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In the summer of 1200/1786, following more than a decade of political stale-
mate with Qazdagli Mamluk rulers in Cairo, the Ottoman central government
launched a military and naval campaign to reclaim Egypt’s provincial revenues
and reassert the authority of Istanbul. The campaign was spearheaded by the
Grand Admiral of the Ottoman navy, Ghazi Hasan Pasha, who assumed the role
of governor following the successful (but temporary) ousting of the Mamluk
leaders from power. He spent a year reorganizing Egypt’s finances and adminis-
tration—lifting irregular taxes imposed by the Mamluk beys and imposing new
ones benefitting the imperial treasury—before he was called away in August
1787, at the age of 74, to lead a naval campaign against the Russians.*

One of Hasan Pasha’s first acts in Egypt was personal and pious, rather than
military or fiscal. It was also certainly political. He appeared at the highest court
in Cairo, al-Bab al-‘Ali, to register the endowment deed (waqgfiyah) for a pious
endowment (waqf, pl. awqaf) in the Nile-Mediterranean port city of Rosetta (Ar.
Rashid). The endowed property consisted of irrigated land southeast of the city,
near the village of Kom al-Afrah, and its proceeds were dedicated to the upkeep
of a mosque complex that Hasan Pasha had built on the Aegean island of Kos (Tr.
Istankdy) earlier that year.? Like many other property holders in Rosetta and its
surrounding villages, Hasan Pasha endowed a mixture of orchard land (a garden
planted with date palms, citrus trees, mulberries, sycamores, and grape vines)
and irrigated agricultural land “dedicated to growing clover and other things,”
that included a well, waterwheel, and underground cistern.?

'For Hasan Pasha’s tenure in Egypt, see ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Jabarti, ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Jabarti’s
History of Eqypt: ‘Aja’ib al-athar fi'l-tarajim wa’'l-akhbar, ed. and trans. Thomas Philipp and Moshe
Perlmann (Stuttgart, 1994), 2:108-47 (13 Ramadan 1200/10 July 1786-23 Dha al-Hijjah 1201/5
October 1787); Daniel Crecelius, “Orders of Ghazi Hasan Pasha to the Egyptians (1200-1201
AH/1786-1787 AD),” Arab Historical Review for Ottoman Studies 17-18 (1998): 23-32.

2Dar al-Watha’iq al-Qawmiyah (hereafter DWQ) Mahkamat Rashid 346, case 215 (3 Dhii al-Hijjah
1200/26 September 1786). The case was copied into the sijills of Rosetta at the end of October:
DWQ Mahkamat Rashid 346, case 237 (8 Muharram 1201/31 October 1786). The property he en-
dowed consisted of three-quarters (18 girats out of 24) of a garden known as Ghayt al-Razzaz,
the Rice-Merchant’s Plantation.

3Al-gita‘ah al-ard al-maw‘ad bi-dhikriha ald al-mu‘iddah li-zira‘at al-barsim wa-ghayrihi. Clover was
frequently grown as a fodder crop in rotation with valuable cash crops, providing food for
beasts of burden and binding vital nitrogen in overtaxed soil.
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Hasan Pasha’s wagqf in Rosetta is evidence of Egypt’s position within an Otto-
man statesman’s mental geography of the reach of imperial power across the
eastern Mediterranean at the end of the eighteenth century. But on a more fun-
damental level, Ghazi Hasan Pasha’s decision to endow orchards and irrigated
land in Rosetta in perpetuity was simply following local custom. The country-
side around Rosetta was controlled by local households who held rights to land,
irrigation infrastructure, and horticultural property endowed as wagf. House-
holds from across the spectrum of provincial property holders, including ulama
and village elites, were well represented in the local landscape of wagf. Addition-
ally, households affiliated with beylicate and the Ottoman military regiments
(0jag, pl. ojagat) had been establishing estates of waqf property in the northern
Delta since the second half of the seventeenth century. Indeed, Hasan Pasha had
obtained the land and irrigation equipment for his waqf from a member of the
local ‘Azaban regiment.

This article explores the appeal of wagf as a property regime for the control of
land and water resources in the eighteenth-century Egyptian Delta. Specifical-
ly, it focuses on the socio-economic and legal logics that informed local house-
holds’ use of wagf around the cities of Rosetta and Damietta (Ar. Dimyat) in the
northwestern and northeastern Delta, respectively (Fig. 1). Waqf was part of a
strategy of capital accumulation, household formation, and social reproduction
in Egypt, as it was throughout the early modern Ottoman Empire. Drawing on
the rich surviving records (sjillat, sing. sijill) of the Islamic courts (al-mahkamah
al-shar‘iyah, pl. mahakim) of Rosetta and Damietta, I analyze a market in waqf
property that in many ways approximated a regime of private property. The
culture of the Islamic courts and the priorities of property holders in the north-
ern Delta form the subject of the first three sections of this article.

I also explore the environmental, geographic, and political limits of wagqf
property for creating and maintaining a stable land regime in the Delta at the
end of the eighteenth century. In the final two sections, I discuss a divergence in
the economic fortunes and political profiles of Rosetta and Damietta, two seem-
ingly similar regions in the Egyptian Delta. This comparison sheds light on the
local factors that shaped the implementation of wagf as a strategy for control-
ling land and water prior to the widespread introduction of private property on
agricultural land in the nineteenth century.

For further discussion, see Zoe Griffith, “Egyptian Ports in the Ottoman Mediterranean, 1760-
1820,” Ph.D. dissertation, Brown University, 2017.
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Fig. 1. Map of the Egyptian Delta showing the location of Rosetta and Damietta
as well as coastal lakes and major canals.

WAQF IN THE LAND REGIME OF OTTOMAN EGYPT

Wagf—personal property placed in trust as a pious endowment—has been a fa-
vored lens for historians of Islamicate societies since the field’s turn to econom-
ic and social history in the 1980s and 1990s. By the Ottoman period (extending
from the fourteenth century to World War I in some regions), waqf was wide-
spread in the empire’s major and secondary cities; wagf provided for the poor
and the sick, supported education and the learned ulama, erected and embel-
lished cityscapes, and immortalized personal and family legacies from the Bal-
kans to the Hijaz.® Prior to the Tanzimat reform period (1839 to 1876), between

5Scholarship on wagf in the Ottoman Empire, even limited to the Arab provinces, is too exten-
sive to list here. For a recent discussion of the “Centrality of Wagfs” in Ottoman society and
historiography, see Beshara B. Doumani, Family Life in the Ottoman Mediterranean: A Social History
(Cambridge, 2017), 83-100. For important volumes bringing together scholarship on wagf, see Le
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one-third and one-half of arable land and urban property throughout the Ot-
toman Empire was endowed as wagf.® Not all types of property were equally
eligible for endowment, however. According to Islamic jurisprudence, a wagqf
could only be created out of property that was already held by its owner as fully
alienable private property, or milk. Urban real estate (houses, shops, ateliers,
and industrial property) was classified as milk by default, and its conversion into
wagqf was unproblematic. By contrast, the default status of agricultural land was
miri, or state land, taxation of which was essential to public welfare, and it was
therefore not generally eligible for endowment as wagf.

Nevertheless, at the time of the Ottoman conquest of Egypt in 1516, approxi-
mately 40 percent of the province’s agricultural land was said to be endowed as
wagf.” During a process of “wadfization” of taxable (khardji) agricultural land
in the second half of the fourteenth century, revenues from Egypt’s productive
land were endowed to the wagfs of the Mamluk sultans.® The Ottomans put forth
legal claims—based on Hanafi jurisprudence and Ottoman administrative law
(kanun)—to the land they found tied up in waqf and succeeded (from Istanbul’s
perspective) at reclassifying some of this as taxable state land.® Nevertheless,
more than 20 percent of arable land in Egypt was still classified as wagf at the
turn of the nineteenth century.®

Meanwhile, Ottoman jurists expanded the classification of milk to include the
intensively irrigated lands encircling many of the empire’s cities and towns: the

Wagf dans lespace islamique: outil de pouvoir socio-politique, ed. Randi Deguilhem (Damascus, 1995),
and Held in Trust: Wagqf in the Islamic World, ed. Pascale Ghazaleh (Cairo, 2011).

¢Astrid Meier, “Wagf Only in Name, Not in Essence: Early Tanzimat Wagqf Reforms in the Prov-
ince of Damascus,” in The Empire in the City: Arab Provincial Capitals in the Late Ottoman Empire,
ed. Jens Hanssen, Thomas Philipp, and Stefan Weber (Beirut, 2002), 202. Efforts to monitor and
systematize revenues endowed to the imperial wagfs in Istanbul began as early as the 1770s,
opening the door to more extensive efforts to centralize authority over provincial wagfs during
the Tanzimat period.

"Muhammad ‘Afifi, Al-Awqaf wa-al-hayah al-igtisadiyah fi Misr fi al-asr al-‘Uthmani (Cairo, 1991), 9,
citing the seventeenth-century historian Ishaqi.

8Imad Badr al-Din Abu Ghazi, Tatawwur al-Hiyazah al-Zira‘iyah fi Misr Zaman al-Mamalik al-
Jarakisah (Cairo, 2000); Igarashi Daisuke, Land Tenure and Mamluk Wagfs (Berlin, 2014).

°For an important discussion of the juridical debates over the legal status of wagqf property
in the former Mamluk territories of Egypt and Syria, see Kenneth Cuno, “Was the Land of Ot-
toman Syria Miri or Milk? An Examination of Juridical Differences within the Hanafi School,”
Studia Islamica 81 (1995). For a more in-depth treatment of the legal-juridical debates among
scholars of different Sunni madhhabs, see Baber Johansen, The Islamic Law on Land Tax and Rent:
The Peasants’ Loss of Property Rights as Interpreted in the Hanafite Legal Literature of the Mamluk and
Ottoman Periods (London, 1988), 81-82.

Kenneth Cuno, The Pashda’s Peasants: Land, Society, and Economy in Lower Egypt, 1740-1858 (Cam-
bridge, 1992), 103.
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bostans of Istanbul, the Ghouta region outside of Damascus, and the “green belt”
around Tripoli in modern-day Lebanon are some of the better-known examples
of these semi-rural landscapes of gardens, orchards, vegetable patches, and ag-
ricultural land.** As milk, this property was eligible for endowment, and repre-
sented reliable and lucrative investments for households engaged in both trade
and commercial agriculture.

The widespread conversion of irrigated semi-rural land into wagqf has been doc-
umented as part of a process of “re-Ottomanization” in the provinces of Greater
Syria in the seventeenth century.'? A related phenomenon can be observed in Egypt
around the port cities of Rosetta and Damietta where, beginning in the second
half of the seventeenth century, households affiliated with the Ottoman regiments
(especially the ‘Azaban and Mustahfizan—the Egyptian term for the Janissaries)
converted land and irrigation infrastructure into pious endowments that would
embed their descendants on the Egyptian coast for a century or more. " The timing
of these endowments corresponds to the arrival in Egypt of waves of demobilized
Anatolian troops following the (long but successful) Ottoman campaign in Crete
from 1645 to 1669 and the second (failed) siege on Vienna in 1683. As Anatolian
soldiers joined the Ottoman regiments in Egypt, it elevated the status and clout of
officers of the Mustahfizan and ‘Azaban corps.™ Military office brought access to
tax farms, including the customs offices of Egypt’s ports and control of the boom-
ing Red Sea coffee trade. The profits generated by these endeavors could be safely
secured as waqf in the fertile zones around Egypt’s bustling Mediterranean ports.

Following a tumultuous period in the early seventeenth century in which the
local regiments and beylical households vied amongst themselves and with the Ot-
toman government for control in Cairo, the Ottoman central state stabilized its
grip on Egypt’s revenues and administration. The reassertion of Ottoman sover-
eignty in late seventeenth-century Egypt has been documented through the lens
of political households, legal culture,' and attention to public irrigation works.

"Doumani, Family Life, 231. Doumani draws here on the work of Baber Johansen, Contingency
in a Sacred Law: Legal and Ethical Norms in the Muslim Figh (Leiden, 1999). For Istanbul’s Ottoman-
era bostans, see Aleksandar Shopov, “When Istanbul Was a City of Bostans: Urban Agriculture
and Agriculturalists,” in A Companion to Early Modern Istanbul, ed. Shirine Hamadeh and Cigdem
Kafescioglu (Leiden, 2021), 279-307. For the Ghouta region of Damascus, see James A. Reilly,
“Status Groups and Propertyholding in the Damascus Hinterland, 1828-1880,” International
Journal of Middle East Studies 21, no. 4 (1989): 517-39.

2Doumani, Family Life, 165-69.

BGriffith, “Egyptian Ports,” Chapter 2.

“4Jane Hathaway, The Politics of Households in Ottoman Egypt: The Rise of the Qazdagls (Cambridge,
1997), 13.

5James E. Baldwin, Islamic Law and Empire in Ottoman Cairo (Edinburgh, 2017).
16 Alan Mikhail, Nature and Empire in Ottoman Egypt: An Environmental History (Cambridge, 2011).
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) “”

Egypt’s “re-Ottomanization” can also be observed through the lens of property,
kinship, and a legal culture of waqf endowment in regions of the northern Egyp-
tian Delta that were tightly integrated into Ottoman circuits of domestic trade and
provisioning at this time. Ottoman sovereignty remained relatively stable in Egypt
until at least the 1740s, with the consolidation of the Qazdagli Mamluk household
and its rise from the ranks of the Mustahfizan into the beylicate.”

Wagf was a ubiquitous institution throughout the Ottoman provinces, but the
“culture of waqf”’—what kinds of things could be endowed, with what tools, toward
what end, and over whose objections—was regional, if not intensely local.’® The
Islamic court was meticulous in recounting the details of any transaction involv-
ing wagqf property, since these details could prove crucial to the claims of dozens or
even hundreds of living and future beneficiaries enmeshed in sometimes elaborate
networks of kin and clientage. The court recounted (and, in a sense, constituted)
entire family trees in order to protect the beneficiary claims of rightful heirs, as
much as to preclude unlawful claims by those excluded from the wagf.* In suffi-
cient numbers, these transactions can provide a surprisingly clear portrait of the
local social order, including kinship networks, business relations, intermarriage,
status, and changing fortunes, at least among the property-holding echelons.? Ul-
timately, attention to the domain of wagqf proves invaluable to reconstructing the
social history of provincial “secondary cities” like Damietta and Rosetta, for which
no local histories or chronicles have survived.?

"Hathaway, Politics of Households.

8For example, Murat Cizakga notes that cash wagfs (endowments of cash that could be loaned
out at interest), were relatively widespread in the Balkans and Anatolia, but long believed to
be absent in the “more pious Arab regions.” This view has been disproven by evidence of cash
wagfs in Aleppo. Murat Cizakga, “Cash Wagfs of Bursa, 1555-1823,” Journal of the Economic and So-
cial History of the Orient 38, no. 3 (1995): 313. Beshara Doumani explores the importance of local
political economy and norms of social reproduction for the gendered realm of wagf beneficia-
ries in “Endowing Family: Waqf, Property Devolution, and Gender in Greater Syria, 1800-1860,”
Comparative Studies in Society and History 40, no. 1 (1998): 3-41.

“Doumani elaborates on the “mutually-constitutive relationship between kin and court” in
Family Life, for example, p. 48. These transactions thus nearly always detailed the name of the
founder of the waqf and the foundation date, the precise contents and demarcation of boundar-
ies of the property, in addition to sometimes dizzying lines of succession down to fractions of
fractions of a share (girat, pl. girarit).

»Ppascale Ghazaleh discusses the significance of these extra-familial networks, which often led
to unexpected endowments left to non-biological kin in late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-
century Cairo, in Fortunes urbaines et stratégies sociales: généalogies patrimoniales au Caire, 1780-1830
(Cairo, 2010), Chapter 7.

2Egypt’s surviving literary output from the early modern period is notably Cairo-centric. Nel-
ly Hanna believes there may be a rich manuscript tradition awaiting discovery, possibly includ-
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Rosetta and Damietta were both Nile-Mediterranean ports representing vi-
brant centers of commercial, social, and political life in early modern Egypt.? The
lowlands of the northern Delta enjoyed almost year-round access to the Nile, the
waters of which were distributed through an intricate capillary system of canals,
wells, and irrigation ditches. Reliable and plentiful access to water, as well as easy
access to the markets of the enormous population centers of Cairo, Istanbul, and
elsewhere in the Mediterranean, primed the Delta for intensive cultivation of cash
crops like rice and linen. Damietta had a long history as a port city, but Rosetta’s
fortunes were entirely transformed under Ottoman rule. Rosetta had been a minor
riverside settlement prior to the Ottoman conquest of Egypt in 1517, but its im-
portance rose rapidly as the site of the Ottoman imperial storehouses (Tr. Anbar-1
Amire) for Egyptian produce awaiting shipment to Istanbul. (Figs. 2-3).

These port cities were home not only to maritime merchants and seamen, but
to households of political grandees, agricultural brokers, and ulama who invested
inlanded wealth as well as in Mediterranean trade. Rural elites—village shaykhs as
well as Bedouin leaders—also invested in agricultural and horticultural property
in the cities’ outskirts. Private property-holding in Rosetta and Damietta included
irrigated land—gardens, orchards, and even agricultural land for cash crop pro-
duction—and the accoutrements of rice production in the towns—industrial struc-
tures such as bleaching mills, storerooms, and livestock facilities.

We turn now to the landscape of wagf property in the eighteenth-century
northern Delta, which exhibited clear patterns reflecting the interests of Otto-
man-era provincial elites. By the end of the eighteenth century, very few surviv-

ing more provincial chronicles and “commoner chronicles,” written by figures outside of the
military and religious sectors, but these still await discovery. Nelly Hanna, “The Chronicles of
Ottoman Egypt: History or Entertainment?,” in The Historiography of Islamic Egypt, c. 950-1800, ed.
Hugh Kennedy (Leiden, 2001), 237-50. Compare with Dana Sajdi, The Barber of Damascus: Nouveau
Literacy in the Eighteenth-Century Ottoman Levant (Stanford, 2013).

25cholarship on Rosetta and Damietta is uneven, although Rosetta remains better studied in
Arabic-language scholarship and Damietta better studied in Western languages. For Rosetta,
see Jalilah Jamal al-Qadi, Muhammad Tahir al-Sadiq, and Muhammad Husam al-Din Isma‘il,
Rashid: al-nash’ah, al-izdihar, al-inhisar (Cairo, 1999); Nivin Mustafd Hasan, Rashid fi al-‘asr al-
‘Uthmant: dirasah tarikhiyah wath@iqiyah (Alexandria, 1999); ‘Ali Salah Ahmad Haridi, “Al-Hayah
al-iqtisadiyah wa-al-ijtima‘lyah fi madinat Rashid f1al-‘asr al-‘Uthmani, dirasah watha’iqiyah,”
Egyptian Historical Review 30-31 (1983-84): 327-78; A. Lezine and A. R. Abdul Tawab, “Introduc-
tion a I'étude des maisons anciennes de Rosette,” Annales Islamologiques 10 (1972): 149-205. For
Damietta, see Niquila Yasuf, Tarikh Dimyat mundhu agdam al-‘ustir (Damietta, 1959); Daniel Crece-
lius and Hamzah ‘Abd al-‘Aziz Badr, “French Ships and Their Cargoes Sailing Between Dami-
ette and Ottoman Ports, 1777-1781,” Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient 37, no.
3 (1994): 251-86; Peter Hill, “The First Arabic Translations of Enlightenment Literature: the
Damietta Circle of the 1800s and 1810s,” Intellectual History Review 25, no. 2 (2015): 209-33.
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Fig. 2. Map of Rosetta and surrounding area indicating land use.

ing wagfs in and around Rosetta and Damietta dated to the sixteenth century
or earlier. Notable exceptions include properties endowed to the Mamluk-era
sultanic waqf of Qaytbay (r. 1468-96).% Endowing personal property to a chari-

BFor example: DWQ Mahkamat Rashid 348, case 83 (11 Dhii al-Qa‘dah 1204/23 July 1790): Salihah
Khatiin bint Muhammad al-Khatib, the wife of Amir Mustafd Agha, q@’immagam of Birinbal,
rented a piece of irrigated land northwest of Rosetta endowed to the waqf of Qaytbay from Amir
Khalil Agha, commander of the Rosetta citadel. For Qaytbay’s waqf properties in Damietta, see
DWQ Mahkamat Dimyat 272, case 231 (date missing, sometime between the end of Jumadaland
the beginning of Rajab 1187/mid-August to mid-September 1773), in which Badawi ibn Shaykh
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Fig. 3. Map of Damietta and surrounding area indicating land use.

Muhammad al-Asili claimed that Hasan Agha ibn Yaisuf Shaqdaf owed him 172 riyals for use of
agricultural land (ard filahah), a well, and a waterwheel endowed to the wagf of Qaytbay; DWQ
Mahkamat Dimyat 287, case 83 (16 Rabi‘ IT 1202/24 January 1788), in which al-Zayni Mahmiid ibn
‘Ali al-Ghaytani purchased 2.25 shares of a field endowed to the wagf of Qaytbay from Ahmad
al-Badawi ibn Ramadan al-Jaziri for 200 riydls. See also DWQ Mahkamat Dimyat 287, case 245
(date missing, around May 1788); DWQ Mahkamat Dimyat 288, case 206 (date missing, around
fall 1789). Mamluk-era wagfs were more common in Damietta, which had been an important
port prior to Egypt’s incorporation into the Ottoman Empire. The ‘Abbasi coast near Damietta
(al-shati® al-Abbasi) housed the estates of many of the port’s urban elites, including the wagf-
estate of Shaykh Shams al-Din al-Dayriiti al-Shafi, established in 1504.
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table cause (wagf khayri), such as the upkeep of a mosque or support for the poor,
was a pious act. A number of households in Rosetta endowed date palm orchards
surrounding the port to the holy cities of Mecca and Medina? and at least one
endowed rice paddies to benefit the Mosque of al-Azhar in Cairo.?” Hasan Pasha
endowed his waqf, as we saw at the beginning of this study, to the upkeep of
the mosque he had recently erected on the island of Kos. Denizens of Rosetta
and Damietta generally kept their charity close to home, endowing rents from
shops, apartments, rice mills, gardens, and plantations to the upkeep of smaller,
local mosques.

Even closer to home, in fact, the overwhelming majority of wagfs in Ro-
setta and Damietta were so-called “family wagfs,” (waqf dhurri or wagqf ahli),
the proceeds of which went to the benefit of the endower and his or her de-
scendants.? Endowing a family waqf carried the same pious association as
any other wagqf, since its proceeds would eventually devolve to a charitable
cause upon the death of the endower’s final heirs.?” The benefits to endow-
ing personal property—orchards, shops, mills, waterwheels, gardens, the
family house, even agricultural land—were obvious. Waqgf property was pro-
tected from confiscation by the state or political rivals. This was important
for elites affiliated with the Ottoman regiments or Mamluk households, since
the wealth of statesmen could be seized by the treasury (bayt al-mal). This
could also be a consideration for wealthy civilians who had no living heirs
and wanted to leave their wealth to unrelated household members like manu-

2#DWQ Mahkamat Rashid 346, case 1034 (15 Shawwal 1203/9 July 1789): Ibrahim al-Jammal
rented eight shares of a plantation called al-Haramayn al-Sharifayn planted with date palms;
DWQ Mahkamat Rashid 348, case 709 (ghurrat Jumada I 1198/22 March 1784) ‘Abd al-‘Al ibn
‘Ali Farahat endowed a wagf including seven shares of a plantation that had originally been
included in the al-Haramayn al-Sharifayn wagf.

»DWQ Mahkamat Rashid 350, case 141 (ghayat Jumad4 11208/3 January 1794). The details of this
wagqf (endower and endowment date) are unavailable. The Janissary wagf of ‘Abdallah Gorbaci
Tutmaksiz, established in Rosetta in 1763, contained rice mills and caravansaries (wikalat)
along with orchards and irrigated fields—a fairly typical profile for a household wagf in Rosetta
in the eighteenth century. The commercial structures were constructed alongside rice fields
endowed by a different household to the Mosque of al-Azhar in Cairo.

%Van Leeuwen notes that this function developed early in wagf jurisprudence, allowing fami-
lies to retain trusteeship over household wealth in perpetuity despite having given up legal
ownership. Legally speaking, however, there was no difference in Islamic jurisprudence be-
tween a “charitable” waqf and a “family” wagf; all wagfs were considered charitable (Richard
Van Leeuwen, Wagfs and Urban Structures: The Case of Damascus [Leiden, 1999], 12). Ghazaleh dis-
cusses the modern distinction between “charitable” and “family” wagfs in Fortunes urbains, 436,
n. 42,

7 Meier, “Waqf,” 205.
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mitted slaves.? Wagf property was not subject to Islamic laws of inheritance,
which demanded the division of wealth, including real estate, among heirs
according to strict proportions. Endowing property as waqf was thus an op-
portunity to enforce or reshape the contours of family: one could stipulate
that sons and daughters should benefit from the waqf equally, or that daugh-
ters should not benefit at all. Manumitted slaves could be included as benefi-
ciaries, linking the fortunes of the formerly enslaved and their descendants
to the endower’s household in perpetuity. Taken together, these features of
wagqf property offered households greater control over wealth both during the
endower’s lifetime and in future generations.?

On the other hand, once a property was endowed, it could no longer be
alienated since its revenues were dedicated to the upkeep of a pious cause.
In this sense, wagqf property was less flexible (a less liquid form of capital)
than milk property. However, as the work of innumerable social and economic
historians of the Islamic world has demonstrated, the loss of flexibility that
came with the formal exclusion of wagf property from the market was easily
overcome through the use of specialized contracts executed in the Islamic
court. It is to the legal practice of wagf in the northern Egyptian Delta that
we now turn.

LEGAL CULTURES OF WAQF PROPERTY IN THE DELTA

The privatization of land controlled as tax farms (iltizam) is key to understanding
the hegemony of Mamluk households in eighteenth-century Egypt.*° Indeed, priva-
tization of state revenues underpinned the rise of local power holders throughout
the Ottoman empire in the seventeenth century, and intensified after the intro-
duction of life-term tax farms (malikdne) in 1695.% It is in this context—the privati-
zation of public revenues—that we can better understand a concurrent process by

% Ghazaleh, Fortunes urbains, 455.

»Doumani, “Endowing Family,” 6.

%0¢Abd al-Rahim ‘Abd al-Rahman ‘Abd al-Rahim, Al-Rif al-Misri fi al-qarn al-thamin ‘ashar (Cairo,
1974), 69; Cuno, Pasha’s Peasants, 33.

S'Under the iltizam system, land remained legally in the possession of the Ottoman imperial
treasury, which sold the rights to collect taxes on a particular parcel of land to the highest bid-
der in exchange for a cash payment up front. Though bidding was supposed to occur at regu-
lar intervals (originally 1-3 years), tax farms became functionally heritable by the eighteenth
century. Taxation rights could be held by an individual for life, and could pass to his (or, less
often, her) heirs for a fee. The Ottoman government introduced the malikdne (which continued
to be called iltizam in Egypt) to raise cash and encourage good stewardship by tax farmers. See
Mehmed Geng, Osmanh imparatorlugu'nda Devlet ve Ekonomi (Istanbul, 2000); Ariel C. Salzmann,
“An Ancien Régime Revisited: Privatization and Political Economy in the 18th-Century Otto-
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which valuable irrigated property was obtained by members of the state apparatus
(Ottoman regiments and Mamluk households) in the Arab provinces and endowed
as waqf in perpetuity for the benefit of their descendants.

While reaping benefits such as protection from confiscation and flexibility in
matters of inheritance, the endowers and beneficiaries of waqf used specialized
contracts to transact waqf property much like private property. Using legal con-
tracts like long-term lease (tawdjur), exchange (istibdal), and relinquishment of
beneficiary rights (isqat), wagf holders could liquidate their real estate holdings in
what Nelly Hanna has termed “semi-alienation™ waqf property circulated easily
on the market without violating the legal non-alienability of wagf status.* These
contracts are especially evident in the court records from Rosetta, where regi-
mental households began to liquidate their rice mills, plantations (ghayt), and even
agricultural land along the Nile towards the end of the eighteenth century. Much
of this property was scooped up by Rosetta’s rice brokers, who had cash in hand but
lacked political title that offered access to other forms of landed property.*

The most common type of semi-alienation contract in the Egyptian Delta was
the long-term lease, or tawajur, which could be signed for up to 90 years on prop-
erty endowed as waqf. Muhammad ‘Afifi has posited that one- to three-year leases
were typical for property endowed as waqf in Egypt, but I have seen almosts no
examples of leases shorter than 10 years in the court records of Rosetta and Dami-
etta in the eighteenth century; most rentals were longer than 40 years.> In fact,
long-term leases were so common on wagf land in Rosetta that short-term leases
were a distinct anomaly requiring specific provision. In 1703, Hajj Abu al-‘1zz ibn
‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Abbas endowed several waterwheels and land for the cultivation of
rice and clover.* He wrote a condition (shart) into the endowment deed stipulating
that no part of the wagf could be rented out for more than three years at a time
and explicitly forbade the stringing together of multiple three-year contracts. In
1772, ‘N’ishah Khatiin, the great-granddaughter of Hajj Aba al-‘1zz and the super-
intendent (nazirah) of his waqf, raised a claim in al-Bab al-‘Ali in Cairo against one
Hajj Husayn ibn ‘Ali Nar al-Rashidi. She accused Hajj Husayn of taking possession
of one-third (eight girats) of the property seven years prior and withholding the
land tax (khardj) levied on the property for himself. She demanded that he cede his
claim to the property and repay 760 riyals of tax and 10 ardabbs of rice produced

man Empire,” Politics & Society 21 (1993): 393-423; Dina Rizk Khoury, State and Provincial Society
in the Ottoman Empire: Mosul, 1540-1834 (Cambridge, 1997), Chapter 4.

2Nelly Hanna, Habiter au Caire: la maison moyenne et ses habitants au XVII et XVIII siécles (Cairo,
1991), 32. See also ‘Afifi, Al-Awqaf, 155-56.

3 Griffith, “Egyptian Ports,” Chapter 2.
HAFifi, Al-Awqaf, 145-47.
DWQ Mahkamat Rashid 333, case 272 (8 Jumada I1 1186/5 September 1772).
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by the land on behalf of the wagf. Hajj Husayn protested that he had obtained le-
gal rights to the property from ‘¥’ishah’s cousin Ibrahim,; specifically, Ibrahim had
rented his share of the property to Hajj Husayn in a 40-year lease and relinquished
his beneficiary rights for a large sum of 1,400 riyals. However, the court declared
the transactions between Hajj Husayn and Ibrahim invalid (batil) and sided with
‘N’ishah Khattin on the basis of the three-year maximum condition written into
the endowment deed. This is the exception that proves the rule in Rosetta; only in
a case involving an air-tight stipulation against the practice of long-term lease was
the court called on to intervene. Apart from this example, the use of multi-decade
contracts on wagqf property, including life-term (90-year) tawdjur contracts, was ex-
ceedingly common.

The frequency of semi-alienation contracts in Rosetta’s Islamic court is striking
and requires interpretation. On a basic level, it reflects a socio-legal sphere well-
equipped to handle an economic regime based on wagf property, and a popula-
tion carefully attuned to the nuances of wagf as a means of capital accumulation.
For example, the rule of istibdal (“exchange” or “substitution” of wagf property)
allowed wagf holders to convert their property into a marketable asset. Rosettans
used istibdal to transact irrigated land with a freedom that belied the legal status
of wagqf property. The rule of istibdal held that “a waqf object can regain its status of
milk [private property], on condition that it is exchanged for another object which
then becomes wagf,” or even that, “an istibdal for money is allowed if a substitute is
bought and subsequently turned into waqf.”*¢ In Rosetta, the practice of “exchange”
nearly always involved the transfer of a piece of waqf property for a cash sum, little
different from an outright sale. ‘Afifi notes that some Muslim scholars considered
such exchanges “legally reprehensible” (makriih).>” But in practice, these mecha-
nisms were often sanctioned by the local ulama, who presided over the signing of
these contracts, and employed these same rules to manage their own landed prop-
erties. For example, Ahmad al-Razzaz ibn ‘Ali Abii al-Su‘td used such an exchange
to alienate urban waqf property to Shaykh Salih ibn Shaykh Ahmad al-Banna, a
Hanafi mufti in Rosetta, in 1796.°® These contracts were not just a reflection of
Rosettans’ legal and economic savvy; Beshara Doumani describes the frequent ap-
pearance of istibdal cases as a sign of “the rapid rise or grafting of a new elite on to
the existing power structure,” as actors with access to cash and influence vied for
control over limited propertied assets.* This was certainly the case in Rosetta at

6Van Leeuwen, Wagqfs and Urban Structures, 41, citing the opinion of the eighth-century Hanafi
scholar Abii Yasuf (d. 798).

7Afifi writes extensively on the use of istibdal for urban property (Al-Awqaf, 174-81) and for
land (ibid., 198-200).

DWQ Mahkamat Rashid 350, case 812 (3 Rabi‘11211/5 September 1796).

¥Doumani, Family Life, 99.
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the end of the eighteenth century, as a longstanding Ottoman regimental elite was
supplanted by commercial and Mamluk interests.

Similar to istibdal, the rule of isqat (“relinquishment”) enabled beneficiaries of
a wagf to renounce their beneficiary rights for a cash sum.* Ghazi Hasan Pasha’s
wagf provides an example of the rule of isqat. The endowment deed stated that the
properties endowed to Hasan Pasha’s waqf in Rosetta had already been endowed to
the wagf of Ahmad ibn Hasan Cavus; the land had been held in a 90-year lease by
Amir Sulayman Corbaci, a commander in the ‘Azaban corps, since 1765. If the deed
is to be believed, the buildings and fruit trees endowed to the wagf had fallen into
ruin and neglect—the implication being that the property was no longer generat-
ing revenues intended for the upkeep of the wagf. Hasan Pasha had gained pos-
session of these properties “via legal isqat” from Amir Sulayman, giving him the
right to endow them as his own wagf. Such claims of ruination and decrepitude
were common in legal cases involving the transfer of waqf property, though it is
impossible to know whether this was a description of fact, or mere pretext.* Signs
certainly point to pretext in the case of Hasan Pasha’s wagf; if the orchard and
structures were too decrepit to support the wagf of a provincial ¢cavus, why should
they be suitable for the triumphant Ottoman governor of Egypt?

The semi-alienation of wagf property, including irrigated land, was a notable
feature of Rosetta’s legal and economic culture by the second half of the eigh-

The use of isqdt to turn waqf property into a more freely transactable form of property right
was widespread among Rosetta’s property-owning households towards the end of the eigh-
teenth century. In 1792, Muhammad al-Hasr1 relinquished his rights to two girats of a property
containing an orchard and waterwheel to Salihah bint Shaykh Muhammad al-Khatib, the wife
of the deputy governor (g@’immaqgam) of the rice-producing village of Birinbal (DOWQ Mahkamat
Rashid 348, case 419 [ghurrat Safar 1207/17 September 1792]). In 1797, the brothers Mustafd and
‘Abd al-Karim ‘Abbasi relinquished their cousin’s share in the wagf that they co-supervised
(DWQ Mahkamat Rashid 350, case 908 [6 Sha‘ban 1211/3 February 1797]). This share consisted
of one-third (eight girats) of a garden called Awlad Riim containing date palms and other fruit-
bearing trees, a well with its wooden waterwheel, and a storeroom for tobacco. ‘Uthman Agha
Khoja gave the brothers 1,450 riyals for the property. Later in the same year, ‘Uthman Khoja re-
turned to the court with the ‘Abbasi brothers to draw boundaries across the property, dividing
it into equal thirds (DWQ Mahkamat Rashid 350, case 976 [no date]). ‘Uthman Khoja received
the westernmost third bordering another property in his possession and measuring approxi-
mately half a faddan (about 2,400 square meters).

“IFor example, DWQ Mahkamat Dimyat 272, case 198 (12 Jumad4 I 1187/1 August 1773); DWQ
Mahkamat Dimyat 282, unnumbered after case 83 (16 Rabi¢ II 1202/24 January 1788); DWQ
Mahkamat Dimyat 282, case 221 (9 Shawwal 1202/12 July 1788); DWQ Mahkamat Rashid 346, case
926 (no date but around January-February 1789); DWQ Mahkamat Dimyat 290, case 69 (28 Dhi
al-Qa‘dah 1210/3 June 1796); DWQ Mahkamat Rashid 350, case 918 (27 Ramadan 1211/25 March
1797); DWQ Mahkamat Rashid 350, case 934 (23 Shawwal 1211/21 April 1797); DWQ Mahkamat
Rashid 350, case 1062 (14 Jumad4 I1 1212/3 December 1797); DWQ Mahkamat Rashid 355, case 37
(18 Rabi IT 1219/26 July 1804).
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teenth century. The frequency of these transactions challenges the view of insti-
tutionalists like Timur Kuran, who have interpreted the legal injunction against
the alienation of wagf property at face value.* Legally speaking, there was little
standing in the way of Rosettans who wished to profit from their wealth in wagf.
But we should not therefore assume that individuals and households endowed
their homes, orchards, plantations, and mills as cold investments or objects of
speculation. As noted above, and as I have written about at greater length else-
where, the frequency of semi-alienation contracts in Rosetta likely represents a
degree of upheaval in the political and economic fortunes of one group of local
elites (the Ottoman regiments) and the rising fortunes of another (specifically
the city’s Muslim agricultural brokers and perhaps higher-ranking Mamluks.)
Rather than evidence of nascent capitalism or a “modern” regime of private
property, we should understand privatization in the eighteenth-century Delta
as a response to many of the same factors that fueled the rise of private proper-
ty elsewhere during the early modern period: commercialization creating new
alliances of wealth and power within and against the patrimonial state.*

HORTICULTURAL WEALTH ON IRRIGATED ESTATES

In light of the unique geography of Rosetta and Damietta, situated at the wa-
ter-rich, commercialized nexus of the Nile and Mediterranean, one impor-
tant feature of land transactions in the local sijills was the nearly ubiquitous
inclusion of the tools necessary for intensive artificial irrigation: wells, wa-
terwheels, dikes, canals, and corrals for housing large livestock. Alan Mikhail
has argued that Egypt’s agricultural economy in the early modern period re-
lied on a system of great (“sultanic,” or sultani) and subsidiary (“local,” or
baladi) irrigation canals, built and maintained through the coordination of
state resources and local labor and knowledge.** Here we find that wealthy
households in the low-lying landscape of the northern Delta also held irriga-
tion infrastructure—wells, waterwheels, cisterns, and water use rights—for
private use, as an important component of their landed estates.

Until the final years of the eighteenth century, the sijills from Damietta and
Rosetta provided detailed descriptions of irrigated properties, elaborating upon
their attributes and boundaries, but did not systematically measure their size or

“2Timur Kuran, The Long Divergence: How Islamic Law Held Back the Middle East (Princeton, 2010),
Chapters 6-7.

3See Baki Tezcan, The Second Ottoman Empire: Political and Social Transformation in the Early Modern
World (Cambridge, 2010).

#“Mikhail, Nature and Empire, 42.

©2022 by Zoe Griffith.
BY DOI: 10.6082/271n-4714. (https://doi.org/10.6082/271n-4714)

DOI of Vol. XXV: 10.6082/msr25. See https://doi.org/10.6082/msr2022 to download the full volume or individual
articles. This work is made available under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International license (CC-BY). See
http://mamluk.uchicago.edu/msr.html for more information about copyright and open access.



34 ZOE GRIFFITH, ENVIRONMENT, POLITICAL ECOLOGY, AND THE CULTURE OF WAQF

dimensions.* One way to gauge the relative size of an irrigated estate is by the
description of multiple wells and waterwheels required to irrigate the land. For
example, the Dayriiti waqf, endowed near Damietta in 1504, included five irriga-
tion wells by the end of the eighteenth century, each affixed with its own wood-
en waterwheel.* The age of the waqf and the need for five waterwheels suggests
that this was a sizable property, certainly larger than the average plot, which
typically made do with one or two waterwheels. The waqf of Amir Sulayman
Corbaci ‘Abaza, endowed in Damietta’s hinterland in 1677, contained seven wells
and waterwheels by the end of the eighteenth century.” The agricultural land
endowed to the wagf of Hajj Abu al-‘1zz, who embedded the three-year maximum
lease condition in his endowment deed from 1703, included 12 waterwheels, in-
dividually named and collectively known as “the Mothers” (ummahat). *®

As Nile-Mediterranean ports with rice-growing hinterlands, Rosetta and
Damietta had similar political ecologies. However, norms and techniques sur-
rounding irrigation differed between the two regions, perhaps according to lo-
cal legal culture, or perhaps due to topography and proximity to the Nile. When
the beneficiaries of the Dayriiti waqf alienated the property via an istibdal con-
tract in 1787, the alienation of water use rights was specified along with the ma-
terial tools of irrigation: included along with the land, wells, and waterwheels
was also “the flow of [the land’s] waters and the rights to [the water] entering
the property and leaving it” (majari miyaha wa-huqiqahu kullaha al-dakhilah fihi
wa-al-kharijah ‘anhu) along with a canal (jisr) connecting the property to the pub-
lic canal (al-jisr al-‘amm).*® When a fourteenth-century wagqf containing irrigated

“Further research would be needed to establish precisely when (and why) the use of area mea-
surements became standard in the court records, but the shift seems to have begun in the
1790s. While the faddan was the typical measure of agricultural land held as iltizam, this unit
almost never appears in the court. When area measurements begin to appear in the court
records, the units given are the gasabah (a length ranging from 3.5 to 4 meters) and the dhira
(between 58 and 68 centimeters). At the turn of the nineteenth century, the faddan ranged in
size from 4,200 to nearly 6,000 square meters depending on the quality of the land. There were
between 267 and 333 gasabahs per faddan, and between 6.5 and 6.75 dhira‘s per gasabah. For
the complicated and variable relationship between the dhira, gasabah, and faddan, see Stanford
Shaw, The Financial and Administrative Organization and Development of Ottoman Egypt, 1517-1798
(Princeton, 1958): 72-73.

The endower’s descendants effectively alienated a majority share of the land along with its
wells and waterwheels to Mustafa Celebi ibn Amir Ismail Odabasa, the grandson of one of the
tax farmers of Damietta’s rice market, in 1787. DWQ Mahkamat Dimyat 285, case 151 (no date,
1201/1786-87).

7DWQ Mahkamat Dimyat 287, case 66 (7 Jumada IT 1202/15 March 1788), and DWQ Mahkamat
Dimyat 285, case 195 (undated, 1201/1787).

$DWQ Mahkamat Rashid 350, case 604 (25 Jumad4 IT 1210/6 January 1796).
“DWQ Mahkamat Dimyat 285, case 151 (date missing, 1201/October 1786-October 1787).
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Fig. 4: “Vues de Beni Salameh et d’'un puits sur la branche de Rosette” (Views of
Beni Salameh and one of the wells on the Rosetta branch). From Description de
I'Egypte, Etat Moderne I, 82. (Scan provided by The Library of Congress, https://
www.loc.gov/item/2021669727)

land outside of Damietta was rented for 90 years in 1816, the rental also included
“what [goes with the land] in terms of benefits and obligations and the rights to
water flowing onto the property and out of it.”*° This phrasing, specifying the
landholder’s right to the use of water flowing on the land, appeared regularly in
court cases in Damietta, but never in Rosetta. Whether this represents a differ-
ence in recording practices between the two Islamic courts, or whether Damiet-
tans in fact claimed greater control over water resources on their property is a
question for further research.

Local terminology for irrigation equipment also differed. In describing the ir-
rigation wells located on elite estates, the Damietta court records always refer to
“wells enclosed with brick and mortar” with wooden waterwheels erected over
their openings.* In Rosetta, meanwhile, the court exclusively refers to “bahrani
wells” (bi’r bahrani) with wooden waterwheels as the standard tools of irrigation
on local landed estates.? The meaning of bahrani here is unclear, but may be a
reference to the Nile (Bahr al-Nil) itself as the water source, rather than a canal.
Fig. 4 comes from the Description de 'Egypte and depicts a well and waterwheel

©Wa-ma li-dhalik min al-manafi¢ wa-al-lawazim wa-al-huquq majari miyahihi huquqahu kullaha al-
dakhilah fihi wa-al-kharijah ‘anhu. DWQ Mahkamat Dimyat 305, case 94 (9 Jumad4 11232/27 March
1817). The wagf, consisting of a garden and plantation, was endowed by Qadi ‘Abd al-Latif ibn
Muhammad al-Samidi al-Nari al-‘Ansari in 791/1389.

S1Bi’r matwi bi-al-ajar wa-al-mawn al-murakkab ‘ald fahatihi sagiyah min al-khashab.

52Bi’r bahrani murakkab ‘ald fuhatihi sagiyah min al-khashab.
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constructed directly on the banks of the Rosetta branch of the Nile to draw up
water from the river.

The French engineer Pierre-Simon Girard remarked that irrigation wells
in the northern Delta were dug very shallow, allowing for the use of water-
wheels with affixed buckets to raise the water from the river, rotated by oxen
or buffalo. This was likely the method used on the rice paddies that dominat-
ed the region. Plots of land located further away from the banks of the river
were irrigated using water “drawn up from the bottom of wells by means of
a circle of rope affixed with ceramic pots” and rotated by beasts of burden.
The pot-wheel system was used for “all the enclosed gardens near the cities,
especially the most affluent ones.”*

Irrigation infrastructure was included in every land transaction in the sijills
for Rosetta and Damietta in the eighteenth century. This is unsurprising, since
control of irrigation represented a crucial element of agricultural and horti-
cultural productivity on elite estates. A more perplexing feature of legal cul-
ture found only in Rosetta was the listing of date palms (inshab nakhil balah),
vines, and other fruit trees in every transaction regardless of the category of
the land—garden (bustan, junaynah), plantation (ghayt), or farm lands (tin, plL
atyan)—or quality of the soil—sandy (ard raml), arable (sawad), or rice paddy.

References to fruit trees vastly outnumber references to rice or any other
agricultural product, creating a sort of dissonance between the forests of trees
thicketing the sijills and French and Ottoman observers’ obsessive focus on the
Delta’s production of rice and grain. This is a distortion created by a legal cul-
ture, which highlights deeper challenges of understanding agricultural pro-
duction and consumption through Islamic court records. Although productive
trees dominate local land transactions, these records almost never mention the
economic profit of their fruits, let alone the process of cultivation.>* Recount-
ing his travels in the 1780s, Constantin-Frangois Volney called the gardens and
orchards surrounding Rosetta “astonishingly delightful” but does not com-
ment on their economic importance. One of the authors of the Description de
I’Egypte noted “the remarkable sobriety of the inhabitants of Rosetta” for whom
“the fruit of the date palm seems to be the principal food, formed into thin,

53 Description de 'Egypte: ou, receuil des observations et des recherches qui ont été faites en Egypte pen-
dant lexpédition de larmée frangaise (Paris, 1809-28; digital edition, access via Library of Con-
gress), vol. 5, Etat Moderne I, 508-10.

5'Cuno notes that under Mehmed Ali Pasha’s system of agricultural monopolies, the tax levied
on date palms rose from .5 to 2 piasters (ghuriish) per year in 1821-22 to 1 to 2.5 in 1836-44.
Part of this tax was levied in kind, and products of the bark and fronds were placed within the
pasha’s monopoly system (Cuno, Pasha’s Peasants, 130). This suggests that the state considered
the date palm an important part of its strategic inventory, presumably for necessary items like
rope and storage baskets.
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little, round cakes and eaten with a bit of unleavened bread.”* But local con-
sumption probably did not motivate the landed elite’s investment in trees. In
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, dates were exported from Egypt to
the Ottoman imperial pantry, albeit as more of an incidental than a principal
item of commerce. Evliya Celebi, the famous Ottoman traveler and a notorious
gourmand, known for making special note of local delicacies on his travels, had
once admiringly noted the seventeen distinctive varieties of dates cultivated
in Egypt that were not found in Basra or Baghdad. The Ottoman kitchens de-
manded 500 woven palm baskets-full each year.> In the nineteenth century,
‘Ali Mubarak described the quality and variety of Rosetta’s date harvest, most
of which by that time was destined for markets in Cairo and Alexandria.*” The
annual produce of a healthy date palm was valued at around 150 silver paras in
1800, less than half the value of an ardabb of wheat in the same period.*® Date
trees were undoubtedly a valuable form of wealth, but their towering profile in
the Rosetta sijills still seems disproportionate to the relatively modest economic
importance of date production.

One challenge in establishing the value of horticultural property relative to
other types of property (land and irrigation infrastructure) in the Delta econ-
omy is simply the nature of plants themselves. Fruit-bearing trees were almost
never enumerated, even when the boundaries and contents of a given property
were otherwise meticulously described to prevent future disputes in court. This
may be because the natural growth cycle of trees and vines made it difficult to
keep accurate tallies on landed property that might be rented out for decades.

ssConstantin-Frangois Volney, Travels Through Syria and Egypt, in the Years 1783, 1784, and 1785 (New
York, 1798), 12; Jean-Baptiste Prosper Jollois, in DE, vol. 7, Etat Moderne I, 351.

5The woven palm baskets used to transport dry goods were called zenbil in Turkish, gafas in
Arabic. Evliya Celebi, Evliya Celebi Seyahatnamesi, ed. Seyit Ali Kahraman, Yiicel Dagli, and Rob-
ert Dankoff (Istanbul, 2007), 10:242.

57¢Ali Pasha Mubarak, Al-Khitat al-tawfigiyah al-jadidah li-Misr al-Qahirah wa-mudunihd wa-biladiha
al-qadimah wa-al-shahirah (Bulaq, 1886-89), 11:76. He lists the varieties of dates produced around
Rosetta. The thin, oblong Zaghlal dates, bright red when fresh, are still some of the first to
ripen and most popular in Cairo markets. Because of the more temperate climate of the Medi-
terranean coast, Rosetta’s date crop ripened about a month later than harvests elsewhere in
the country.

*The silver para (also called the nisf fiddah in Arabic or the médin by the French) was the most
commonly used coin in eighteenth-century Egypt. For the para and other currency at the turn
of the nineteenth century, see Cuno, Pasha’s Peasants, 211-13. The ardabb was a unit of dry vol-
ume that differed according to locality (the Cairo ardabb being different from the Rosetta ar-
dabb, for instance) and for each grain (wheat, rice, etc.). In 1800, the Cairene ardabb for wheat
was 184 liters (ibid., 209). For the value of dates, see DE, vol. 6, Etat Moderne I, 551. For the value
of wheat, see André Raymond, Artisans et commercants au Caire au XVIII¢ siécle (Damascus, 1973),
1:53.
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The average productive lifespan of a date palm is about 40 to 50 years, while
many long-term rentals lasted 80 to 90 years. In mid-summer 1773, the qgadi of
Damietta launched an investigation (kashf) of waqf property at the behest of a re-
script (Tr. buyuruldu) from the governor’s council in Cairo, al-Diwan al-‘Al1.* The
governor had ordered the investigation to examine the old trees of the orchard
endowed to the wagf of one ‘Abd al-Hamid ibn Muta‘ Allah Rajih. The trees at
that time were in the possession of a Janissary officer, Amir Muhammad Corbaci
al-Hammami, but the waqf was supervised by two of the endower’s grandsons;
presumably it was they who had requested the investigation in the first place. A
party of local notables, deemed to be experts in such matters (mostly members
of the local regiments), went out to inspect the trees.® Upon their return to the
courthouse, they testified that the trees endowed to the waqf of ‘Abd al-Hamid
Rajih had grown old, and listed the new trees that had sprouted up in their place:
thirty lemon trees and two bitter oranges (naranj), an olive tree, a carob, and a
tamarind.® The experts declared that, according to the “customary law in such
situations,” (al-qaniin al-jari bi-hi al-‘adah fi mithl dhalik) half of the newly sprouted
trees belonged to the waqf of ‘Abd al-Hamid “according to their origins” (tab‘an
li-asliha), while the other half belonged to Muhammad Corbaci according to the
rule of musagqah, a type of sharecropping contract.

Given the value and prevalence of horticultural property as a form of wealth,
it is not surprising that Ottoman and Islamic law developed specific rules to
manage the ownership and care of productive plants. The private property sta-
tus of fruit trees and vines in Ottoman law (kanun) was established under the
Hanafi jurisprudent Ebiissuid Efendi (d. 1574) in the mid-sixteenth century.®
The milk status of trees and vines was independent of the status of the land
(whether miri, waqf, or iltizam) on which they grew. Productive trees and vines
could easily be endowed as wagqf, but trees held as milk just as often grew on
wagf land, retaining their separate legal status. In such cases, productive trees
were generally sold to the party who had acquired long-term lease rights to the
underlying land without acquiring outright ownership of the land itself. Horti-
cultural property constituted a valuable sector of the “layered” system of prop-
erty rights that dominated Ottoman land law until the mid-nineteenth century:
legal title to the land could be held separately from the legal right of surplus

DWQ Mahkamat Dimyat 272, case 198 (12 Jumada 1 1187/31 July 1773).

%°The qadi was accompanied by Amir Muhammad Corbaci, the sirdar of the ‘Azaban; Hajj Husayn
Ayik Cavus of the Mustahfizan; ‘Ali Celebi al-Hammamizadah; and Abt Bakr al-Jukhdar.

¢! Anna al-ashjar al-qadimah al-jariyah bi-waqf ‘Abd al-Hamid al-madhkar uzilat min tal al-muddah wa-
nabbata min usiiliha....

s2Colin Imber, “The Status of Fruit Trees and Orchards in Ottoman Law,” Tarih Enstitiisii Dergisi
12 (1981-82): 763-74; idem, Ebu’s-su‘ud: The Islamic Legal Tradition (Stanford, 1997).
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extraction, from the legal ownership of trees and irrigation infrastructure, and
from the rights of usufruct.®

The rule of musagah was a form of co-cultivation or sharecropping contract
that applied exclusively to the upkeep of trees and vines requiring irrigation
(the term musaqah deriving from the same Arabic root as the verb saqd, to ir-
rigate.) In theory, a musaqah contract was valid for one harvest but applied to
the upkeep of “anything planted with the intention of leaving it in the ground
for a year or more.”* In other words, it applied to orchards and vineyards,
but not to annual crops like wheat or rice that had to be sown anew for each
harvest. The owner of the trees (typically the landowner or tax farmer) would
contract the work and expenses of their maintenance (irrigation, pruning,
and harvesting) to a laborer in exchange for a designated portion of the har-
vest (for example, one-half or three-quarters of the fruit). In some parts of
the Ottoman Empire, such as the green belts around Damascus and Tripoli,
musaqah contracts regulating the relationship between the owner of produc-
tive trees and rural labor were codified into modern legal systems as part of
the Ottoman Land Law of 1858.°

But musdaqah took on a different function in the hands of Rosetta’s plantation
and estate holders in the eighteenth century. These contracts are a staple fea-
ture of Rosetta’s legal culture, but never, as far as I have seen, to deal with hired
labor.®® Instead, such arrangements were set up to facilitate the transfer of hor-
ticultural property endowed as wagqf in cases of long-term rentals of the under-
lying land. Instead of a contract signed between a landholder and rural laborer,
a Rosettan musaqah defined the relationship between a wagf and a wealthy les-
see. A musaqah agreement signed in 1793 between Ibrahim ibn Yuisuf Zaytiin and
Hasan ibn ‘Ali Corbaci, the superintendent of the waqf of his great-grandfather
Qasim Corbaci, is perfectly typical of the role of musagah in Rosetta’s legal re-
gime. Ibrahim Zayttin, a rural shaykh, signed a 90-year lease on a garden and

$sMartha Mundy and R. A Pottage, eds., Law, Anthropology, and the Constitution of the Social: Mak-
ing Persons and Things (Cambridge, 2004), especially Chapter 5: Martha Mundy, “Ownership or
Office? A Debate in Islamic Hanafite Jurisprudence over the Nature of the Military ‘Fief’, from
the Mamluks to the Ottomans.”

M. J. L. Young, “Musakat,” Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2nd ed.,
http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_SIM_5574.

For Syria, where the musaqgah survived enshrined in the local legal system into the French
Mandate period in the 1930s, see André Latron, La vie rurale en Syria et au Liban: étude d'économie
sociale (Beirut, 1936), 51-58; for Lebanon, see Kais Firro, “Silk and Agrarian Changes in Lebanon,
1860-1914,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 22, no. 2 (1990): 151-69.

1f Rosettans also used musaqah contracts for rural labor, then we must assume that these

contracts were recorded elsewhere than in the sijills, perhaps kept in the records of private
households.
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a sandy field near the Rosetta citadel, and an adjacent piece of fertile land pre-
pared for rice cultivation containing wells and waterwheels.*” All of the proper-
ties—land, water, and fruits of the garden—were endowed to the wagf of Qasim
Gorbaci. As in all such cases, the 90-year lease (semi-alienation, tantamount to
a sale) covered Ibrahim Zaytin’s rights to the land and irrigation infrastruc-
ture, but not to the date palms, citrus trees, and grape vines which presumably
constituted a significant part of the property’s overall value. To bring this hor-
ticultural wealth under Ibrahim Zaytin’s control, the two men signed a sepa-
rate musdqah contract: the lessee, Ibrahim, would be responsible for the main-
tenance of the trees endowed to the waqf, whose land was now in his long-term
possession. For the duration of the contract (90 years), the produce of the trees
was to be divided into one thousand shares. One share of the produce would go
to Hasan the superintendent for the benefit of the wagf, while the remaining
999 shares of the produce were for Ibrahim Zaytiin to keep. This 1:999 split is
the only form of musagah contract found in the Rosetta sijills in the eighteenth
century, and is also tantamount to a sale of horticultural waqf property in cases
of long-term rental of the underlying land.

I did not find any examples of musagah contracts in the records from eigh-
teenth-century or early nineteenth-century Damietta. Perhaps Damietta’s legal
culture simply extended the terms of a land rental to the trees and vines that
grew on it. Damietta’s “green belt” of horticultural land was smaller than Ro-
setta’s (compare Figs. 2 and 3), but this would not account for a complete absence
of musaqah contracts on its own. The absence of musdqah may reflect deeper
absences, such as a lack of interest among people with ready cash to acquire
horticultural property in Damietta for reasons that I discuss below. In any case,
this is one of several stark differences in the legal culture of waqf between two
cities with otherwise similar political ecologies.

The relationship between agriculture and horticulture on landed estates
in the Ottoman Arab provinces merits further research. In their composition,
combining wealth in date palms and rice paddies, Rosetta’s landed estates were
strikingly similar to what Dina Rizk Khoury has documented during “a strong

DWQ Mahkamat Rashid 348, case 656 (17 Ramadan 1207/28 April 1793).

S8<Afifi treats this 1:999 split as typical for the produce of wagqf property placed under musagah
in Egypt, although this practice seems to have differed significantly in greater Syria. For other
examples of musaqah featuring this 1:999 split: DWQ Mahkamat Rashid 330, case 260 (13 Jumada
I 1178/7 November 1764); DWQ Mahkamat Rashid 346, case 1282 (6 Dhii al-Qa‘dah 1204/19
July 1790); DWQ Mahkamat Rashid 348, case 264 (ghurrat Ramadan 1206/23 April 1792); DWQ
Mahkamat Rashid 348, case 656 (17 Ramadan 1207/28 April 1793).
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commercial revival” in seventeenth-century Ottoman Basra.® Although rice
was king in the irrigated economy of the northern Egyptian Delta, it was the
date orchards shading Rosetta’s agricultural estates that left their mark most
clearly in the sijills. The prevalence of horticultural property in the sijills was
at least in part a matter of legal and archival practice: dates and other fruit-
bearing trees had to be listed as attributes of every parcel of land on which they
grew—whether there were two trees or 200, and whether the land was classified
as waqf, milk, or iltizam.

The sijills depict a city obsessed with palms. Visitors to present-day Rosetta
might come away with the same impression, as the city is still surrounded by
miles of date orchards—an ocean of palms stretching from the Nile’s west banks
to the coast of the Mediterranean Sea. But there is a risk of missing the forest
for the trees, at least when studying the eighteenth century. Rice, sown anew in
the spring and harvested in the fall, had no legal status on the land. As far as the
Islamic court was concerned, rice represented property in the form of agricul-
tural credit during the spring planting season, and then as woven crates full of
harvested grain in the fall, but paddy rice was not itself an attribute of landed
estates. If the Islamic court during the Ottoman period primarily represented
the interest of the propertied classes, then the “absence” of agricultural produc-
tion in the historical land record raises methodological questions for historians:
when does wealth becomes “property,” and what types of property needed to be
documented for posterity?

CRISIS AND DIVERGENCE IN THE NORTHERN DELTA

So far, this study has explored the ways in which propertied households in the
northern Delta employed wagqf as a form of property right on land, trees, and the
tools of irrigation, at once more secure and more flexible than other forms of
property in eighteenth-century Egypt.

In simple geographic terms, it is easy to consider Rosetta as the mirror im-
age of Damietta. Both cities performed dual functions as river ports for goods
traveling up the Nile, and also as Mediterranean seaports connected to wider
regional markets. Both cities combined these port functions with diverse oth-
er industries, particularly textile manufacturing.” Both cities cultivated rich

®Dina Rizk Khoury, “Administrative Practice Between Religious Law (Sharia) and State Law
(Kanun) on the Eastern Frontiers of the Ottoman Empire,” Journal of Early Modern History 5, no.
4 (2001). She notes that “It is not clear what legal underpinnings defined ownership rights on
these estates. In other words, we do not know whether there was a regime of absolute owner-
ship of land or a regime of entitlement to rents of the land (as was the case in other parts of the
Empire where commercialization took place)” (ibid., 317).

70¢Ali Pasha Mubarak, Al-Khitat al-tawfigiyah, 11:72.
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“green belts” of orchards, gardens, and date palm groves, which constituted a
substantial bank of investment for the wealth of local inhabitants. Both were
urban centers of regions dedicated to the capital-intensive endeavor of cultivat-
ing rice, the most lucrative product of the northern Delta.

But by the final decades of the eighteenth century, similarities between Ro-
setta and Damietta were clouded by an apparent divergence in their functions
and fortunes. From the mid-1780s, Egypt weathered a series of ecological trou-
bles: after a serious famine in 1784 and 1785, the province was hit by a major epi-
zootic that decimated the livestock population, the motor of Egypt’s rural econ-
omy.”* Livestock were imported from Anatolia to plow the fields and turn the
water-wheels and millstones on which Egypt’s human population depended for
their livelihood, but scarcity, high food prices, and alternating years of exces-
sive and insufficient Nile inundation left populations vulnerable to outbreaks of
plague in Cairo in 1787 and 1788. Another outbreak that swept through the capi-
tal in 1791 was more virulent than any in living memory.”? It claimed the life of
Isma‘il Bey, the Qazdagli ruler elevated to power following Ghazi Hasan Pasha’s
campaign in 1786, and decimated his household. The void at the Cairo citadel
was filled once again by Ibrahim and Murad Bey, whose tyranny and misrule
had spurred Hasan Pasha’s “reconquest” of Egypt in the first place.

During this period, French observers noted drastic depopulation in Rosetta,
Damietta, and the surrounding countryside. In 1794, Guillaume-Antoine Olivier,
a French naturalist traveling through Egypt, noted that famine and plague had
roughly halved Rosetta’s population: only 12,000 inhabitants remained, down
from 25,000 in 1780.7° In Damietta, Napoleon’s savants blamed depopulation on
the breakdown of the canal system and the impact of repeated Bedouin inva-
sions on villagers and cultivated land.” Such observations should be read criti-
cally, since they were part of a larger French discourse seeking to justify French
interference in Egypt, a province that still very much belonged to their Ottoman
allies. The Beys’ neglect of Egypt’s irrigation system is cited along with their
oppression of the local and European merchant communities as their greatest
contribution to the collapse of Egypt’s economy and French imaginings of Egyp-
tian conquest in the 1790s.”

' Alan Mikhail, “Unleashing the Beast: Animals, Energy, and the Economy of Labor in Ottoman
Egypt,” The American Historical Review 118, no. 2 (2013): 317-48.

2For a description of the 1791 plague, see Mikhail, Nature and Empire, 221-26.

73G. A. Olivier, Voyage dans lempire Othoman, 'Egypte et la Perse (Paris, 1800), 51.

7*DE, vol. 5, Etat Moderne I, 280. The author lays blame on the Bedouin tribes, but one could, of
course, consider the military campaigns of the Ottomans in 1786 and the French in 1798.

For the Beys’ abuse of the urban commercial population and dramatic price inflation, see
Raymond, Artisans et Commercants, 2:806-8 and 2:817-20; Daniel Crecelius, The Roots of Modern
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But such observations also offer a valuable framework within which to con-
sider local particularities of geography and histoire evenementielle as they relate
to the widespread use of wagf as an instrument for capital accumulation and so-
cial reproduction in the early modern Ottoman Empire. I have already remarked
that populations in Rosetta and Damietta employed different language and dif-
ferent tools in establishing and maintaining irrigated estates of wagf property.
By tools, I am referring both to infrastructure, such as different types of wells,
as well as legal instruments like the common use of musagah in Rosetta and its
absence in Damietta. Local differences infuse the material realm of the court re-
cords themselves: one is struck by the poor condition of Damietta’s sijills for the
1780s and 1790s, which are sparse and disorganized. While this may reflect ar-
chival practice and poor preservation from later decades, there is also evidence
of divergence at the time of composition: entries in the Rosetta sijills are signifi-
cantly longer, and recount more extensive lineages of household wealth dating
back generations. The value of land and urban property in eighteenth-century
Damietta was lower on average than what we find in Rosetta. The Damietta sijills
recorded few property transactions in the 1780s and 1790s, and structures like
waterwheels and rice mills were often described as “khirbah” or “mutakharrab”
(in ruins), echoing the observations of outside observers.” The general picture
that emerges is that the port city of Damietta suffered significant economic ru-
ination by the 1790s.

In the absence of local chronicles, the extent, value, and transactability of
landed wagfs can offer clues into the fortunes of local populations during a
period of political and environmental turbulence at the end of the eighteenth
century. In Rosetta, the late eighteenth century saw the displacement of some
of the town’s longstanding regimental households by a rising Muslim com-
mercial elite who used the legal tools of tawajur, istibdal, isqat, and musaqgah to
acquire productive wagf property. No equivalent social reshuffling occurred
in Damietta, where the intensification of French trade and the strength of
Mamluk-allied Syrian Christian customs officials suppressed the rise of a lo-
cal Muslim bourgeoisie.”

Egypt: A Study of the Regimes of ‘Ali Bey al-Kabir and Muhammad Bey Abu al-Dhahab, 1760-1775 (Min-
neapolis, 1981), 82-86.

sThe above observations are based on a close reading of the records of the Islamic courts of
Rosetta and Damietta for nearly all of the years between 1780 and 1805 for which the records
were available at the time of research. For Rosetta, those years covered 1774-76 and from 1785
onwards. For Damietta, the years covered are 1780-1803 and 1805. Research for this project was
conducted in the Egyptian National Archives between July 2011 and July 2015.

”7Thomas Philipp, The Syrians in Eqypt: 1725-1975 (Stuttgart, 1985).
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The one group that apparently benefitted from urban instability in Damietta
was the Bedouin rulers of the region around Lake Manzala, as they expanded
their authority into Damietta’s hinterland. The household of the Bedouin chief
(Shaykh al-‘Arab) Hasan Tubar used the same strategies as contemporary ur-
banites to form irrigated estates out of waqf property. Hasan Tubar held the tax
farm for fishing and hunting rights on Lake Manzala, making him one of the
most powerful figures in the eastern Delta. Juan Cole claims that Tabar was “one
of the few to accumulate large estates under the nose of the Cairo magnates
[the Qazdaglis],” because he paid significant tribute to the Ottoman govern-
ment in Istanbul, rendering him an “Ottoman vassal.””® One way that the Tiibar
household acquired and maintained these estates seems to have been through
its members’ concerted interest in accumulating waqf property in Damietta’s
irrigated green belt.

In the decade leading up to the French invasion, men of the Tiibar household
acquired shares in over a dozen orchards and irrigated fields containing at least
22 wells and waterwheels in the district of Qubbat al-‘Abbas, concentrating their
holdings along one of the major sultanic canals linking the villages of Damiet-
ta’s hinterland to the Nile.” In 1787 and 1788, Tubar’s son rented several parcels
of irrigated land from the seventeenth-century waqf of Muhammad Corbaci, a
member of the Janissary (Tr. Yenigeriye) regiment in Cairo.*® The Tabars pur-
chased wells, waterwheels, and the water use-rights to a garden attached to the
wagf of Shaykh Muhammad ibn Shaykh ‘Ali ibn ‘Abdu.® In 1788 and again in
1796, the Tubars entered into life-term leases on several properties endowed
to the wagf of Qadi Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Halim al-Khatib al-Hanafi, estab-
lished in 1614.%2 The rentals included a number of gardens, extensive horticul-
tural property, and at least six waterwheels. This was an old and prominent
wagf, apparently such a fixture in Damietta’s social and legal geography that
the court scribe cut himself some slack as he noted that, “the boundaries of all
these gardens are well known and do not need to be described.” Another Bed-

#Juan Cole, Napoleon’s Eqypt: Invading the Middle East (New York, 2007), 162. Cole calls him the
“virtual king of the northeast Delta region.” Tubar is best remembered for waging a resistance
campaign against Napoleon’s forces in Damietta during the French occupation of Egypt.
DWQ Mahkamat Dimyat 287, unnumbered (but following case 83) (date missing, but probably
sometime between Rabi® Il and Ramadan 1202/January-June 1788); Mahkamat Dimyat 289, case
282 (29 Jumad4 11201/19 March 1787).

%The wagqf was established in 1073/1662-63. DWQ Mahkamat Dimyat 285, case 47 and case 456
(undated, 1201/1787); DWQ Mahkamat Dimyat 287, case 68 (16 Rabi® I 1202/25 January 1788).
$1IDWQ Mahkamat Dimyat 288, case 91 (12 Jumad4 IT 1203/9 March 1789); DWQ Mahkamat Dimyat
288, case 219 (28 Rajab 1202/3 May 1788).

82DWQ Mahkamat Dimyat 287, case 34 (10 Rabi‘I1 1202/19 January 1788); DWQ Mahkamat Dimyat
291, case 2 (13 Safar 1211/17 August 1796).
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ouin family from al-Manzala, Shaykh al-‘Arab Salamah ibn Ni‘mat Allah ‘Ajlan
and his brother “Alj, acquired land in the rice-growing region of Faraskiir from
the late seventeenth-century wagf of Amir Husayn Corbaci Arnavut, bas cavus
of the GoniilliyAn regiment.® It seems that, amidst the political and economic
re-orderings of the Ottoman empire and the province of Egypt at the end of the
eighteenth century, waqf became a less tenable investment for political gran-
dees, but a more attractive prospect for agricultural brokers in the northwest-
ern Delta and for powerful Bedouin families around Lake Manzala.

LESSONS FROM THE FIRAWNIYAH CANAL

While it is difficult to gauge the local impact of the overlapping crises that befell
Egypt in the 1780s and 1790s (drought, famine, plague, and political dysfunc-
tion), a conflict over one of the Delta’s largest canals may offer some insight
into the divergent fortunes of Rosetta and Damietta. The long-running saga of
the Fir‘awniyah (Pharaonic) Canal is an illustration of the contingent and inter-
connected effects of local geography, commercial interests, and political power
in the northern Delta at the turn of the nineteenth century. The Fir‘awniyah
Canal was a major sultani canal that traversed the Delta diagonally, southeast
to northwest, to connect the Damietta branch of the Nile to the Rosetta branch
(Fig. 1). According to customary usage in the eighteenth century, the levees on
the Damietta branch would be closed at the beginning of the Nile’s yearly inun-
dation, directing floodwaters north to the rice growing lands of Faraskiir and
al-Manzala. The levees would be cut when the waters began to subside, allowing
water to cross the Delta.® By the end of the eighteenth century, however, ob-
servers commented that the levees were allowed to remain perennially open, al-
lowing the waters of the Damietta branch to flow towards the lower-lying lands
of the Rosetta branch and north to the Mediterranean Sea.®

The Qazdagli commander, Murad Bey, went to inspect the levees in April 1786
as they “had not held water back for years.”*¢ Al-Jabarti describes “tremendous
piles of sand from the Nilometer to the Mediterranean” where the Nile waters

$DWQ Mahkamat Dimyat 287, case 131 (9 Safar 1202/20 November 1787). Shaykh Salamah rent-
ed shares in the property for 70 years from the nazir of the waqf, who was the grandson of the
endower’s manumitted slave and one of its beneficiaries. DWQ Mahkamat Dimyat 287, case 152
(2 Rabi® IT 1202/11 January 1788). Shaykh Salamah’s brother ‘Ali rented additional shares in
the same property for 90 years from the descendant of another of the endower’s manumitted
slaves.

84 Alexandre Berthier, chef de I'Etat-major general, in DE, vol. 5, Etat Moderne I, 115.

%DE, vol. 6, Etat Moderne II, 521. Rice cultivating land around Rosetta was at lower elevations
than Damietta, and thus required less animal and human energy to move water to the land.

% Al-Jabarti, Al-Jabarti’s History, 2:105 (1 Rajab 1200/20 April 1786).
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were supposed to run. The level of the Damietta branch had been so deplet-
ed that seawater from the Mediterranean had encroached as far south as al-
Manzala and Faraskir, ruining agricultural land and causing peasants to flee
their villages.?” In 1795, the Ottoman Porte remarked with alarm that failure to
repair the levees on the Fir‘awniyah Canal had led to decreased rice harvests in
Damietta and al-Manzala.® As Stuart Borsch has illustrated for early fifteenth-
century Egypt, the breakdown of the province’s sultani canals (wWhether due to
population loss from Yersinia pestis or, here, to political dysfunction) was a mat-
ter of existential concern, rendering cultivation impossible on any lands not
directly abutting the Nile.®

And yet, efforts to repair the levees had been stalled by competing interests
on the ground: while villagers, landholders, and revenue collectors on the east-
ern branch of the Nile suffered, those to the west saw the situation as a boon. Al-
Jabarti blamed one of the amirs, Ayyub Bey al-Saghtir, for undermining repairs
of the dams on at least two occasions. He held tax farms in villages that had
prospered from the free flow of the canal towards the west, so he ordered the
dams pierced anew—in 1792 and again in 1797—after they were freshly repaired
under the orders of Ibrahim Bey and Murad Bey.*

French engineers studied the canal closely during the French occupation,
keen to understand both its importance for cultivation in the Delta and its po-
tential as part of a larger scheme to link the Red Sea to the Mediterranean.® Un-
der French supervision, dikes were constructed on the Damietta branch, and the
governor of the province of Maniifiyah stationed a permanent guard to prevent
further interference. Now it was the turn of populations in Rosetta and Alexan-
dria, along with notables in the western province of Buhayrah, to complain of
a lack of water, prompting an investigation under the supervision of Napoleon’s
deputy in Maniifiyah. They assembled the commanders of all the Delta prov-
inces to determine the impact of rerouting the Nile’s course and the possibilities

$DE, vol. 5, Etat Moderne I, 120-21.

$8Bagbakanlik Osmanli Arsivleri (BOA) Cevdet Saray 15.795 (ghurrat Jumad4 1 1210/12 November
1795); BOA Mithimme-i Misir Defteri 10.502 (awdsit Jumada 11 1210/late December 1795). They
called upon the seated Ottoman governor, Salih Pasha, to purchase rice and lentils directly
from the cultivators and merchants to make up the shortfall from what had been missing from
the annual remissions from the previous two years.

#Stuart J. Borsch, “Environment and Population: The Collapse of Large Irrigation Systems Re-
considered,” Comparative Studies in Society and History 46, no. 3 (2004): 458-61, and idem, “Nile
Floods and the Irrigation System in Fifteenth-Century Egypt,” Mamliik Studies Review 4 (2000):
131-45.

% Al-Jabarti, Al-Jabarti’s History, 2:240; 4:9.

*IDE, vol. 5, Etat Moderne I, 114-18.
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for cultivation on either side of the Delta.?? During the summer inundation in
1799, M. Le Pere, the chief engineer, promised to weigh the self-reported benefits
and harm on each side, and to compile a report “within the year.”

Controlling the flow of the Nile along its western and eastern branches had
direct consequences for the Delta economy into the first decade of the nine-
teenth century. By 1806, improper repairs on the Fir‘awniyah canal meant that
rice fields were still “left uncultivated, the countryside on the eastern branch
became parched and the people drank...from wells and irrigation ditches.”** One
year after Mehmed Ali Pasha assumed the governorship of Egypt, the shahbandar
of Cairo’s merchant community, Muhammad al-Mahrigi, took command of ef-
forts to fix the Fir‘awniyah Canal once and for all.** Al-Mahriiqi held an iltizam
in Faraskar until Mehmed Ali Pasha abolished the tax farming system in 1810.°
His personal investment in the prosperity of Faraskir, one of the regions most
affected by the breakdown of the Fir‘awniyah Canal, would explain why he as-
sumed responsibility for its repair and upkeep after 1806. Of course, it was vil-
lagers who paid the ultimate price, as they were forced to haul stones for the
dam from the Mugattam hills outside of Cairo. The task was completed in April
1809 “at an enormous cost” of 800 purses and much human suffering.*

We cannot know with any precision how the saga of the Fir‘awniyah Canal
impacted Rosetta, Damietta, and their respective hinterlands at the turn of
the nineteenth century. To the best of my knowledge, Napoleon’s engineers
never filed the report that they promised, in 1799, to compose “within the
year” on precisely this question. What the saga does reveal, however, is a
complex landscape of local differences—in geography, legal culture, social
structure, and political clout—that shaped how land and water resources
were managed in the Delta’s twin cities of Rosetta and Damietta. From the
competing interests of tax farmers in large-scale irrigation projects like the
Fir‘awniyah Canal to the private fortunes secured by the religio-legal system
of wagf, it is important to recognize contingency at different levels to avoid

2“Ordre du jour, du quartier general de Menouf, le 5 fructidor an 7 (22 August 1799),” DE, vol.
5, Etat Moderne 1, 115.

% Al-Jabarti, Al-Jabarti’s History, 4:9.

*'See BOA Cevdet Maliye 523. 21398 (18 Sha‘ban 1219/19 January 1805). Pascale Ghazaleh ana-
lyzes the networks of Egypt’s great merchants, including the al-Mahriiqi household, from the
eighteenth to the mid-nineteenth centuries in Fortunes urbains.

*Faraskir was seized from al-Mahriigi’s possession and given to the Bedouin chief Ahmad al-
‘Ashmawi. DWQ Mahkamat Dimyat 301, case 559 (18 Jumad4 I 1225/20 June 1810).

% Al-Jabarti, Al-Jabarti’s History, 4:91 (18 Rabi‘1 1224/30 April 1809); 4:98 (1 Jumada I 1224/13 July
1809).
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the teleology that looms over Egypt’s history at the turn of the nineteenth
century. The invasion of Napoleon’s army in 1798 and the violence of Mehmed
Ali Pasha’s encroaching bureaucracy after 1805 both attempted to dominate
and standardize a large and diverse province. As we have seen in the case
of the northern Delta in the eighteenth century, local populations employed
strategies suited to local conditions in their attempts to capitalize on the ob-
stacles before them. When households in Damietta and Rosetta came to the
local courthouse to secure their wealth as wagf, or to cash out, they did so
with the painful knowledge that disease had carried off their livestock and
that of all their neighbors, that the patriarch of the household had recently
succumbed to plague, or that their once-fertile lands were turning to salt.

Ultimately, the northern Delta was an important region of the Ottoman-
Egyptian political economy, one in which the inhabitants of Rosetta in par-
ticular employed the legal tools of wagf to protect their property rights in the
context of a highly commercialized but politically and environmentally tumul-
tuous regime of cash crop production. The point is not to discourage readers by
arguing that “nothing is like anything else,” or that observations based on one
local setting cannot be generalized beyond their local context. Rather, it is to
highlight the historical magnitude of even seemingly small differences in lo-
cal topography, culture, and demography in the years prior to the centralizing
state reforms of the nineteenth century.
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