER FOR EGYPT:

"Qurdi-assur-lamur to the king:
With regard to the ruler of Tyre,
of whom the king said that [ was
' to speak kindly to him - all the
quays are open to him, (and) his subjects enter and
leave the quay-houses as they wish, (and) sell and
buy.

Mount Lebanon is at his disposal, and they
go up and down as they wish, and bring down the
wood...

I appointed a tax-collector over those who
come down to the quays which are in Sidon, but the
Sidonians chased him off...

I made a statement to them, that they might
bring down the wood and do their work with it,
(but) that they were not to sell it to the Egyptians or
to the Palestinians, or I would not allow them to go
up to the mountain..." .

This passage from Nimrud Letter 12, dated
to the end of the 8th century B.C.,? casts some light,
or at least permits speculation on the nature of
trade and hinterland production during that era of
neo-Assyrian military and administrative control of
the central Phoenician coast.

For the purpose of this brief note the most
interesting aspect of the document points to an
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ongoing and, from the Assyrian point of view, ille-
gal trade in timber with Egypt and Palestine. These
regions had been clients of the Phoenician city
states for centuries, (and in the case of Egypt) even
millennia, buying or bartering for the coniferous
timber that grew in the upper ranges of the western
slopes of Mount Lebanon. At the turn of the 8th
cent B.C. however, Egypt's pervasive presence in
Phoenicia and implicit monopolistic claim on this
country's most desirable primary resource had
become golden memories?®.

Nevertheless the desire for quality timber
and its by-products in Egypt remained unabated
and Sidonian and Tyrian timbermen and merchants
were willing and able to respond to these demands.
Even if it called for the occasionally rude and per-
haps risky behaviour of kicking Assyrian tax-col-
lectors out of quay-side countinghouses®. But then
the timber business was never for the timid; it
would attract and export seasonal workers, hard-
scrabble folk," homines silvestres...non habitantes
sub tecto" (wild people... people who live in the
open) who scared western travellers in the coastal
mountains of Syria during the period of the
Crusaders®. Perhaps such perception is echoed in
the Wadi Brissah inscription referring to local pop-
ulations living on Mount Lebanon as wild and hos-
tile, and a threat to the region during the neo-
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—— Babylonian period®.

~— At any rate the business of pro-

viding timber to Egypt flour-

ished despite neo-Assyrian

embargos. Indeed, at the end the

8th century B.C. and during the

following centuries, the entre-

preneurial Phoenician lumberman "so skilled at

felling timber"” went probably much farther afield

to satisfy the demands of the timber market than

just cutting cedars in his own backyard. In search of

new and easily accessible supplies that could be

tapped without geopolitical encumbrances, he dis-

covered virgin forests in other parts of the

Mediterranean offering familiar species of cedar,
cypress, pine and highly priced hardwoods®.

The pattern of Phoenician contacts and set-
tlements evolving in the late 8th and 7th centuries
B.C. across the Mediterranean should, among oth-
ers, be considered a function of expanding timber
exploitation and trade’.
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