Stories of Chaldea, Chapter 1
By Edith Ralph
THE FIRST SETTLERS

We have all heard that the early inhabitants of this island of ours1 used to wander
about clad in the skins of wild beasts, and painted their bodies blue with woad2; and
they lived on the flesh of the beasts they hunted, and were, in fact, like all barbarian
tribes.
But the whole world was not peopled by savages at that time; for, far away in the
south of Europe, lived a martial race, the Romans, and those of us who have read
history know that they came to our land with their armies, conquered the people, and,
to a certain extent, civilized them.
But who had civilized the Romans, and their neighbors the Greeks, more
cultured even than they? It would be too long a story were we to trace civilization
through all the lands till it reached our own; but it is certain that it must have begun
somewhere; for, of course, men did not always build houses, construct bridges, make
roads, palaces, churches, and understand arts and sciences as they do now. Many
scholars think that the cradle of civilization was a fertile country far away in Asia, called
Chaldea, watered by two great rivers, the Tigris and Euphrates, and if this be so, it
would be interesting to know something of the people who lived in that region, long,
long ago.
Who were they? Where did they come from? Why did they settle there? What
was their religion? And, lastly, how can we know anything about them, when they have
all been dead and buried for so many centuries?
I will answer the last question first. Those who have read the old stories of Egypt
will guess that men have found out the history of this buried nation by digging. The
land is covered with mounds, and under these mounds lie ruined cities.
You may say, perhaps, that walls don’t speak, and that even if they do find the
remains of houses, that does not tell who lived in them.
I am not so sure of their walls not having a tale of their own to tell; besides, there
were libraries.
“Libraries?” I think I hear you exclaim. “Why, I thought printing was only
invented in the fifteenth century, and paper about the twelfth.”
Quite true, so they were; but it was not paper and printing that made men think.
It takes brains as well as ink and paper to write a book, and man had brains long before
there were either, and tried to express his thoughts by marks on the bark of trees, on
leaves, skins of animals, sheets of papyrus, or, older and more enduring than anything
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a yellow-flowered European plant of the cabbage family. It was formerly grown as a source of blue
dye, which was extracted from the leaves after they had been dried, powdered, and fermented.
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else, on rocks and stones. Not, however, that any of these materials were used in the
old libraries, as you will hear.
Of course, it was not the very first inhabitants of Chaldea who wrote history;
but, by the books in the ancient libraries, and the inscriptions on stone, we are told a
great deal about the early inhabitants of the country, that was thought to be true at the
time it was written.
As I said just now, all such information has been obtained by digging; for in this
way remains of the ancient palaces have been laid bare on whose walls are written, or
rather chiseled, the deeds and events connected with the kings who lived there. Thus, a
monarch’s house was also his history, and therefore it was usual for each king to have
a new palace built for himself, rather than live in that occupied by his predecessor.
Most of these buildings were destroyed by fire, and if the libraries of those days,
often kept in one of the rooms in the palace, had been like ours, they too would have
perished. Fortunately, however, they were not. Their books were tablets made of clay!
The curious signs were scratched on them with a little iron rod, triangular at the end,
and as the only mark this would make in the clay was a sort of wedge, all their words
are formed of wedges of different sizes, put together in every possible position. This
writing is called “cuneiform.” After being written on, these little cakes of clay—for the
largest only measured nine inches by six and a half—were baked, and henceforth could
not be spoilt by either fire or water.
In the libraries discovered by Sir Henry Layard at Nineveh, in Assyria, which is
north of Chaldea, there were found books on science, astronomy, geography, history,
and religion. On one tablet is a direction to the student to ask the librarian for any book
he might want, and to return it to the right place after having used it. So, you see
neatness and order have been taught for thousands of years, which makes it strange that
even yet untidy bookshelves may sometimes be seen.
There were also school reading-books, and grammars and dictionaries to teach
and explain the more ancient language of the country, called Accadian, no longer
spoken when those tablets were written, and only understood by learned men and
priests.
And why do you think it was used by priests? You will be surprised to hear that
the priests taught the people that as their religion had been learned by former
inhabitants, who spoke a different language, they must say their prayers in that tongue,
as the gods did not like to be addressed in any other!
And now we will speak of those early inhabitants of Chaldea, referred to in the
libraries—the first settlers in the country, as far as we know. They were of the
“Turanian” race, from Central Asia who then became known as the Sumerians and built
the Sumerian Empire. Like most of the early races of which we have any knowledge,
they were originally a wandering people, and in their travels, some of them discovered
the fertile country north of the Persian Gulf, a land formed almost entirely of the mud

brought down the great rivers before mentioned, and therefore very fertile; so here they
determined to settle.
They had come from mountainous regions in Central Asia, where they had often
suffered from cold; but the climate of Chaldea was warm and the soil productive. In
spring, the country is so covered with bloom that the dogs are dyed orange, blue, or
red, according to the color of the flowers growing in the fields, through which they
have been running. Flowers and grass soon fade, however, under the hot summer sun.
The Sumerians looked round for building materials, but there were none. Bogs,
marshes, mud, and sand were to be had in plenty, but not a single stone. They had come
from mountains where iron was found, and had brought with them articles of gold,
brass, and iron, for many such have been found in ancient Sumerian tombs. Of stone,
too, they had plenty in their old home; so, they must indeed have been puzzled to know
what to do in a land where all these things were wanting.
But necessity is the mother of invention, and as reeds grew in great abundance
in the marshes, they cut down and used them for the walls of their huts, arching them
over with matting made from the leaves. No doubt they soon fell down if a storm came;
but it did not take long to erect new ones, and in such a warm climate the shelter of
such booths would be sufficient. Indeed, so hot is that region that travelers have seen
birds sitting in the date trees about Bagdad with their beaks open, panting for fresh air,
and even the camels sicken.
The Sumerians, however, seemed to have become acclimatized, for they stayed
on, and in time spread over the whole country, establishing a certain sort of order and
religion, and inventing many useful things; among others, the earliest style of cuneiform
writings.
Editor’s Note: Wheat, barley, lentils and
chickpeas first became domesticated in
Mesopotamia 10,000 years ago. Animals were
also first domesticated in Mesopotamia for
meat, milk, skins, fiber and later
transportation. And it was because of this that
the Sumerians were able to settle down in
CUNEIFORM WRITING
Mesopotamia and establish an empire when
most of the rest of the world, including
Europe, were still living as hunter gatherers using stone-age technology. The Sumerians
are noted for inventing the wheel; the plow; elaborate irrigation systems; urban
civilization with multi-storied buildings; sailboats; chariots; games like checkers; writing
and libraries; a system of higher education; the sundial and keeping of time in days,
hours, minutes and seconds; astronomy and astrology and a calendar which is the basis
for ours today; maps; mathematics; tools like hammers and pulleys, etc. Abraham lived
in the final days of the Sumerian Empire and it was this civilized culture that he was
leaving behind.

