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Chapter 9

En Route to the Holy Land, 
May 1896–June 1896

I could write a great deal on Ceylon, which I found one of the most inter-
esting islands of the sea which I have visited so far on my mission; but I will 
stop right here for the present. I found the natives of Ceylon, as in many other 
places, copying the vices of the white man and enlarging upon them, while 
they are closing their eyes and ears to his virtues. The native traders, guides, 
and others with whom the visitor comes into contact are generally dishonest in 
the extreme. Those who sell curios, fruit, etc., will sometimes ask a thousand 
percent more for their goods than they are worth; and unless a man makes a 
clear bargain with a guide or driver beforehand, he is sure to be “taken in” and 
have trouble besides. No matter how much they are paid for their services they 
always beg for more. Most of the natives are Buddhists and Mohammedans; 
but there is also a sprinkling of Christians. The Wesleyans commenced mis-
sionary work in Ceylon in 1816, the Baptists two years earlier. The so-called 
American Mission has also made some efforts at Christianizing the island. 
There are no Latter-day Saints yet.

—Andrew Jenson1
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“Jenson’s Travels,” June 6, 18962
Suez, Egypt, Africa

After spending about two hours in Albany, Western Australia, I once 
more boarded the steamer Oroya on Saturday, May 16, and at 6:00 p.m., 
three hours after anchoring off Possession Point, we sailed for Colombo, 
on the island of Ceylon, which was to be our next port of call en route 
for Europe. Our voyage of 3,285 miles from Albany to Colombo was 
very pleasant, the weather being fine and the sea smooth nearly all the 
time. I spent most of my time in reading and writing and conversing 
with fellow passengers. I also took lessons in German from a young 
lady. As we approached the equator, which we crossed on May 25, the 
heat became somewhat oppressive, and the nights were so sultry and hot 
that many of the passengers preferred to sleep on deck. Two concerts, in 
which songs and recitations predominated, were given in the saloon and 
on the upper deck, and the time passed quickly and somewhat pleasantly.

The Oroya is a fine modern vessel built at Barrow, England, in 1887, 
and has all the latest conveniences invented for passenger transporta-
tion. She is a vessel of 6,297 tons gross or 3,445 tons register, and the 
engine has the strength of 7,000 horsepower. She is 460 feet long by 
49 broad and consumes from 80 to 90 tons of coal per day. The crew, 
including officers and men in all departments, numbers 181. On the 
present voyage she carries 428 passengers, namely, 44 in the first, 151 
in the second, and 233 in the third class. Most of the passengers travel 
for pleasure, some to improve their health, a few on business, and a 
limited number returns to England displeased with their fortunes in the 
“colonies.” Among the passengers are clergymen, merchants, sportsmen, 
people of leisure, etc. Several have wives and children along, and most 

1. “Jenson’s Travels,” Deseret Weekly News, October 3, 1896, 501.
2. “Jenson’s Travels,” Deseret Weekly News, October 3, 1896, 499–501.

of the people in the second class, where my own lot is cast, are sociable 
and respectable; there are, however, a few exceptions to that. Some of 
them are “religious” beyond a “sensible limit,” while others profess no 
religion at all, and others again are policy people who aim to belong 
to the most popular church in the “neighborhood where they reside.” 
The Church of England and Presbyterians, I believe, predominate on 
board, and there are also some Roman Catholics, including two priests.

On Tuesday, May 26, early in the morning land was seen far away to 
the northwest. It was the island of Ceylon, close to the shores of which 
we now sailed for about one hundred miles; and as we approached, 
the coast scenery became more and more interesting. At 4:00 p.m. we 
rounded the outer end of the breakwater, where a lighthouse is built, 
and swung into position for anchorage on the inside, where a great 
number of vessels were already anchored, this being a port of great 
importance. Most of the vessels floated the British Jack from their 
mastheads. Soon after we had anchored, the harbor was literally alive 
with natives, who approached the ship in boats and canoes of different 
sizes and make. Some came to trade, others to take passengers ashore, 
and others again, mostly boys, to perform diving and swimming feats 
in which they were great experts. The motley crowd made strange and 
deafening noises, particularly the divers, who would plunge in for the 
smaller silver coin thrown in the water but refused to dive for coppers.

After tea or supper, most of the passengers landed to spend the 
night on shore, I among the number, and after taking a prolonged 
walk through some of the principal streets of Colombo, I put up at 
the Australia House, together with some fellow passengers. From the 
moment we landed till we hid ourselves behind the doors of our hotel, 
we were besieged almost at every step by natives, who wanted to act as 
guides and wheel us around in their jinrickshas, a light, two-wheeled 
cart pulled by one man, which are now used very extensively on the 
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island of Ceylon, and particularly in Colombo. It is not used only by 
the white people but also by the native businessmen and others of the 
higher castes. The next morning I took a five-mile ride in one of these 
little vehicles, which I thoroughly enjoyed for the novelty of the thing. 
To travel on wheels where human flesh is the propelling power has 
never fallen to my lot before. As there were also a great variety of horse 
vehicles which could be hired at the same rates as the jinrickshas, this 
was a clear case of competition between human flesh and horseflesh. 
On my ride I visited the celebrated Cinnamon Gardens, the museum, 
the native market, the general market, the railway station, government 
buildings, public parks, etc. I also took a walk through the fortifica-
tions near the wharf, where a great body of men and women were 
employed in packing rocks for a new road running along the seashore. 
We were told by one of the native foremen who could talk English that 
the government only paid these people one quarter of a rupee—equal 
to about 7 United States cents—each for a day’s work of from ten to 
twelve hours; and even that was considered good wages. The value of an 
Indian rupee is 14 pence, or about 28 cents of United States coin. This 
low rate is to be ascribed to the present cheapness of silver. Small as the 
wages are in Ceylon, they are much lower in India proper. According 
to official reports, there are several millions of people in southern India 
whose annual earnings, taking grain, etc., at their full value, do not 
average per family of five more than $20, or 35 cents per month for 
each individual—equal to a little more than one cent per day. Incredible 
as this may appear, it is true, although with better times in India at 
present perhaps two cents per day would be a safe average rate. Sixty 
cents a week is enough to keep an Indian peasant with wife and one 
or two children in comfort; but good authorities state that there are 
eight millions of people in India who cannot earn even this much. To 
such a people the planting colony of Ceylon, where a person, male or 

female, can earn 7 cents a day, is a genuine El Dorado, for he can save 
from half to three quarters of that amount right along.

Ceylon is the largest, most populous, and most important of all 
British Crown colonies. One enthusiastic poet says it has long been

Confessed the best and brightest gem
In Britain’s orient diadem.

It is believed that Ceylon was known to ancient navigators as far back as 
the time of King Solomon, of whose Ophir and Tarshish many believe 
Ceylon to have formed a part. Its jewels and its spices were familiar 
to the Greeks and Romans, who called it Taprobane, and to the Arab 
traders, who first introduced the coffee plant. It was also known to 
the Mohammedan world at large, who to this day regard the island 
as the Elysium prepared for Adam and Eve to console them for the 
loss of Paradise. On the basis of this story, the reef running between 
the island and India has been named Adam’s Bridge, while the most 
conspicuous and majestic, though not the highest, mountain in the 
island has been known as Adam’s Peak. To the people of India, to the 
Burmese, Siamese and Chinese, Ceylon—which is called “Lanka, the 
Resplendent”—was equally an object of interest and admiration, and 
it is admitted that no island in the world, Great Britain not excepted, 
has attracted the attention of authors in so many different countries as 
has Ceylon. It is also asserted that there is no land which can tell so 
much of its past history, not merely in songs and legends but in records 
which have been verified by monuments, inscriptions, and coins. Some 
of the structures in and around the ancient capitals of the Singhalese 
(the name given to the natives of Ceylon) are more than 2,100 years old 
and only second to those of Egypt in vastness of extent and architectural 
interest. Between 543 BC (when Wijava, a prince from northern India, 
is said to have invaded Ceylon, conquered the native rulers, and made 
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himself king) and the middle of the year 1815 (when the last king of 
Kandy, a cruel monster, was deposed and banished by the British) the 
Singhalese chronicles present the world with a list of nearly 170 kings 
and queens, the history of whose administrations is of the most varied 
and interesting character, and it indicates the attainment of a degree 
of civilization and material progress very unusual in the East at that 
time. At different times the Singhalese made successful incursions into 
neighboring countries, while at other times they in turn were subdued 
by others, once by the Chinese, to whom they paid tribute for years. 
Ceylon was, however, exposed chiefly to incursions of Malabar princes 
and adventurers with their followers from southern India, who waged 
a constant and generally successful contest with the Singhalese. The 
northern and eastern portions of the island at length became per-
manently occupied by the Tamils (natives of southern India), who 
placed a prince of their own on the Kandyan throne; and so far had 
the ancient power of the kingdom declined that when the Portuguese 
first appeared in Ceylon in 1503, the island was divided under no less 
than seven separate rulers. For 150 years the Portuguese occupied and 
controlled the maritime, or lower, districts of Ceylon, but it was more 
of a military occupation than a regular government, and martial law 
chiefly prevailed. Under Portuguese rule some of the inhabitants were 
converted to the Catholic form of Christianity, and royal monopolies 
in cinnamon, pepper, and musk were established, and they exported 
cardamoms, sapan wood, areca nuts, ebony, elephants, ivory, gems, 
pearls, etc. The Dutch, who by 1656 had finally expelled the Portuguese 
rulers from the island, pursued a far more progressive administrative 
policy, though their doings were selfish and oppressive in commercial 
matters. They, like the Portuguese, were confined to the low country, as 
the king of Kandy defied all European invaders. The Dutch did much to 
develop cultivation and to improve the means of transportation, mostly 

through the construction of canals. A lucrative commerce was estab-
lished with Holland and other countries, the Protestant religion was 
introduced, and a number of other improvements made. Cinnamon was 
the great staple of export, next came pearls, elephants, pepper, areca or 
betel nuts, jagger sugar, sapanwood and timber generally, arrack spirit, 
choya roots, cardamoms, etc. The cultivation of coffee and indigo was 
begun but not carried on to such an extent as to benefit the exports.

Though agriculture was promoted by the Dutch for selfish purposes, 
good resulted therefrom, as in the case of the planting of coconut palms 
along the western coast. Thus when the British superseded the Dutch 
in 1796, the whole of the southwestern shore for nearly 100 miles pre-
sented an unbroken grove of palms, which is seen to this day. From 1796 
to 1802 Ceylon was placed under the East India Company’s control, 
who administered it from Port St. George, Madras; but in 1802 it was 
made a Crown colony. It soon became evident that there could be no 
settled peace until the tyrant king on the Kandyan throne was deposed 
and the whole island brought into subjection to British rule. This was 
accomplished in 1815, when, at the instigation of the Kandyan chiefs 
and people themselves, Wikkrama Simba, the last king, was captured 
and deposed and exiled by the British to southern India. Since that 
time Great Britain has ruled Ceylon without any trouble.

When the British took possession in 1796, the total number of 
inhabitants on the whole island was estimated at less than one million; 
there are now over three millions. Colombo had about 28,000 inhabit-
ants against 130,000 at the present time.

Colombo of today has much to interest the visitor, among which 
may be mentioned its fine artificial harbor, its beautiful drives, its lakes 
and river, its public museum, the old Dutch church, the bungalows 
and gardens of the Europeans, etc. Still more unique are the crowded 
native parts of the town teeming with every variety of oriental race and 
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costume. Of the different races may be mentioned the effeminate light 
brown Sinhalese, the real natives of this land, of whom both men and 
women tie their hair behind in knots, the former patronizing combs 
and the latter elaborate hairpins. Then there are the darker and more 
manly Tamils, Hindus of almost every caste and dress, Moormen or 
Arab descendants, Afghan traders, Malay policemen, a few Parsees and 
Chinese, Kaffir mixed descendants, besides the Eurasians of Dutch or 
Portuguese or English and native descent.

Although the mean temperature of Colombo is nearly as high as 
that of any station in the world as yet recorded, yet the climate is called 
healthy and safe for Europeans because of the slight difference between 
night and day, and between the so-called seasons, of which, however, 
nothing is known there, it being one perpetual summer, varied only 
by the heavy rains of the monsoon months, May, June, October, and 
November. There are about 4,000 miles of road in Ceylon, also about 
300 miles of railway; 1,500 miles of telegraph wire; and 250 post offices. 
Ceylon proper is about 250 miles long from north to south and about 
150 miles broad in its widest part. Its shape is very much that of an 
egg; it is nearly surrounded by coral reefs. Colombo is distant 900 miles 
from Bombay; 600 from Madras; 1,400 from Calcutta; 1,200 from 
Rangoon (Burma); 1,600 from Singapore; 2,500 from Mauritius and 
about the same distance from Madagascar; about 4,000 from Natal; 
3,000 from Hong Kong; 3,000 from Fremantle or Western Australia; 
and about 2,200 from Aden, Arabia.

Ceylon is almost connected with the continent of Asia (India) by 
the island of Rameswaram and the coral reef called Adam’s Bridge. In 
extent it comprises nearly sixteen million acres, or 24,702 square miles, 
apart from certain dependent islands. The total area is about five-sixths 
of that of Ireland. One-sixth of this area, or about 4,000 square miles, 
is comprised of the hilly and mountainous country which is situated 
about the center of the south of the island while the maritime districts 
are generally level, and the northern end of the island is broken up into 
a flat narrow peninsula and small inlets. Within the central zone there 
are 150 mountains or ranges varying in height from 3,000 to 7,000 
feet, with ten peaks rising over the latter limit. The highest mountain is 
Pidurutalagala, which is 8,296 feet above the level of the sea. The summit 
of Adam’s Peak, which for a long time was considered the highest point 
on the island, is 7,353 feet high. To voyagers approaching the coast, the 
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latter is the most conspicuous mountain of Ceylon. The longest river of 
the island is the Mahaweli Ganga, which has a course of nearly 150 miles, 
draining about one-sixth of the area of the island. There are five other 
good-sized rivers besides numerous tributaries and smaller streams. The 
principal products of Ceylon are rice, tea, coffee, cinnamon, coconuts, 
cardamoms, nutmeg, clove, pepper, vanilla, ginger, breadfruit, sugarcane, 
gum, chocolate plants, cacao, cinchona, cotton, tobacco, rubber trees, 
blue gums, etc. It is estimated that there are 700,000 acres under rice or 
paddy at the present time, and about 150,000 under dry grain, Indian 
corn, and other cereals. Ceylon cinnamon is considered the finest in the 
world. It was known through Arab caravans to the Romans, who paid 
in Rome the equivalent of £40 per pound for the fragrant spice. Ceylon 
is sometimes called the “mother of cinnamon” and “Cinnamon Isle.” In 
1891 the export of cinnamon was as high as 2,309,774 pounds in bales 
and 588,264 pounds in chips, which was raised on about 35,000 acres of 
land. The cultivation of palms is of the greatest importance to the island. 
There are thirteen different kinds. It has been commonly remarked that 
the uses of the coconut palm are as numerous as the days of the year. 
Percival, a noted navigator, relates that early in the present century a 
small ship from the Maldive Islands arrived at Galle, Ceylon, which was 
entirely built, rigged, provisioned, and laden with the produce of the 
coconut palm. Food, drink, domestic interests, materials for building 
and thatching, roine [sic], sugar, and oil are among the many gifts to 
man of these munificent trees. Some years ago the crew of a wrecked 
vessel cast away on a South Sea Island subsisted for several months on 
no other food than coconuts and boiled fish and added to their weight 
in that time. The average value of the annual products of the coconut 
palm from Ceylon is about $3,600,000, while the value of the produce 
locally consumed is estimated at about eight million dollars. There are 
perhaps thirty million coconut palms cultivated in Ceylon covering 

about 500,000 acres, all but about 30,000 acres being owned by the 
natives. The annual yield of nuts is supposed to be 500 millions.

The breadfruit tree, the jack, orange, and mango, as well as gardens 
of plantains and pineapples, melons, guavas, papaws, etc., are also 
among the products cultivated and of great use to the people of Ceylon. 
There is scarcely a native landowner who does not possess a garden of 
palms or other fruit trees besides rice fields.

I could write a great deal on Ceylon, which I found one of the 
most interesting islands of the sea which I have visited so far on my 
mission; but I will stop right here for the present. I found the natives 
of Ceylon, as in many other places, copying the vices of the white man 
and enlarging upon them, while they are closing their eyes and ears 
to his virtues. The native traders, guides, and others with whom the 
visitor comes into contact are generally dishonest in the extreme. Those 
who sell curios, fruit, etc., will sometimes ask a thousand percent more 
for their goods than they are worth; and unless a man makes a clear 
bargain with a guide or driver beforehand, he is sure to be “taken in” 
and have trouble besides. No matter how much they are paid for their 
services, they always beg for more. Most of the natives are Buddhists 
and Mohammedans; but there is also a sprinkling of Christians. The 
Wesleyans commenced missionary work in Ceylon in 1816, the Baptists 
two years earlier. The so-called American Mission has also made some 
efforts in Christianizing the island. There are no Latter-day Saints yet.

“Jenson’s Travels,” June 7, 18963
Cairo, Egypt, Africa

At 1:40 p.m. on Wednesday, May 27, 1896, I continued my voyage 
from Colombo, Ceylon, still a passenger on the steamship Oroya, and 

3. “Jenson’s Travels,” Deseret Weekly News, October 10, 1896, 516–17.
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we were now bound direct for Suez, our next port of call. The voyage 
over the upper part of the Indian Ocean, the Arabian Sea, the Gulf of 
Aden, the Red Sea, and the Gulf of Suez, was uneventful; the weather 
was exceptionally good, and we only encountered one monsoon in the 
Indian Ocean, and that was of a mild character and only lasted two days.

Our general course from Colombo to the mouth of the Red Sea was 
west-northwest; up the Red Sea we went in a more northerly direction.

The first land we sighted after leaving Colombo was the island of 
Socotra, which lies off the African coast about 150 miles from Cape 
Gwardafuy—also called Ras Asir, which is the extreme northeastern 
point of Africa. Socotra is a mountainous island eighty-two miles long 
and about twenty miles wide, with an Arabian population under British 
protection. We passed this island on June 1. Two days later (June 3) we 
passed Aden, in Arabia, within a distance of about ten miles. Formerly 
the Orient steamers called at Aden, but there being only a very little 
business to do the ships now steam proudly by. Aden is 2,094 miles from 
Colombo and 1,308 miles from Suez. This British seaport is sometimes 
called the Indian Gibraltar and consists of a peninsula situated on the 
southeast coast of Arabia, about ninety miles from the entrance to the 
Red Sea at Bab al Mandeb, in latitude 12°47ʹ N and longitude 54°10ʹ E. 
Originally it formed part of the large province of Yemen, in Arabia Felix; 
but for nearly half a century it has been included in British territory under 
the immediate control of the government of Bombay. The whole area is 
estimated at thirty-five square miles and the population at least not less 
than 20,000 souls, exclusive of the garrison. Aden is further described as 
a large crater formed of lofty precipitous hills, of which the highest peak 
is reckoned at 1,775 feet. The peninsula is connected with the Arabian 
continent on the north side by a narrow neck of land which is partially 
covered, at high spring tides, by the sea. But a causeway and aqueduct, 
which supplement, as it were, the natural isthmus, are always above 

water. The town of Aden and part of the military cantonment are within 
the crater. Stone and mud buildings, of which some are double storied, 
constitute the former. During the first quarter of the present century, 
England had occasion to demand from the Arab authorities of the day 
satisfaction for injuries to her Indian subjects; but owing to the failure of 
negotiations and treacherous behavior on the part of the sultan’s son, the 
port was bombarded and seized by a combined naval and military force; 
and in January 1839, it became a possession of the British Crown. As a 
military station, Aden is not popular. Its local attractions are rather for 
the visitor than for the resident, and its climate is trying to Europeans.

About noon on June 3, the coast of Africa was in plain sight on our 
left, and about 1:00 p.m. we passed through the straits of Bab al Mandeb 
(the Gate of Tears) into the Red Sea, with the island of Perim on our 
right. This little island lies in the Straits of Bab al Mandeb (the Gate of 
Tears) a mile and a half from the Arabian, eleven miles from the African 
coast, and forty miles south of Jabal Zuqar. It is in latitude 12°42½ʹ N, 
longitude 43°23ʹ E, and its area is about seven square miles. It contains 
barely 250 inhabitants including the garrison. Long low ranges of hills 
and salt sandy flats are the distinguishing physical features. Altamont, 
the highest point of the island, selected for the display of a flagstaff, 
is 214 feet above the sea level. Perim was taken possession of by the 
British in 1799 but was soon abandoned as strategically unfit for pro-
tection purposes; but it was reoccupied again by the English in 1857, 
since which it has been in British possession. In 1861 a lighthouse was 
erected on it for facilitating the navigation of the straits by the many 
steamers passing to and fro between Suez and the seas to the eastward. 
In 1885 it was made a signal and telegraph station.

We had been led to believe that we would suffer awfully with the 
heat in passing through the Red Sea, but such was not to be our experi-
ence, as we were favored with a cool north wind, which blowed almost 
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continuously while we passed over that historic body of water. Our 
vessel being a large one, it kept pretty well in the middle of the sea, 
and consequently neither the African nor the Arabian coasts were seen 
by us. This was somewhat disappointing to me, as I had hoped to get 
a glimpse of those particular parts of Arabia where the sacred cities of 
the Mohammedan—Mecca and Medina—are situated. All the way 
from Aden to Suez we met and passed steamers every day, this being 
the great highway from Europe to India and Australia.

On June 5 we crossed the geographical line known as the Tropic 
of Cancer, and I for one was much pleased to get back into the North 
Temperate Zone once more. The next day (June 6) we passed on our 
right two little rocky islets called the Brothers, which rise from a depth 
of 250 fathoms to a few feet above sea level. There is a lighthouse on one 
of them. In passing these islets on our right, we were abreast of Quseir, 
an Egyptian port on our left, where the great Nile in its windings most 
closely approaches the Red Sea, the distance between the sea and the 
river at this point being only 120 miles.

Early in the afternoon the mountains and desert sands of Africa were 
seen on our left, and soon afterwards the heights of the Sinai Peninsula 
showed themselves to our view ahead on our starboard side. At 4:00 p.m. 
we were sailing abreast of Shadwan Island on our left. This is a large 
and very picturesque island, lying off the African or Egyptian coast. 
On its southern point there is a lighthouse 120 feet above the level of 
the sea. The fine mountain behind is supposed, in the imaginations of 
some, to take the shape of a giant’s head and shoulders and is called 
Montenegro. About sundown we sailed through the Straits of Gubal, 
which is the entrance from the Red Sea proper to the Gulf of Suez. 
The Straits are named from the island of Gubal, which lies immediately 
north of Shadwan. Later in the evening we were sailing close to African 
coast, which at this point is quite mountainous.

The mountains nearest to the entrance of the Gulf of Suez consist 
of a mass of hematite of a deep ruddy hue, rising abruptly to a height 
of 1,530 feet. This is Jabel Zeit, and the region is famous in fable as 
well as in modern history. It is so powerfully magnetic that it affects 
the compass of a ship passing near, and the sea in its neighborhood 
is often marked with oily patches from the exudation of petroleum. 
Great hopes were once entertained and great sums spent on borings 
at this place that the revenues of Egypt might profit; but though a 
considerable quantity of oil was found, the quality was too poor to 
make it a profitable article of commerce. The red mountain probably 
communicated its name to the whole sea, of which it forms the portal, 
and perhaps some of the wonders of the Arabian Nights were exag-
gerations of the powers of the mountain of loadstone and of the oily 
waves. The old Arab name of the Red Sea is Bahr Melch, or the Salt 
Sea, but Bahr al Ahmar, or the Red, also occurs. Yam Suf, the “Sea of 
Weeds” is the Hebrew name. The Gulf of Suez was called by the Arab 
geographers the Sea of Colzoum, a corruption of Clysma, the Greek 
name of Suez. The Red Sea proper is about 1,200 miles long, with an 
average width of perhaps 250 or 300 miles. Aside from its historical 
importance, this sea has a number of peculiarities, one of which is that 
not a single permanent stream of any size puts into it, the lands on 
either side being sandy deserts.

As we sailed up the Gulf of Suez, which is only about twenty miles 
wide on an average, land was in plain view on both sides, but that on 
the right, though farther away from us than that on the left, was most 
interesting, as the landscape there included the Sinaitic Mountains and 
the Wilderness of Sin of Bible fame.

The Sinaitic Mountains, comprising the triangular peninsula between 
the two arms of the Red Sea, consist of an innumerable multitude 
of sharp rocky summits thrown together in wild confusion, rising to 
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different heights, leafless and barren without the least trace of verdure 
to relieve the stern and awful features of the prospect. The rocks which 
bound the deep, narrow, tortuous ravines between the mountains are 
basalt, sandstone, and granite variegated with an endless variety of hues 
from the brightest yellow to the deepest green. The view from one of these 
summits is said to present a perfect sea of desolation without a parallel 
on the face of the earth. The valleys, or gorges, between the summits 
sink into deep and narrow ravines with almost perpendicular sides of 
several hundred feet in height, forming a mass of irregular defiles, which 
can be safely traversed only by the wild Arab, who has his habitation in 
the cliffs of the valleys amid these eternal solitudes. Toward the north 
the wilderness of mountains slopes down in an irregular curvilinear line 
which turns outward like a crescent and runs off on the one hand toward 
the head of the eastern gulf of the Red Sea, and in the other northwest 
toward the western extremity of the sea itself, near the gulf of Suez at 
the head of which is the modern town and port of Suez and the south 
entrance of the Suez canal. This long, irregular crescent marks the outline 
of a high chain of mountains, El Tih, extending eastward from the Red 
Sea south of Suez in a continued range to the Atlantic Gulf, or Gulf of 
Aqaba, a distance of 120 miles, which forms the southern abutment of 
a high tableland, a vast desert utterly desolate and barren, with a slight 
inclination to the north toward the Mediterranean Sea. The surface of 
this elevated plain is overspread with coarse gravel mingled with black 
flintstone, interspersed occasionally with drifting sand and only diversi-
fied with occasional ridges and summits of barren chalk hills. In the time 
of Moses it was a great and terrible wilderness, and from times imme-
morial it has been a waste, howling desert, without rivers or fountains 
or verdure to alleviate the horrors of its desolation. This supposition is, 
however, that this desert was once supplied, in some measure, both with 
water and with vegetation. The brother of Joseph repeatedly traversed it 

from Hebron in the land of Canaan to Egypt, with asses (Genesis 42:26; 
43:24). When the country was suffering with extreme dearth, Jacob and 
his sons went down with their flocks and their herds (Genesis 47:1). But 
no animal except the camel is now able to pass over the same route. The 
Israelites to the number of two millions (?)4 with their flocks and their 
herds (Exodus 10:9) inhabited portions of this wilderness for forty years 
where now they could not subsist a week without drawing supplies both 
of water and provisions from a great distance.

As most of the passengers of the Oroya were professed Christians 
and consequently interested in Bible geography, all hands were out 
with opera glasses, telescopes, kodaks, etc., to get glimpses of and 
take snapshots of the mountains and deserts on our right. Besides the 
mountains, we could see nothing but sand, which seemed to extend 
from the seashore up to the base of the mountains and even to penetrate 
as far into the gorges and defiles as we could see. This desolate region 
has been clearly identified by biblical students as the Wilderness of Sin, 
where the Israelites traveled (Exodus 17:1; Numbers 33:11). It extends 
in a long, narrow plain, between the coast and the mountains, almost 
to the termination of the Sinaitic Peninsula and is memorable as the 
place where, in answer to their murmurings, the Israelites were for the 
first time miraculously fed with quails to appease their lusting after the 
flesh pots of Egypt (Exodus 10). Here also they were fed with manna, 
that bread of heaven, which they continued to eat for forty years, until 
they reached the land of promise and ate of the corn of that land.

Continuing our voyage during the night, we passed the Zenobia 
lightships on the North port rock early in the morning of June 7. At 
this point we are abreast of Aba Darray, where, according to the local 
tradition, the Israelites crossed the Red Sea. Darray means “a stair” and 

4. “(?)” in original.
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may refer to the peculiar shape of the mountains. Until a ship passage 
was dredged, the water here was very shallow, and Napoleon Bonaparte 
with his generals is said to have attempted a crossing on horseback but 
was deterred by a change of wind and tide. At 4:00 a.m. we anchored 
off the mouth of the Suez Canal and near the town of Suez, where we 
waited about three hours before we commenced the passage through the 
canal. Soon after anchoring, a number of boats rigged in Egyptian style 
came out to the steamer; and we soon had a repetition of our experience 
in Ceylon. Among the wares offered by the natives were some excellent 
figs and other fruits; but the curios offered for sale were far inferior to 
those bartered by the natives of Colombo, Ceylon.

Suez is a town of about 20,000 inhabitants and is situated on the 
desert about two miles from the mouth of the canal. It has a mixed 
population of natives and Europeans and is connected with Cairo by 
railroad.

Below Suez the tableland of the desert breaks abruptly off toward 
the Red Sea into a rugged line of mountains, running south by east, 
at a distance of eight or ten miles from the shore. Along the interval 
between the brow of these mountains and the shore lies the route of 
the Israelites. On the eastern shore of the Red Sea, a short distance 
below Suez, are several springs of blackish water called Uyun Mousa 
(the Fountains of Moses), where Moses is supposed to have edited his 
triumphal song (Exodus 15:1–22). The course of the Israelites now lay, 
for some distance down the eastern shores of the Red Sea, between 
the coast on the right and the mountain ridge on the left. Down this 
coast they went three days’ journey in the wilderness and found no 
water until they came to Marah, where the waters were so bitter that 
they could not drink them. Here their murmurings were stilled by the 
miraculous healing of the waters (Exodus 15:22–25). These waters are 
still found forty miles below the Fountains of Moses and are so salty 

and so bitter that even the camels refuse, unless very thirsty, to drink 
them. The biblical Elim, where there were twelve wells of water and three 
score and ten palm trees, was six miles from Marah (Exodus 15:27). 
Here is still found an abundant supply of water, some tillage land, 
several varieties of shrubs and plants, and a few palm trees. The next 
encampment was by the Red Sea (Numbers 33:10). At Elim the plain of 
the coast is interrupted by irregular eminences of a mountain ridge, or 
spur, that comes from the mountains on the left, and juts out, by high 
precipitous bluffs, into the sea. Extending for some distance along the 
coast it presents toward the sea a series of headlands, black, desolate, 
and picturesque. Turning off from the coast, the traveler passes by a 
circuitous route around one or two of these headlands and then turns 
into a valley, which leads again direct to the sea, where he pursues his 
course along the beach under high bluffs on the left, until he comes 
into an extensive, triangular plain called the valley of Case, in which 
is recognized the encampment of the Israelites “by the sea,” distant 
fifteen or twenty miles from Elim. Near this point the coast again 
becomes an extensive desert running far down toward the extremities 
of the peninsula. This is the Wilderness of Sin, which I have already 
mentioned. The exact route taken by the Israelites from the Wilderness 
of Sin to Mount Sinai is not known; nor has it been proven beyond a 
doubt which of the numerous peaks of the Sinaitic range is the veritable 
Mount Sinai on which the law was given; though some travelers claim 
to have positive proofs for its exact location.

The mountain from which the law was given is denominated Horeb in 
Deuteronomy 1:6; 4:10, 15; 5:2; 18:16. In other books of the Pentateuch 
it is called Sinai. At the time of Moses, Horeb appears to be the generic 
term for a group and Sinai the name for a single mountain. At a later 
period Sinai becomes a general name (Acts 7:30–38; Galatians 4:24). 
As specific names they are now applied to two opposite summits of an 
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isolated, oblong, central ridge about two miles in length from north to 
south in the midst of a confused group of mountain summits. Modern 
Horeb is a frowning, awful cliff at the northern extremity overhanging 
the plain Er Rahah; Sinai, the Mount of Moses, rises in loftier, sterner 
grandeur at the southern extremity. This overlooks the plain at the 
south, and on the supposition that this was the station of the Israelites 
it must be the summit on which the Lord descended in fire to give laws 
to Israel. The distance between the two summits of Sinai and Horeb is 
about three miles. The former is more than 7,000 feet above the level 
of the sea, about 2,000 feet above that of the plains at the base, and 
400 or 500 feet higher than Horeb. Mount Sinai is situated about 120 
miles from Suez in a southeasterly direction and nearly 100 miles from 
the head of the Gulf of Aqaba, which is the eastern gulf of the Red 
Sea. It lies in 28° S latitude. Moses had been a wandering shepherd for 
forty years in this region, and on or near this same mount had received 
from the Lord his commission to deliver the children of Israel from 
their Egyptian bondage. For it was here that Jehovah appeared to the 
coming prophet in the burning bush. By his intimate acquaintance with 
the country, Moses was well prepared to conduct the thousands of Israel 
in their perilous march through this terrible wilderness.

From our anchorage off Suez we had a fine view of mountains, 
deserts, canal, and sea. The rising of the sun on the Arabian Desert was 
also very interesting to such as had never seen it before.

One jocular passenger cast out a hook for the purpose, as he said, of 
fishing up one of Pharaoh’s chariot wheels. This introduced the story of 
the sailor who, on returning home from a long voyage, told his mother 
about the flying fish he had seen in foreign seas. His mother disbelieved 
him and rather rebuked him for telling her what she believed to be a false-
hood, as she declared that no kind of fish could fly; they were only made 
to swim. But when the young man subsequently returned from another 

voyage on which he had navigated the Red Sea and told his mother that 
the sailor in passing through had run against one of Pharaoh’s chariot 
wheels, she believed him readily. This is only another sample of how 
eager some people are to believe a lie in preference to the truth.

“Jenson’s Travels,” June 8, 18965
Giza, near Cairo, Egypt

On Sunday, June 7, 1896, at 7:00 a.m., the Oroya lifted anchor off 
Suez and entered the Suez Canal, which connects the Red Sea with the 
Mediterranean and is 87 miles long. For the first four miles the canal is 
cut through the marshes bordering the head of the Gulf of Suez, then 
through the higher desert; next, it passes through the Bitter Lakes; 
thence through another narrow cut and next enters the smaller lake 
called Lake Timsah on which the town of Ismailia, the canal halfway 
house, is located. Here I broke my voyage in order to visit Egypt and 
Palestine and left the Oroya by steam launch at 1:30 p.m. I shall always 
remember the Oroya, which carried me safely over the billows for a 
distance of nearly nine thousand miles. I certainly think more of the 
ship than I do of some of the officers and crew who man it.

On landing at Ismailia, I was politely treated by the representative of 
Thomas Cook and Son, the great tourist firm, whose name is known all 
over the world, and that I believe for good. They are doing an immense 
business, and though they do not get tourists through cheap, they make 
them very safe and comfortable; and those who are not used to travel 
cannot in my opinion do better as a rule than to engage their passages 
through one of the agencies of Thomas Cook and Son.

The town of Ismailia is forty-four miles from Suez and forty-three 
miles from Port Said; by rail via Zagazig and Benha it is ninety-seven 

5. “Jenson’s Travels,” Deseret Weekly News, October 17, 1896, 561–62.
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miles from Cairo. It is an artificial oasis in the desert and one of the 
most charming and prettiest spots imaginable. It is also an ideal French 
town, and its founders predicted that it would soon become one of the 
important commercial centers of Egypt; but in this they were at least 
temporarily disappointed. The location proved to be an unhealthy one, 
and consequently most of its people left. It has now only a population 
of about 10,000, mostly Arabs, but may still have a future. Before the 
town could be a possibility, a freshwater canal had to be dug from the 
Nile, which for that purpose was tapped near Cairo. This canal furnishes 

freshwater for both Ismailia and Port Said and some of the intervening 
country. The former consists of two towns, to wit, the French city and 
the native town. The French part is laid out with regular streets; trim 
houses, and beautiful gardens form a characteristic picture of French taste 
and neatness and stands out in bold contrast to the surrounding desert. 
There is also a public park and several long esplanades along the freshwa-
ter canal. As this was my first introduction to Egyptian life and scenery, 
everything I saw was new and interesting. The oriental dress of the people, 
the long caravans of camels, the little donkeys, the shepherds with their 
flocks, the African buffaloes, the artificial vegetation of the oasis, etc., 
etc., were all so many new features to me. I also found a few people who 
could talk English, among whom was Aziz Maraggi, the local director 
of the American Mission School at Ismailia. He took great pains to tell 
me all he knew about the American schools in Egypt and said he labored 
under the direction of the white missionaries, of whom there were several 
in Egypt though none at present at Ismailia. In his own school, which 
is kept in the native town, there are at present 60 students. At Ismailia I 
drank Nile water for the first time. I also tasted Egyptian coffee, got my 
eyes full of desert sand, and was annoyed by Arabs who wanted to act 
as guides when I did not want or need any such—all for the first time.

By way of further explanation, I will state that the town of Ismailia 
is situated on the Isthmus of Suez, which perhaps most of the readers of 
the News will know is a neck of land about 72 miles wide in its narrow-
est part that extends from the Mediterranean on the north to the Gulf 
of Suez on the south and connects the continents of Asia and Africa. 
It is a desert of sand and sandstone, whose dreariness is occasionally 
relieved by a salt lake or saline swamp, but which is almost entirely 
destitute of freshwater. The principal interest, however, which from a 
remote antiquity was attached to the region, lies in the possibility of 
opening up communication through it by means of a ship canal so as 

Nile Delta, The Times Atlas (1895), 60



En Route to the Holy Land 297

to save the long and often dangerous voyage round the Cape of Good 
Hope. The route to India—so far as passengers, and to a moderate 
extent merchandise, are concerned—had been greatly shortened by 
the construction of a line of rail from Port Said to Suez; but it was 
obvious to every observer that a ship canal would be an infinitely more 
important boon to commerce.

It is a well-known fact that in ancient times an indirect line of 
canal did connect the two seas, the Mediterranean and the Red Sea. 
According to the historian Herodotus, it was partially executed by 
Pharaoh Necho, or Nechao, about 600 years before Christ; but it is not 
known who completed it. It began at about a mile and a half north of 
Suez and struck in a northwesterly direction, availing itself of a series 
of natural hollows to Bubastis, on the Pelusiac, or eastern branch of the 
Nile. Its length was 92 miles, 60 of which were excavated by human 
hands; its width was from 108 to 165 feet and its depth 15 feet. After 
a while it became silted up with sand; was restored by Trajan; was 
again choked and rendered useless; was reopened after the Saracenic 
conquest of Egypt by Amrou, the Arab general, and named the “Canal 
of the Prince of the Faithful”; and finally filled with the never-resting 
sands in AD 767. Upwards of ten centuries passed before any attempt 
was made to renew a communication between the two seas. Then the 
idea occurred to the ingenious mind of Bonaparte; but as his engineers 
erroneously reported that there was a difference of level between the 
Mediterranean and the Red Sea to the extent of thirty feet, he suffered 
it to drop. In 1847 a scientific commission appointed by England, 
France, and Austria, ascertained that the two seas had exactly the 
same mean level. The only noticeable difference was that at the one 
end there is a tide of six feet six inches and only one foot six inches at 
the other. Mr. Robert Stephenson, the great English engineer, came 
to a similar result in 1853 but declared that no navigable canal could 

be constructed; and he then laid down the existing railroad between 
Cairo and Suez as a substitute.

There arose, however, at this time a Frenchman, with all the élan 
and ingenuity of his countrymen and an indomitable perseverance 
peculiarly his own, who came to a different conclusion. Having some 
influence at the Egyptian court, he obtained a concession in 1854 from 
Said Pasha, the viceroy of Egypt, for the making of a canal across the 
Isthmus of Suez. The sultan’s assent was less easily procured owing to 
the jealousy which has arisen between English and French into sects, 
and it was not until 1858 that M. Ferdinand de Lesseps found himself 
in a position to appeal to the public for support. A company was then 
formed with a capital of £8,000,000. In 1859 the work was begun, 
and by December 1864 the freshwater canal requested for the supply 
of the laborers on the ship canal was completed. All, however, did not 
go on smoothly. Difficulties arose between Ismail Pashma (Said Sasha’s 
successor) respecting the concessions granted to the company. The 
dispute was referred to the emperor of the French as arbitrator, who 
decided that the company should give up some important privileges 
and receive in line thereof a total sum of £4,000,000, with a strip of 
land about forty-eight yards wide on each side of the canal. The ship 
canal was then proceeded with, a variety of ingenious machinery being 
invented by the French engineers to meet the exigencies of their novel 
and magnificent enterprise. In 1867 an additional capital of £4,000,000 
was raised and on November 17, 1869, it was formally opened for navi-
gation in the presence of a host of illustrious personages representing 
every European state. The cost of the canal was about twenty million 
pounds. The total length is about ninety miles from head to head. 
The width of the water surface was at first 150 to 300 feet, the width 
of the bottom 72 feet, and the minimum depth 26 feet. It begins at 
Port Said, on the Mediterranean, where an artificial harbor has been 
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constructed; proceeds to Kantara; traverses the Abu Ballah; at Ismailia 
enters Lake Timsah; thence to Serapeum; passes through the Bitter 
Lakes and terminates at Suez.

At the end of a dozen years, the traffic had increased so enormously 
that a second canal began to be talked about, and in 1886 the task of 
widening and also deepening the existing canal was commenced. By 
1896 the canal had been deepened to 28 feet and widened between 
Port Said and the Bitter Lakes to 144 feet and from the Bitter Lakes 
to Suez to 213 feet.

Since 1886 the time of making the transit through the canal has 
been greatly accelerated. In that year a vessel took on an average 36 
hours to get through; now the average time of passage does not exceed 
18 hours. Moreover, since March 1887, the electric light has been used 
to light the way during the night.

The construction of the Suez Canal has called into existence two 
new towns, namely, Port Said which now has a population of about 
14,000, and Ismailia. Suez, which is an older town, has largely increased 
its population, which now numbers about 20,000. About 5,000 vessels 
pass through the canal every year, and the canal stock, it is said, pays 
its shareholders a good annual dividend.

At 6:30 p.m. I left Ismailia by train for Cairo, the capital of Egypt, 
distant 156½ kilometers, or about 97 miles, from Ismailia. It being 
night, I was unable to make but a few observations in regard to the 
country which we passed through; but I noticed that the first part of 
the route lay through a barren desert land though following the banks 
of the freshwater canal while the latter part took us through a thickly 
populated and fertile country—a part of the great Nile Delta, part of 
which I afterwards learned to be the land of Goshen of Bible fame. 
Zagazig and Benha were the two most important intermediate stations. 
I also noticed the desert village of Tel-el-Kebir, where the English under 

General Sir Garnet gained a decided victory over Egyptian rebels in 
battle on Friday, July 7, 1882. Soon afterwards Cairo was taken by 
the British, who have since watched over their Egyptian interests with 
a jealous eye, constantly fearing the ascendancy of French influence, 
which perhaps is not without cause.

On my arrival at Cairo at 10:30 p.m., I put up at the Khedivial 
Hotel, where I appeared to be the only European or American guest, 
the tourist season being over for this year.

“Jenson’s Travels,” June 9, 18966
Ismailia, Egypt

After enjoying a good night’s rest at the Khedivial Hotel at Cairo, 
Egypt, I arose early on the morning of June 8, 1896, and hired a man 
with a gray donkey to take me through the city and out to the great 
pyramids beyond the Nile. I left the hotel at 7:30 a.m. being mounted 
as gracefully as possible on the donkey, whose neck was richly decorated 
with Egyptian brass jewelry; but whose constant abuse of his braying 
powers made me perfectly disgusted with him before the day was over. 
His master who ran behind me and the donkey could talk a little broken 
English, so I dispensed with the additional luxury of a special guide, 
though such a one, who styled himself the guide of Cairo, offered his 
services for six shillings a day provided I hired a carriage for both of 
us which would cost me sixteen shillings extra. Believing in economy, 
I decided to get along with Said [Sayyid?] Mohammed and his donkey 
for four shillings per day.

As we rode through the streets of Cairo, I saw much to admire and 
many things to disgust me. Most every visitor to the capital of Egypt, I 
believe, is at first bewildered, same as I was, by the novel scenes which 

6. “Jenson’s Travels,” Deseret Weekly News, October 17, 1896, 562–63.
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crowd upon him; and some time 
necessarily elapses before he is able 
to disentangle his confused impres-
sions and realize each feature of the 
marvelous picture. After a while one 
begins to understand that he is indeed 
in a purely Oriental city. As he exam-
ines its bazaars and passes through 
its streets, he seems carried back to 
the days of antiquity. There are a few 
straight and regular streets in Cairo, 
but most of the thorough fares7 are 
so narrow as scarcely to admit of two 
camels passing abreast; some of its 
bazaars glow with the richest pro-
ductions of the looms of the East; 
its mosques and minarets are appar-
ently innumerable; and its fountains 
fill the air with an enduring freshness. 
Many of the richly carpeted shops 
are enclosed in front by a divan, 
and in the midst sits a venerable 
Turk or a wealthy Arab, smoking his 
pipe—often a splendid narghileh of 
gold and silver—and surveying with 

7. The following—from “are so narrow as 
scarcely” to “about AD 1362”—is quoted 
and paraphrased off and on from William 
Henry Davenport Adams, Egypt Past and 
Present (London: Thomas Nelson and Sons, 
1885), 155–62.

complacent gaze his costly wares, 
which embraces jewelry from Paris, 
chibougues from Constantinople, 
tobacco from Latakia, dainty mus-
lins from India, keen bright swords 
of “Damascus steel,” and rustling 
silks from the land of the Celestials. 
Meanwhile, the ways are thronged 
in many parts, and it is often with 
difficulty that the pedestrian escapes 
a rude jostle from the donkeys which 
pass him every moment laden with 
sand, flour, water, etc., or occasionally 
with a happier burden in the person of 
some Egyptian beauty of the harem 
closely veiled and attended by watch-
ful guards. With my best endeavors to 
make it otherwise, the braying don-
key that I rode ran headlong against 
several persons and also against other 
donkeys, though his master claimed 
that his donkey ranked very high in 
the scale of good behavior as com-
pared with Cairo donkeys in general.

Cairo lies in latitude 30°2ʹ N and 
longitude 31°16ʹ E on a sandy level 
between the right bank of the Nile 
and the range of the Mokattam Hills. 
It was founded eastward of what is 
now called old Cairo by Tulun, a Cairo, Eg ypt: Handbook for Travelers (London: Karl Baedeker, 1895)



Chapter 9300

Muslim governor of Egypt in AD 868; but was removed still further 
eastward, to its present site, by the Fatimite khalif El Moez in AD 923. 
It remained the capital of the Fatimite rulers until 1171, when the 
famous Saladin usurped the throne. In 1220 it was unsuccessfully 
besieged by the Crusaders. In 1250 Musa-el-Ashraf was deposed by 
the Mamelukes, who retained possession of the city until 1517, when 
it was stormed and captured by Sultan Selim. Though it has lost most 
of its original importance, it is still a prosperous city with a population 
of about 250,000, mostly Mohammedans. It may be considered as the 
great center of learning of the Eastern world, its celebrated university 
being presided over by men of acknowledged erudition and annually 
attended by some two thousand students.

One of the most remarkable edifices in Cairo is the Cathedral, which 
dominates over the whole town from its elevated position on a bold ridge 
of sandstone.8 Its walls are of great solidity and, in some places, one 
hundred feet in height. It was within these walls that the massacre of 
Mamelukes took place March 1, 1811; and its battlements were crowned 
by Napoleon’s victorious standards in 1798. The Cathedral walls were 
enlarged and strengthened by Mehemet Ali, who resided here during 
the greater part of his reign. The prospect it commands is of a very 
extensive and impressive character, including not only the city of Cairo 
with its carved domes and fantastic minarets, but the sequestered val-
ley of the Nile with its tombs of the Mameluke sultans; the rich, deep 
verdure of the distant delta; the sharp, clear outline of the mysterious 
pyramids; the yellow frontier-belt of the desert; the meanderings of the 
tranquil Nile; and everywhere a soil that has been swept by successive 
waves of revolution from the days of Menes and Rameses to those of 

8. Andrew Jenson probably means the Citadel when he says “the Cathedral,” since there was 
no Christian cathedral in Cairo at the time.

Napoleon Bonaparte. When I stood on the top of the high wall by the 
great mosque which stands in the center of the Cathedral and looked 
out upon the valley of the Nile, I certainly thought that my eyes had 
never rested upon a more picturesque or interesting landscape.

The Cairene minarets are justly eulogized by travelers as the most 
beautiful of any in the East. They rank as exquisite creatures of the 
strange, dreamy Arabian genius, towering to an extraordinary height, 
built of courses of red and white stone, and ornamented with balconies 
from which the muezzins announce the hour of prayer. Of these, the 
most ancient adjoins the great mosque of the Sultan Tulun, built in 
AD 879, soon after the foundation of the city. The others belong to the 
magnificent mosque of the Sultan Hassan, which is situated in the palace 
of the Roumayli, near the Cathedral, and was completed about AD 1362.

After passing through several streets, viewing a number of palaces 
and parks, my Arabian guide, his donkey, and I soon found ourselves 
crossing the great bridge of Kasr-el-Nil spanning the Nile. It is six 
hundred feet long, built on six spans; and at either extremity, facing 
the shore, stand two colossal lions of bronze perched high upon stately 
pedestals. The traffic across the bridge is immense at all hours of the day; 
and it was here that my donkey made himself particularly conspicuous 
by frequently coming into collisions with the long caravans of camels, 
the peculiar-shaped vehicles, the herds of cattle and flocks of sheep, 
not to speak of other braying asses, all of which moved across the great 
bridge both ways in two continuous “streams.” I never before in my life 
saw such a lot of people traveling on donkeys as I witnessed here. And 
such it seems was also the impression of Howard Hopley, the author 
of a work entitled “Under Egyptian Palms,” who writes:

“Quite an institution in Cairo are the donkeys and their drivers. 
But you must not suppose that the Cairene ass is as patient, depressed, 
and dismal looking a quadruped as his European congener. He has a 
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smart ring of pride about him, pricks up his ears with an air of intel-
ligence, indulges in impetuous fits, but is also given to prolonged pauses 
of meditation. In mere personal appearance he is more of ‘a swell’ 
than his northern brother. His owner shaves him upon the back like a 
poodle dog. He carries a high and hungry saddle, covered with scarlet 
leather and tinsel trappings, so that, on the whole, he can sniff up the 
wind proudly besides the statelier camel or run unabashed in presence 
of his high-born kinsman the horse. But even a Cairene donkey is not 
without his failing; he will lie down at inconvenient times, kick up 
his heels, and growl in the dust, and this is the more strange since he 
appears thoroughly aware of the folly of such an escapade. He invariably 
arises with a guilty look, perfectly conscious that he is about to receive 
a beating; and yet the temptation to do evil is irresistible.

“Not less original than the animal is the animal’s owner. Now in 
Cairo, every little proprietor keeps a donkey, which is as much a sign 
of respectability in the East as payment of rates taxes in the West. The 
proprietor is not always the driver, but whether he owns the beast or 
not, the driver is as fond of him as the Bedouin is of his camel; he runs 
beside him, stimulates him with kind words, and takes care that he is 
comfortably fed and housed. His own dress is light and airy; a scarlet 
tarboosh or white turban of few folds for the head, a blue cotton tunic 
reaching barely to the knees, and a long scarf for the waist completes 
his wearing apparel. He is as eager for a customer as any London cab-
man; and your appearance on the steps of your hotel is the signal for a 
general rush towards you of donkey drivers and donkeys.”9

After crossing the Nile, we were in the suburban town of Giza, and 
the road now turns to the left and follows the bank of the river for two 

9. See also W. H. Davenport Adams, The Land of the Nile; or, Egypt Past and Present (London: 
Thomas Nelson and Sons, 1871), 123–24.

or three miles until the museum and zoological gardens are passed; 
then it turns to the right and runs straight to the pyramids about seven 
miles from the river and the desert, which are reached after the desert 
which are reached after traveling about ten miles from Cairo. The road 
is raised several feet above the general level, is well macadamized, and 
is lined on both sides with regular rows of sycamore trees. There are 
five miles on the road where wheels of various models are used to raise 
the water that is utilized for irrigation purposes and for sprinkling the 
road. There are also several native mud villages on the way out, all of 
which are built very compact and on raised ground. Then there were 
several ponds containing dirty water in which some of the natives were 
washing clothes and others plunging in headlong trying to catch the 
few remaining fish which would otherwise soon die a natural death 
by the evaporation of the pools of water. The making of bricks by the 
natives as in the days of the Israelites, the cutting of grass, the cultiva-
tion of the soil, the methods of irrigation, and various other kinds of 
employment on which the natives were engaged constituted the most 
interesting features of sightseeing on our ride from Cairo to the pyra-
mids. At length we arrived in front of the hotel lying adjacent to the 
three Pyramids of Giza, where I was surrounded by a herd of Arabs, 
who wanted to act as guides, aids, water carriers, and I don’t know what 
else; they soon began to quarrel among themselves and with me because 
I would only engage one man when they insisted that I needed at least 
a dozen. It seems strange that I got along at all, as I was the only white 
man among that motley crowd of semicivilized beggars and fleecers.

Their custom is to get as much as they possibly can from every 
stranger; and as there are only a few visitors now that the tourist season 
was over, they are all on hand to double up on the few stragglers who 
come along like myself; but as I had posted myself in regard to the 
proper fees and lawful charges before leaving Cairo, they found me 
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an awful stubborn customer to deal with; and when they learned that 
they could not fleece me at will for large fees, they were satisfied with 
the smallest compensation possible; so, after all, I got through reason-
ably cheap notwithstanding their number. And this was partly due to 
one of their number—an old man who styled himself Dr. Mahmut, 
and who pretended to be my friend. This he did undoubtedly for self-
ish motives, as he expected me to pay for his friendship, and in this he 
was not disappointed. Finding out that I understood him, he really did 
both befriend and defend me against the others; and when I at times 
looked at him as if I doubted his words, he pointed toward heaven and 
said that Allah should witness that he was an honest man and told me 
the truth; and I believe he did. He and two young men accompanied 
me all through the inner passages and chambers of the great pyramid, 
and afterwards climbed with me to the top; then I rode his camel 
down to the Sphinx and back again; and he also got me both milk and 
water to drink at reasonable prices. The day was hot, and the exertions 
of climbing such that I was sore for a long time afterwards. I climbed 
to the top and descended, and also passed through the inside without 
the least assistance from any one. This I did to prove the falsity of what 
I was told at the hotel before I started out in the morning that it was 
absolutely impossible for any white man to climb to the top of the Great 
Pyramid without assistance; and the steep inside passages, I was told, 
were still harder to ascend and descend. But though I found it quite pos-
sible, I shall never want to repeat the exercise. I went through the inside 
first and afterwards climbed to the top; but before reaching it I found 
myself dragging myself slowly upwards on all fours, drawing on all the 
physical strength I possessed. I would undoubtedly have fainted with 
thirst and fatigue had not a young Arab appeared on the scene with a 
calabash of water. Before I left the Oroya, a doctor and fellow passenger 
warned me repeatedly against drinking water in Egypt of any kind, on 

pains of being stricken with cholera at once; but the combined efforts 
or advices of all the doctors in the world could not have induced me to 
refuse taking a drink of water while on the top of the Great Pyramid 
in my exhausted condition.

The view from the top of the Great Pyramid is grand beyond descrip-
tion. It includes the Nile Valley for many miles up the river, the Delta 
in part, the city of Cairo, the site of old Memphis with a number of 
pyramids nearby, and the great Libyan Desert, on the edge of which all 
the pyramids of Egypt are erected. It is asserted by some historians, on 
pretty reliable authority, that 100,000 men were employed for twenty 
years, building the pyramid of Cheops, the one I climbed and the one 
generally visited by tourists. This is supposed to be 4,000 years ago. The 
original height of that great pile of rocks was 480 feet 9 inches, and its 
base 764 feet square. Its slope was 51°50 ,́ but its eternal effects were 
much injured by the spoliation of the exterior blocks for the erection 
of Cairo, and several feet of the original top is missing entirely.

As nearly every reader of the News has read works on the pyramids 
of Egypt, I will not attempt to describe them here. My personal opin-
ions and impressions I will also reserve till some future day. I know 
that I was very, very tired when I returned to Cairo in the evening but 
felt truly thankful for the preserving care of the Lord throughout the 
dangers of the day and that my physical strength held out to the end.

“Jenson’s Travels,” June 10, 189610
Port Said, Egypt, Africa

After spending a second night in Cairo, Egypt, I arose early in the 
morning of June 9, 1896, and took a long walk through the city without 
guide or donkey. Passing through Rue du Muski, one of the principal 

10. “Jenson’s Travels,” Deseret Weekly News, October 31, 1896, 633–34.
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streets of the city, I found myself at the eastern boundary and at the foot 
of a spur of the Mokattam Hills, which I crossed, and then descended to 
a veritable city of the dead known as the “graves of the Khalifs.” Here lie 
the nobility of Egypt for many generations, many of them in costly and 
ornamental buildings which are crowned by domes in regular mosque 
style. I was permitted to enter the finest building I could see, after the 
doorkeeper had carefully tied a pair of sandals on my feet. The Arab 
attendant took great pains to tell me all about it in a language of which 
I knew not a single sentence; but I was led to understand that I was in 
the open tomb of one of the late Khedives of Egypt. From the graves 
of the Khalifs, I walked to the great citadel, where I fell in conversation 
with some English soldiers, one of whom (William Cox) said he was 
related to Thomas C. Patten, of Salt Lake City. He desired very much 
to go to Utah himself and hoped to have the privilege of doing so after 
he had served his term as a soldier. Two of the boys had recently died 
with the cholera, and I was shown the cholera camp on a high roof 
within the enclosures of the citadel. At present, however, it is without 
tenants, and I was told that the two deaths were caused by the unwise 
conduct of the soldiers themselves, who had mixed with the natives to 
their unhealthy quarters and had drank bad whiskey with them.

From the citadel I returned to the hotel by way of the street called 
Boulevard Mohammed Ali, paid my hotel bill, drove to the station in 
a carriage, and left Cairo by rail at 11:15 a.m. Arriving at Ismailia, I 
changed cars for Port Said, distant fifty miles from Ismailia by rail, 
where I arrived at 7:30 p.m., and put up at a hotel. At Ismailia a fellow 
passenger—a German—voluntarily took my part against an impudent 
Arab who insisted on acting as my guide, though I had told him repeat-
edly that I did not want him. My German friend, whose name was 
Constantin Fix, seeing that the fellow tried to impose upon me, arose, 
fired with indignation, and deliberately knocked the Arab down. The 

station police were soon on the spot; but my friend, who talked good 
Arabic, was able to give satisfactory explanation, and the impudent 
native scampered off with a sore head instead of the money which he 
wanted to extort from me. Port Said is a new town which, as I have 
stated in a former letter, and [sic] had no existence before the building 
of the Suez ship canal. It has regular streets, one small artificial park, 
some respectable and good-sized buildings, but otherwise no particular 
attractions. And it is only important as the Mediterranean port of the 
Suez Canal, where all canal dues are also paid by southbound ships. 
A fine statue of M. Ferdinand de Lesseps, to whose ingenuity the town 
owes its existence, adorns the public park. Port Said gets its supply of 
freshwater from the Nile through a previously mentioned canal.

Everything alive that I have seen in Egypt relies upon the Nile for 
its very existence. It certainly is one of the most remarkable rivers of 
the world, and as the memorials of antiquity in the shape of the tombs, 
temples, and monuments of old Egypt lie on its banks, a short sketch of 
that historical river may not prove uninteresting to the readers of the News. 
Miss Harriet Martineau, who recently wrote a book on Egypt, remarks:

“Everything in Egypt, including life itself, and all that life includes, 
depends on the incessant struggle which the great river maintains 
against the forces of the desert. The world has witnessed many con-
flicts; but no other so unresting, so protracted, and so sublime as the 
struggle of these two gigantic powers, the Nile and the desert. The 
Nile, ever young because perpetually renewing its youth, seems to the 
inexperienced eye to have no chance with its stripling force—a David 
against a Goliath—against the desert, whose might has never relaxed, 
from the earliest days till now, but the Goliath has not conquered it. 
Now and then he has prevailed for a season, and the tremblers whose 
destiny hung on the event have cried out that all was over; but he has 
once more been driven back, and Nilus has risen up again, to do what 
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we see him doing in the sculptures—bind up his water plants about 
the throne of Egypt. From the beginning the people of Egypt have 
had everything to hope from the river, nothing from the desert; much 
to fear from the desert, and little from the river. What their fear may 
reasonably be, anyone may conjecture who has looked upon a hillocky 
expanse of sand, where the little jerboa burrows, and the hyena prowls 
at night. Under these hillocks lie temples and palaces, and under the 
level sands a whole city. The enemy has come in from behind and stifled 
and buried it. What is the hope of the people from the river anyone 
may witness who, at the regular season, sees the people grouped on the 
eminences, watching the advancing waters, and listening for the voice 
of the crier, or the boom of the cannon which is to tell the prospect or 
event of the inundation of the year. The Nile was naturally deified by 
the old inhabitants. It was a god to the mass; and at least one of the 
manifestations of deity to the priestly order. As it was the immediate 
cause of all they had, and all they hoped for—the creative power regu-
larly at work before their eyes, usually conquering, though occasionally 
checked—it was to them the good power; and the desert became the 
evil one. Hence originated a main part of their faith, embodied in the 
allegory of the burial of Osiris in the sacred stream, whence he arose 
once a year to scatter blessings over the earth.”11

The sources of the Nile, which is so intimately bound up with the 
fortunes and creed of a great people, were long involved in mystery. The 
sources of the Blue Nile were discovered by James Bruce in 1770; but 
that of the more important White Nile, which is indeed the true Nile, 
remained enshrouded in mystery until quite recently, when its source 
was discovered in or adjacent to the great lake now called Victoria in 
central Africa by the late Dr. Livingston and others. The river flows 

11. Adams, Land of the Nile, 77 –78.

out of said lake on the north, just beyond the equator in a channel 150 
yards wide, and pouring over a mass of igneous rocks, forms the Ripon 
Falls, twelve feet high in latitude 0°20ʹ N and longitude 33°30ʹ E. 
Proceeding in a northwesterly direction, it forms the Karuma and the 
Murchison Falls and joins the Albert Nile. Emerging from this second 
reservoir, the White Nile, or Bahr-el-Abiad of the Arabs, still keeps to 
the northwest, and through a country recently opened up by the late 
General Gordon and his lieutenants goes onward to Gondokoro, the 
great depot of the ivory dealers, 1,900 feet above the sea. Over a gently 
undulating plain with many windings but no great descent, it strikes 
to the northwest, and afterwards to the northeast for nearly 500 miles, 
receiving in latitude 9°15ʹ N its first great affluent, the Bahr el Ghazal, 
or Gazelle River, a slow and shallow stream from the west. Taking an 
easterly direction for eighty miles, and curving southward for thirty 
miles, it is augmented by the waters of the Giraffe and the Sobat; after 
which it takes a northly course, with a full and tranquil current, and a 
breadth varying from 1,700 to 3,600 feet, for nearly 480 miles. Thus it 
arrives at Khartoum, the capital of Nubia, in latitude 15°37ʹ N. Here it 
is that it receives the river which for generations was supposed to be the 
Nile—the river which the adventurous Bruce traced to its fountains—
the Blue Nile, or Bahr el Azraq. It is formed by the junction of the Abay 
(which rises in Abyssinia, fifty miles from Lake Tana and 8,700 feet 
above the sea) and the Blue River, which has its sources in the southern 
highlands, and is fed by the Dinder and the Shimla.

At Khartoum the Blue Nile is 708 yards wide and the White Nile 
only 483 yards; but the latter is much deeper, and its flow of water more 
continuous. Flowing north for sixty miles across wide pasture plains and 
past Halfiyeh and ancient Meroe, the Nile arrives at its first cataract, 
or rather rapid, which is the seventh counting from the river’s mouth. 
Rolling onward, it passes Shendi and receives at Ed Damer (in latitude 
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17°45ʹ N) the Atbara, or Tekeze, or (as it is often called in allusion to 
its muddy waters) the Bahr el-Aswad, or Black River.

From this point the great river traverses for 120 miles the rich, well-
cultivated, and numerously inhabited country of the Berbers to enter on a 
widely different region—a wilderness of sand, barren and desolate, where 
the ruins of antiquity lie overwhelmed by the sandstorms of centuries. 
Below the island of Mograt (in latitude 18° N) it bends sharply to the 
southwestward, three cataracts or rapids marking this part of its course. 
It then takes a northwesterly direction, crosses the desert at Behionda, 
forms another cataract, diverges to the northeast, and flows through the 
rapids of Wadi Halfa, passes, in a much narrower valley, the ruins of 
Abu Simbel, El Derr, Qirshah, Garf Husein, Dendour, and Kalabsha, 
and at Aswan (anciently Syene) in latitude 24°5ʹ23ʺ N, descends into 
upper Egypt by its largest cataract, which is the seventh from its source, 
or the first from its mouth. All these cataracts are really rapids which 
almost disappear when the Nile is at its height during the period of the 
annual inundation. They are caused by the encroachment of the rocks 
upon the river-channel, which, dividing into several small streams, pours 
its waters through the craggy defiles with considerable fury.

The Nile in its course through Egypt passes successively the quarries 
of Gebel el Silsila on the east; Edfu and Esna on the west; the wonderful 
palace temples and memorials of Thebes, with Luxor and Karnak, on the 
east, and Deir el Medina Habu on the west; then Girga and Siont on the 
west; and the tombs of Beni Hasan on the east. In due time it reaches the 
ruins of Memphis and the Pyramids, all on the west bank, and leaving 
Cairo with its mosques and minarets, on the east, spreads out into the 
numerous arms which form the celebrated region of the Delta. From 
Assouan to the sea, its average fall is only two inches in 1,800 yards, and 
its average velocity does not exceed three miles an hour. Its direction is 
almost due north, with occasional durations to the east and northwest. 

The triangular area, which derives its name from a Greek letter, begins 
at a point about 120 miles from the two chief mouths of the river, the 
Rosetta and Damietta mouth, and stretches along the Mediterranean 
coast in a network of streams and islands for about 150 miles.

The rise of the Nile is due to the periodical rains of eastern Abyssinia 
and the countries farther south, and on their greater or lesser quan-
tity depends on the height of the inundation. This height is carefully 
noted, as the extent of land subjected to irrigation, and the length of 
the time during which it will remain under water, are regulated by it; 
and hence the occurrence of a good or bad harvest may be predicted 
with certainty. The ordinary rise at Cairo is from 23 to 25 feet; less is 
insufficient, and more is dangerous, frequently overwhelming whole 
villages. A rise of only 18 or 20 feet means famine, and a flood of the 
height of 30 means ruin.

The lands, thus strangely irrigated, will yield annually three crops; 
first being sown with wheat or barley, a second time, after the spring 
equinox, with cotton, millet, indigo, or some similar produce; and 
thirdly, about the summer solstice with millet and maize. The river 
begins to rise about the end of June and attains its maximum between 
September 20 and 30. At this time the country wears a very singular 
aspect. “On the elevated bank you stand, as it were between two seas,” 
writes Eliot Warburton in his book entitled The Crescent and the Cross.12 
“On one side rolls a swollen turbid flood of a blood-red hue; on the 
other lies an expanse of seemingly stagnant water, extending to the 
desert boundary of the valley; the isolated villages, circled with groves 
of palm, being scattered over it like floating islands, and the gise or 
dike, affording the sole circuitous intercommunication between them. 

12. Eliot Warburton, The Crescent and the Cross; or, Romance and Realities of Eastern Travel, 
3rd ed. (London: Henry Colburn, 1845).
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When the waters subside (a process which is very perceptible about 
November 10) the valley is suddenly covered with a mantle of the rich-
est green, and the face of the land smiles in the traveler’s eyes with all 
the splendor of a new-created country.”

The water of the Nile is exceedingly wholesome, and in its most 
turbid state always capable of filtration. Between the highest and the 
lowest periods of the yearly flood it is not less remarkable for its purity 
than for its transparency. The crocodile and the hippopotamus abound, 
but the former is now very seldom met with below 270 north or the 
latter further south than the second cataract. Fifty-two species of fish 
are described as belonging to the river.

The word Nilus is probably of Lemitic origin; and like the Hebrew 
Lihhor, the Egyptian Cheml, and the Greek melas, may have referred 
to the dark hue of its waves. The natives call it “p-iero,” or the “river 
of rivers,” as if no other could claim comparison with it in grandeur, 
beauty, or fertility.

The Nile typified to the Egyptians the river of death, across whose 
silent wave the dead were ferried to their resting places on the border of 
the desert, attended by the conductor of souls, the god Anubis. “How 
many of our own ideas of the other world may have been borrowed 
from the Nilotic worship of the Egyptians,” wrote Mr. Adams in his 
book Egypt Past and Present. “When we speak of the darkling stream 
which separates time from eternity, we are employing an Egyptian 
image; and unknown to ourselves perhaps, referring to the mysterious 
river of a mysterious land—the great and glorious Nile.”

For some time past excursions by Europeans, Americans, and others 
up the Nile have been quite numerous, especially during the last few 
years, after Thomas Cook and son built a number of first-class steamers 
for the Nile service. These steamers are now running regularly except 
during the hot summer months. It takes about twenty days to make a 

trip from Cairo to the First Cataract and back, and the costs are $50 
for a first-class passage. Some of the most interesting ruins of Egyptian 
temples and cities are at and near Thebes, the ancient capital of Egypt, 
which is up the river about 450 miles from Cairo. There are also some 
interesting ruins, tombs, and pyramids at and in the neighborhood 
of Memphis, another decayed Egyptian capital. This place, which at 
the time of Joseph is supposed to have been a city of fifteen or twenty 
miles in circumference and one of the most populous of Egypt, is 
now, as was predicted of it, waste and desolate without an inhabitant 
(Jeremiah 46:19). Its ruins are a few miles above Cairo, on the opposite 
side of the river.

The spots where Joseph served Potiphar, the village where the child 
Jesus dwelt with his parents during their exile in Egypt, and many other 
localities of historical note are pointed out to the tourist and traveler 
as he passes through the land of the Pharoahs; but like many similar 
places in Palestine, Syria, and other countries, the information thus 
given is not reliable, and the exact spots of these biblical events are, as 
a rule, not known to mankind at the present time.

“Jenson’s Travels,” June 19, 189613
On Board the Steamer Thalia to Beirut, Syria

Being a quarantine prisoner on board the Austrian steamer Thalia, 
lying off Beirut, Syria, I have more time to read and write than I 
care for just now, and after perusing some literature on Egypt I feel 
impressed to cull a few items for the News in addition to what I have 
already written. I will explain that I sailed from Port Said, Egypt, in 
the evening of Wednesday, June 10, bound for Syria and Palestine, 
and arrived off Beirut the following day at 2:00 p.m. The ship and all 

13. “Jenson’s Travels,” Deseret Weekly News, November 7, 1896, 657–58.
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on board were almost immediately put under ten days’ quarantine on 
account of coming from Egypt, where cholera is raging at the present 
time. From our place of anchorage we have a beautiful view of Beirut, 
a city of about 100,000 inhabitants, and the mountains of Lebanon, 
the higher summits of which are still covered with the snow of last 
winter. Villages are seen on the lower mountain slopes everywhere. 
On the morning of our arrival off Beirut, we had a good glimpse of 
Mount Carmel, in Palestine, as we passed by; also the sites of old Tyre 
and Sidon of Bible fame, lying on the Mediterranean coast and at the 
foot of the Lebanon range.

W. H. Davenport Adams, in his Egypt Past and Present, opens his 
narrative in the following language:

“Of all the countries of the Old Roman Empire, Egypt is perhaps 
the most attractive both for the student and the traveler. Time has 
clothed it with a strange and solemn charm; has spread over it, so to 
speak, an atmosphere of mysterious romance; and the mind cannot but 
be impressed with awe and wonder which contemplates its sphinxes 
and its pyramids, its colossal statues and huge obelisks, its monument 
of a remote antiquity to which the antiquity of Greece and Rome is but 
a thing of yesterday. Long before the Cecrops founded Athens, long, 
long before an Etruscan colony sowed at Alba Longa the first seeds of 
imperial Rome, and long before Abraham walked with angels in the 
plains of Mamre, Egypt was studded with great cities and had devel-
oped a complete system of civilization. You may trace back its annals 
for some four thousand years before the birth of Christ, and many of 
its documents are undoubtedly the most ancient memorials of human 
skill and labor existing in the world. We are accustomed to think and 
speak of the Hebrew patriarchs as the world’s gray forefathers; but in 
truth, Egypt was a powerful and opulent empire even in the days of 
Joseph, and while Jacob and his sons still tended sheep in the grassy 

solitudes of the Asiatic Plains. It was in the Egyptian schools Moses 
was trained to become the lawgiver of the Jewish people. Its pyramids 
were rising on the bank of the Nile at an epoch coeval with that of 
Abraham and Isaac.

“We see, then, that Egypt was the cradle of the world’s civilization. 
Thence Greece derived her art, her literature, her science; and, improv-
ing them in the light and fulness of her own exquisite imaginations, 
handed them down to imperial Rome, whose mission it was to diffuse 
them over Western Europe.

“And such as Egypt was in the dawn of human history, such is it 
now. In many important respects, no land on the face of the globe 
has undergone so little change. True it is that its palaces are masses of 
ruin, half buried in sand; that of Memphis, and of Thebes and Karnak, 
only the shadow of their former glory survives; that in the seat of the 
Pharaohs and the Ptolemys sits the descendant of an alien race. But then 
consider that its pyramids survive almost uninjured, that its language 
remains; that the Nile still rises and swells with annual regularity; that 
the animal life teeming on its banks is the animal life worshipped, loved, 
or dreaded three thousand years ago by the subjects of Rameses; that 
the khamsin (a hot south wind) still scorches the meadowland with hot, 
fierce breath; that beyond the narrow belt of verdure which the bright 
river traversed still spreads the boundless yellow expanse of the dreary 
desert; that the husbandman still finds his sustenance and support in 
the palm and cultivates his little garden of leeks and other vegetables; 
that the creaking water wheel is plied now as it was plied in the days of 
Nectanebus; consider these things, and own that monotony is written 
everywhere on the face of the land.

“Egypt occupies the northern corner of the African continent, where 
it is linked to that of Asia by the Isthmus of Suez and separated from 
that of Europe by the waters of the Mediterranean. It stretches inland 
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from that old historic sea (which for ages has been one of the principal 
channels of the world’s commerce) to the first cataract of the Nile, that 
of Assouan, the ancient Syene; or from the parallel of latitude 31°31ʹ [E] 
to that of 24°3ʹ N. Its eastern boundary is formed by the Red Sea; on 
the west it is bordered by the ever-shifting sands of the Libyan Desert. 
Following the track of the Nile, we may compute its length at about 530 
miles; its breadth may be measured by that of the Nile River Valley, for 
the cultivated territory does not extend beyond the limits marked by 
the yearly inundations of that river. Three-fourths of the Egypt shown 
upon the maps are a rocky, sterile waste, and except the valley already 
spoken of, the only cultivated and habitable portion is found in Lower 
Egypt, or the delta, an area of between 4,000 and 5,000 square miles.

“The average width of the Nile Valley, according to Mr. Adams, is 
up to the 30th parallel, about seven miles, while that of the cultivable 
land does not exceed five miles and a half. The valley is simply a strip 
of alluvial deposit annually fertilized by the riverine sediment. Between 
Cairo, in Lower Egypt, and Edfu, in Upper Egypt, the maximum 
breadth may be taken at eleven miles the minimum at two. Further 
south, between Edfu and Assouan, the contraction of the valley is so 
great that it may more justly be called a ravine, as scarcely any soil exists 
on either bank; but from the waters of the Nile the rocks spring up like 
cliffs from the sea, bold, abrupt, and precipitous.”14

Lower and Middle Egypt are deficient in wood, though not utterly 
bare, as its scenes are adorned with the tamarisk and the palm, and on 
the borderland of the desert bloom bright sweet gardens of Jessamine 
and orange. Whenever the soil is fairly cultivated and properly watered, 
it amply repays the toil of the husbandman, yielding luxuriant crops of 

14. W. H. Davenport Adams, Egypt Past and Present. Described and Illustrated. With a Narrative 
of Its Occupation by the British, and of Recent Events in the Soudan (London: Thomas Nelson 
and Sons, 1885), 17–20.

tobacco, cotton, sugarcane, indigo, etc. Among the shallows of Lake 
Manazala lingers the once-prized papyrus. In the beautiful valley of 
Fayoum, myriads of roses burden the air with fragrance; and every 
peasant’s tiny nook of ground affords a supply of leeks, garlic, melons, 
and cucumbers. Nature, however, is much more genial in Upper Egypt; 
and a recent traveler declares it impossible to paint a more pleasant ideal 
of a summer land than the Egypt above Thebes.

The soil of Egypt is remarkable for its fertility, and it is fertile 
because it consists of nothing more or less than the deposits of its river 
waters. “Nile mud,” as described by St. Hilaire, is a sort of brown earth 
emphatically called “terre d’Egypt”; it consists of rather stiff clay, but 
with an extremely fine grain. It is very soft and unctuous to the touch, 
dissolves readily in water, and possesses scarcely any odor. When dried, 
it becomes very hard, as may be seen in the deep cracks which furrow 
the ground some time after the waters have retired.

The trees of Egypt are not only few in number but of few species. 
First and foremost must be ranked the date palm, which is for the 
Egyptian what the breadfruit tree is for the Polynesian, or rice for 
the Hindu. It supplies him with food and clothing, and house and 
furniture; it is his all-in-all, his stay, his wealth, his very life. Scarcely 
inferior in importance is its congener, the doum, or dom palm. The 
arcacia [sic], or sot tree, of the Arabs is also common; it furnishes the 
skittim wood of the Bible, is the Mimosa nilotica of botanists, and is 
extensively adapted for ship building and for similar purposes. Add 
to them the sycamore and the tamarisk, and our enumeration of the 
principal trees of Egypt is complete.

The animal life of Egypt is far more varied and abundant. There 
are fine breeds of the horse, the ass, and the camel, the last named 
being the favorite beast of burden. The giraffe has been driven into 
the wilder districts by the unresting advance of modern civilization. 
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The hippopotamus is only found in the far reaches of the Nile; but 
the hyena, the wild dog, and the jackal still prowl at night through 
the streets of the large towns. The ichneumon, the stork, the heron, 
the purple goose, and the sacred ibis are almost as common now as in 
olden time, though the unreasoning passion of English travelers for 
making large bags of game threatens to extirpate them from the land.

“Egypt,” as Mr. Howard Hopley in his “Under Egyptian Palms” 
remarks, “is wonderfully populous with the feathered tribes; their 
division and subdivision are infinite. From the smaller birdlings that 
dwell in the mimosa, whose plumage gorgeous with all rainbow hues, 
absolutely bewilders you with its beauty, up through the ranks of wild 
and waterfowl, to those big vultures and august eagles which perch 
solemnly on desert peak or crag, or skim lazily aloft in midair, there 
are endless gradations. Their tameness appears to be extraordinary. You 
may almost walk into a flock of pigeons on a stubble field, which, when 
it rises around you, is so dense as to cast a thick shadow over acres of 
land. Water wagtails and fly-catchers on your deck will fearlessly trot 
up and pick a fly off your boot. A crow will parade its carion under 
your very nose.”15

A curious feathered denizen of the Nile Valley is the crocodile bird 
(the trochilus of Herodotus), which acts as a kind of parasite to that hid-
eous reptile and warns it of the approach of any intruder. Worthy of note, 
too, is Pharaoh’s hen, or the Egyptian vulture (Neophron perenopterus), 
which, with trailing wings and drooping tail, sits brooding like an evil 
genius over the ruined monuments of bygone splendor. And every grove 
abounds with Senegal doves and blue pigeons, jaunty hoopoes, bright 
green bee eaters, Sardinian warblers, great spotted cuckoos, etc., while 

15. Howard Hopley, Under Egyptian Palms: Or, Three Bachelors’ Journeyings on the Nile (London: 
Chapman and Hall, 1869), 206–7.

the cornfields are peopled with quails, the riverbanks with martins, and 
the desert borders with noisy chats. Rarer, but still not uncommon, 
are the rosy flamingo, the common heron, the little egret, the pelican, 
the curlew, the spoonbill, the snipe, the shoveller, and the cormorant.

The extreme dryness of the climate of Egypt eminently conduces 
to the preservation of natural substances from decay; and in the rock 
tombs and temples the traveler looks astonished upon human bodies, 
which, buried two or three thousand years ago, have defied corrup-
tion. The clearness of the atmosphere lends a curious distinctness, or 
a remarkable sharpness, to every object in the landscape, so that the 
outline of architrave and column seems traced against the azure of the 
sky as with a pencil.

The curse of Egypt is the khamsin, that fierce southern wind which 
in April and May blows, as its name indicates, for fifty days, hot as the 
blast of a furnace, shriveling the skin, parching the lips, blinding the 
eyes with minute particles of sand, and depressing the spirit as with 
the omen of some unutterable evil.

The population of Egypt seems to have increased very little since 
the days of antiquity. At present it numbers about 7,000,000 people. 
According to Tacitus, the Roman historian in the reign of Rameses, it 
contained 700,000 men in the military age. At this rate the entire popula-
tion would be about 3,500,000; allow 500,000 for error; add one-third 
for slaves and strangers, and the total will amount to nearly 5,000,000.

Egypt proper is divided into two great districts, namely, Musr-el-
Bahri, or Lower Egypt; and El Said, or Upper Egypt, which together 
comprises 394,240 English square miles. According to the census of 
May 3, 1882, the population amounted to 6,806,381 souls, of whom 
3,965,664 were in Lower Egypt, and 2,840,717 in Upper Egypt. Of 
this total, 3,396,308 were males, and 3,410,073 females. The number of 
foreign residents were, Greeks, 37,301; Italians, 18,665; French, 15,716; 
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Austrians, 8,022; English, 6,118; Germans, 948; other nationalities, 
4,116; making a total of 90,886 foreigners. In 1884 the railway system 
of Egypt had a total length of 1,276 miles, and the telegraph belonging 
to the government of 2,707 miles. A private telegraph company has a 
line to Cairo 445 miles in length. The Khedive, or king of Egypt, acts 
by the advice and through the agency of five ministers. The country, 
which is very heavily in debt and consequently burdened with oppressive 
taxation, is divided, for administrative purposes, into eight governor-
ships of principal towns and fourteen moudirehs, or provinces. The 
Egyptian money is the piastre (or forty paras), worth about 5 cents of 
American money. The killow is the unit of dry measure and is a little 
less than a bushel; the almud is a little more than a gallon, and the oke 
(of 400 drams) nearly three pounds avoirdupois.

Egypt is rich in sacred associations. Abraham and Sarah fled there 
for food when the famine was sore in the land of Canaan. Joseph 
entered it as a slave and rose to the dignity of a sovereign. The family 
of Jacob resided in it for several hundred years and were led out by a 
high hand and an outstretched arm. Solomon married the daughter of 
her sovereign. Shishak carried his arms into Judea, took Jerusalem, and 
carried away the treasures of the house of the Lord and of the king’s 
house (1 Kings 14:25–27), whose name is still recorded at Thebes as 
“king of the country of Judah.” Zerah, the Ethiopian, with his army 
of 1,300 chariots, were smitten by the Lord before Asa and Judah 
(2 Chronicles 14:9–13). Tirhakah, king of Ethiopia and Necho, king 
of Egypt, who overthrew Josiah in the valley of Megiddo, are men-
tioned by the sacred historians. Several of the later Pharaohs became 
the confederates of the kings of Judah and Israel, and one (Ptolemy 
Philadelphus) gave to the world the oldest translation of the Hebrew 
Bible. Many Hebrews, with the prophet Jeremiah, fled to Egypt, where 
the Lord “kindles a fire in the houses of the gods and burns them.” 

And the child Jesus consecrated it by his presence, when his life was 
being sought by the wicked Herod. The Lord blessed the land, saying, 
“Blessed be Egypt my people, and Assyria the work of my hands, and 
Israel my inheritance” (Isaiah 19:25).

As for myself, I became very much interested in Egypt, and only 
regret that time would not permit me to stay longer. A trip up the 
historical Nile would have added very much to my knowledge of the 
land; but as other duties have claim upon the exercise of my time and 
what few talents I possess, and I am already several months behind 
the temporary traveling program prepared before leaving home about 
thirteen months ago, I am now trying to land in Turkey, where a Latter-
day Saint mission was commenced about eleven years ago. As soon as 
I land, I expect to make my way to Haifa, in Palestine, where there is 
a small branch of the Church. From there I expect to make a visit to 
Jerusalem and other places of historical importance; and then I go to 
Europe to finish up my labors in the European Mission. After that I 
hope my next port of call will be the dear state of Utah.

“Jenson’s Travels,” June 21, 189616
Sunday, June 21. Will always be a day of a little more than ordi-

nary importance in my life’s history, for it proved a day of deliverance 
to me from a ten days’ quarantine imprisonment off Beirut, Syria. At 
10:30 a.m. the quarantine doctor—a Frenchman—came on board, 
and after passengers and crew had been “duly exhibited” before him he 
declared everything all right; but true to Turkish and Austrian ingenu-
ity combined, an attempt was made to collect from the passengers the 
quarantine fees which we had already paid on the occasion of purchasing 
our tickets in Egypt. One of the passengers, however, stepped forth and 

16. “Jenson’s Travels,” Deseret Weekly News, September 18, 1897, 441–42.
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explained the situation in pretty plain terms in Arabic, which had the 
desired effect, and we all escaped a repetition of that extra tax of ten 
francs per head. Soon after the doctor had returned to the shore, the 
ship obtained its final papers for communicating with the land, and 
at 12:00 noon I left the ship, in company with Costa Abrahamides, 
an English-speaking Greek, whose friendship I had gained during 
our ten days’ “imprisonment.” By his aid I got through easily in my 
dealings with the boatmen, custom house officers, passport examiners, 
runners, and the many sorts of Arabian “mobocrats” and vagabonds 
which lined the shore watching for a chance to fleece somebody and 
everybody. For the first time after leaving home my American passport 
did me good service.

After taking leave of my friend, Costa, I still refused the aid of the 
many unprincipled Arabians, who offered their services, and walked 
about half a mile through the heart of the city to the office of the 
American consul, Mr. Thomas R. Gibson. How I found the way through 
the narrow and winding streets afterwards puzzled me; but I got there 
I believe without walking twenty steps out of the way. Mr. Gibson 
received me very kindly and subsequently assisted me in arranging a 
good traveling program for me through Syria and Palestine.

I put up at the Victoria boardinghouse, kept by an English-speaking 
Syrian lady, who made me quite comfortable in her rather elegant 
establishment and also gave me considerable reduction from the regular 
rates. I would recommend her house to my traveling friends.

My first act after retiring to my room was to render due thanks 
to a kind Providence, who had permitted me to land safely in Syria; 
and though I found myself alone, when I had expected to meet one 
or more elders from Zion in the Turkish Mission, I felt confident that 
I would get through all right. Before I left New Zealand, President 

Anthon H. Lund wrote me from Liverpool, England, to the effect that 
he had instructed the American elders in the Turkish Mission to come 
to England; and Mr. Gibson had now informed me that they had left 
several months ago. Under those circumstances the good advice and 
aid of Mr. Gibson were doubly appreciated.

Later in the afternoon I took a long walk through the city and found 
many things to interest me if not always so pleasing to the eye or smell. 
After my return to the hotel I had a long and interesting conversation 
with Mr. Ohrn, a young Swedish business gentleman who is visiting 
the Orient in the interest of a Swedish timber firm. He informed me 
that a great deal of the timber and lumber used in Egypt, Syria, and 
Palestine for house building and for other purposes is imported direct 
from the great forests of Sweden and that on account of its superior 
quality it competes most successfully with timber imported to these 
countries from other parts of the world.

Beirut is beautifully situated on the slopes of the peninsula termi-
nating in the point called by the Arabs Ras Beirut. The main part of 
the city faces the sea to the north. The plain to the east and southeast 
is covered with luxuriant gardens. Beyond them the mountains of 
Lebanon rise rapidly, overtopped by the snow-clad summits of the 
Sannine and Knisse. The hills are furrowed by several deep ravines but 
are cultivated to a considerable height. “The rosy tint of the mountains 
contrasted with the deep blue of the sea presents a most picturesque 
scene by evening light.”17 The climate of Beiruit is genial and seldom 
oppressively hot. Much rain falls in winter. The heat is generally tem-
pered by a fresh sea breeze during the greater part of the year. Still many 
of the Europeans settled in the city remove to the heights of Lebanon 
for the summer months.

17. Karl Baedeker, ed., Palestine and Syria, Handbook for Travelers (London: Dulau, 1876), 440.



Chapter 9312

Before the slaughter of the Christians in 1860, Beiruit had about 
20,000 inhabitants. The number now exceeds 100,000. The official statis-
tics for 1889 give Muslims 33,000; Greek Orthodox, 30,000; Maronites, 
28,000; Melkites (United Greeks), 9,000; Jews, 1,500; Roman Catholics 
(here called Latins), 1,500; Protestants, 900; Syrian Catholics, 600; 
Armenian Catholics, 400; Druses, 300; other religious communities, 
300. Total, 105,400. There are 6 hospitals in Beiruit; 23 mosques; 36 
Christian churches; 66 boys’ and 36 girls’ schools; of these 21 boys’ and 2 
girls’ schools are Muslim institutions. There are about 2,000 Europeans in 
Beiruit. The Muslim element is gradually being displaced by the Christian.

The Christians of Beirut are as a rule very industrious, appar-
ently possessing a share of the commercial enterprise of the ancient 
Phoenicians. Many of the firms have branches in England, France, 
and Syria. Italian was formerly the commonest language here, but it is 
now being displaced by French. The English language is also spoken 
by many and in most of the largest business establishments. The city 
has 13 printing presses, and 12 Arabic newspapers are published. One 
or more of them are partly French. No regular English periodical is 
published here, but lots of English literature is sold, Beirut being the 
center of the Oriental book trade in Syria. The American Mission 
(Presbyterian) has been laboring in Syria since 1821, and Beiruit is the 
center of its operations. The university in Beirut, with its theological 
seminary, medical faculty, and training college, is one of the very best 
educational institutions in the Orient. The handsome new buildings 
containing the above-named institutions with an astronomical observa-
tory are situated immediately west of the town proper on high ground 
overlooking the sea and near Ras Beirut. The influence of the great 
American institution of learning is felt throughout all Syria.

Beirut is furnished with water from the Dog River, by the water-
works of the Beirut Waterworks Company, opened in 1888. In ancient 

days an aqueduct conveyed the water to the city from Magoras (Nahr 
Beirut), but of that structure a few arches only are now standing. Since 
1888 a French company has supplied the town with gas.

Beirut is the chief seaport of Syria and occupies a central position 
in that particular part of the country which in the days of the Savior 
was known as Phoenicia, to which some of the brethren traveled in 
their dispersion on the persecution of Stephen (Acts 11:19). Phoenicia 
comprised a portion of the coast of the Mediterranean, extending from 
the neighborhood of Mount Carmel northward one hundred miles or 
more along the base and western slope of the mountains of Lebanon 
and into the interior a few miles to the summit of Lebanon. The coast of 
Tyre and Sidon occupied anciently the central and most populous por-
tion of Phoenicia. The mountains, towering to the regions of perpetual 
snow and ice, with the graceful sweep of their waving summits, sloping 
sides, and mountain dells covered with the richest verdure, adapted to 
every clime, to Alpine frosts, to tropical suns, and the ocean sleeping 
at its base, or lashed into fury by the tempest, form a succession of 
goodly prospects so grand, so beautiful, so endlessly diversified as to 
charm the dullest eye and kindle into poetic fervor the coldest heart. 
Numberless mountain streams flow down to fertilize the narrow plain 
of the coast and open harbors for a boundless commerce.

Phoenicia is believed to have been settled soon after the deluge; 
and it became the earliest and most renowned commercial region of 
antiquity. When the Israelites conquered the country this coast was 
occupied by powerful maritime towns, which, though given by the Lord 
to the Jews for an inheritance, maintained their independence through 
all the vicissitudes and aggression of the Jewish nation.

The town of Beiruit seems originally to have been unimportant, and, 
although mentioned by the Greeks before Alexander, is not named in 
the history of the campaigns of that monarch. In the second century 
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before Christ Berytus (the original name of Beirut) is said to have been 
entirely destroyed in consequence of a rebellion against Antiochus VII; 
but the Romans afterwards rebuilt it, introduced a colony, and named 
it “Augusta Felix” after the Emperor Augustus. With a view to please 
his friends, the Romans, Herod Agrippa embellished Berytus with 
baths and theaters and caused gladiatorial combats to be exhibited 
there. After the destruction of Jerusalem, Titus also caused numerous 
Jews to enter the lists against one another at Berytus. In the middle 
of the third century after Christ a Roman school of law, which after-
wards became very celebrated, began to flourish here. The trade of the 
place was also considerable, and the Roman Empire was at that time 
furnished with silk fabrics from Berytus and Tyre. In 520 Berytus was 
destroyed by an earthquake, after which the town was never rebuilt in 
its ancient magnificence, and its school of law was never reestablished. 
In 600 it was still in ruins, and in 635 it was taken with ease by the 
Muslims. In 1125 it was captured by the Crusaders under Baldwin and 
continued in their possession with little intermission down to the Battle 
of Hattin in 1187. Beirut was for a time the residence of the Druse 
prince Fakhr-al-Din. This able man, by abusing the confidence of the 
Porte, succeeded in founding an independent kingdom for himself. He 
banished the Beduins and allied himself with the Venetians, the natural 
enemies of the Turks. Beirut was his favorite residence, and the environs 
are said to have been his gardens. He favored the native Christians and 
promoted trade. But he was finally captured by the Turks and strangled 
at Stamboul. The Druse control of Beirut terminated about 1830 when 
Emir Beshir was defeated and banished, since which the Turks have 
been in possession. Under its altered circumstances, it at length became 
an important seaport, while Sidon and Tripoli declined. Many of the 
Christians were murdered in Beirut during the general massacre of 
Christians throughout Syria in 1860; but since then many European 

Christians have settled in the city, which has greatly increased in extent. 
Beirut now has a good harbor, and there are so many European build-
ings and other European improvements that the place has lost many 
of its oriental characteristics in part.

Syria, in the ordinary modern sense of the name, consists of a 
long and narrow district of country lying on the east shore of the 
Mediterranean, extending from the highlands of the Taurus on the 
north to Egypt on the south, between 36°5ʹ and 31° N latitude, a 
distance of 370 miles. This includes Palestine. The country is divided 
lengthwise into several regions of very different character. From north 
to south extends a range of hills and mountains, broken by but few 
transverse valleys. To the west of these mountains lies the seaboard of 
the Mediterranean. To the east is the great Syrian Desert, a fertile steppe 
which, when artificially watered, yields the most luxurious produce. 
This is the great interior of the country and is called a desert because 
of its lack of water; it extends at a mean level of about 1,900 feet to the 
neighborhood of the river Euphrates and is inhabited by independent 
nomadic Beduins; it is traversed by numerous caravans. If Syria is taken 
in its strict sense as meaning that part of the country which is cultivated, 
its eastern limit is the desert and is therefore but vaguely defined.

Owing to the great inequalities in the surface of the country, the 
climate varies greatly in different parts of Syria. The year as a rule 
consists only of two seasons: the rainy and the dry. Spring, which is 
the most pleasant part of the year, lasts from the middle of March till 
the middle of May. From the beginning of May to the end of October, 
the sky is almost uninterruptedly cloudless. Thunder and rain during 
the wheat harvest, as mentioned in 1 Samuel 12:17–18, are of very 
rare occurrence. Heavy dews usually fall at night, even in the height 
of summer; but this is not the case on the desert. Toward the end of 
October clouds begin to rise, and the rainy season is sometimes ushered 
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in by several thunderstorms. This is the first or former rain of the Bible 
(Deuteronomy 11:14; Joel 2:23), which softens the parched up soil to 
such an extent that the husbandman can plow it. December, January, 
and February are generally stormy and rainy, the rain taking the form of 
snow among the higher mountains. The “latter rains” falling in March 
and April promote the growth of the crops.

The variations of temperature in Syria are very considerable. In 
the interior as well as in the hill land of Palestine and the mountains 
further north, the thermometer often falls below the freezing point. 
At Damascus (2,265 feet above the sea level), Jerusalem (2,594 feet), 
and even at Aleppo (1,143 feet) snow falls almost every winter, though 
it usually lies no longer than a day. East of the Jordan, however, snow 
lies for several days and on some of the mountain peaks of Lebanon 
all the year round. The highest temperature ever recorded at Jerusalem 
was (in August 1881) 112 degrees Fahrenheit, the lowest twenty-five 
degrees Fahrenheit (January 1864). The climate of the valley of the 
Jordan is much hotter.

The population of Syria is estimated at about two millions, of which 
about 650,000 live within that area of country which is generally called 
Palestine. Ethnographically, the population consists of Franks, Jews, 
Syrians, Arabs, and Turks, or, according to religions, of Mohammedans, 
Christians, and Jews and several other sects. The Franks (Europeans) 
who are residents of Palestine form a very small proportion of the popu-
lation. Distinct from them are the so-called Levantines—Europeans 
(especially Italians and Greeks) or descendants of Europeans, who have 
entirely adopted the manners of the country. The Jews, who remained 
in the country after the destruction of Jerusalem, were but few in 
number; most of them who now reside in Palestine are comparatively 
recent settlers from Europe. By Syrians is meant the descendants of 
all those people who spoke Aramaic at the beginning of the Christian 

era, with the exception of the Jews. The native Christians are mostly 
descendants of the population which occupied Syria before the promul-
gation of Mohammedanism. The establishment of El-Islam as the state 
religion of Syria caused a number of Christians (Syrians and Greeks) to 
embrace it, while others held fast to their own religion. The Aramaic 
language gave place to the Arabic. The Arabian population consists of 
hadari, or settled, and bedawi (plural bedu), or nomadic, tribes. The 
latter are mostly of pure Arabic blood, while the settled population is 
of a very mixed origin. The Bedouins are professedly Muslims; but, as 
a rule, their sole care is for their flocks and their predatory expeditions. 
They are the direct descendants of the half-savage nomads who have 
inhabited Arabia from time immemorial. Their dwellings consist of 
portable tents made of black goats’ hair. It is supposed that the black 
“tents of Kedar,” mentioned in Solomon’s Song 1:5, was made of the 
same material. The Turks are the official part of the community and 
are not numerous in Syria; they are classed as intellectually inferior to 
the Arabs, but are shrewd and far-seeing. Arab is the language of the 
country, but French, Greek, Italian, Russian, English, etc., is also spo-
ken. Most of the businessmen and many others speak several languages.

“Jenson’s Travels,” June 24, 189618
Monday, June 22. I called again on Mr. Gibson, the American 

consul in Beirut, and he assisted me in drawing up a contract with a 
muleteer for taking me through Syria and Palestine in twenty-five days 
for a reasonable sum of money; but after every preparation had been 
made for starting in the afternoon, the man—an Arab, of course—
backed out, pretending that he had been drafted for a soldier; but the 
truth was no doubt that he was afraid on his own account to undertake 

18. “Jenson’s Travels,” Deseret Weekly News, September 25, 1897, 450–52.
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the long journey, as we would have had to pass through one corner 
of the country inhabited by the Druses who at the present time are at 
war with the Turkish government. The news had just reached Beirut 
that six hundred Turkish soldiers had been surprised and killed on the 
desert south of Damascus, in consequence of which there was great 
excitement in the city. The Druses have been in a state of rebellion for 
some time, and the government is calling in its troops from Armenia, 
Smyrna, and other places to go to the Syrian Desert to give the rebels 
dreadful punishment. The inhabitants of the island of Crete are also 
in a state of rebellion, so the sultan has his hands full at the present 
time. If the Druses, the Armenians, the Cretans, and others who are 
dissatisfied with Turkish rule would or could unite upon a general 
effort, it would be an easy matter for them to throw off the Turkish 
yoke; but these Oriental people are so terribly mistrustful of each other, 
and so exceedingly jealous of one another, that they prefer to “go it 
single-handed,” and thus subject themselves to wholesale slaughtering 
by Turkish arms.

During the day I secured a Turkish passport for visiting the interior, 
and toward evening I took a long walk out to Ras Beirut, the extreme 
outer point of the peninsula on which the city of Beirut is situated. 
In my rambles through the town I happened to pass the soldiers’ bar-
racks just as a company of troops were arriving from the frontier with 
a number of Drusean prisoners.

Tuesday, June 23. The muleteer having gone back on his bar-
gain, for which I afterwards felt thankful, I decided to make a visit 
to Damascus by rail. A French company has built a railroad over the 
mountains of Lebanon from Beirut to Damascus, which has been in 
active operation for over two years. Consequently I left my hotel early 
in the morning and proceeded to the station, which is situated imme-
diately east of the city of Beirut. The train left at 6:45 a.m., and after 

skirting the bluffs on the right with fine mulberry groves and sample 
oriental country residences on our left, we soon reached the base of 
the Lebanon range; the train climbed with considerable difficulty, as 
the grade is very steep. The road is a narrow-gauge one, and there are 
rack-and-pinion sections at different points where the grade is steepest. 
As we climbed very slowly, the speed at times being that of an ordinary 
American ox team, we passed a number of Arabian villages perched 
on the mountain slopes; some of them are surrounded with extensive 
vineyards, olive groves, and orchards. Many of the slopes are irrigated 
and nearly everywhere are seen traces of a dense population in past ages, 
as the slopes are terraced for irrigation purposes nearly to the summits.

After traveling about 25 miles, we reached the summit of Lebanon. 
The railroad here passes through a long tunnel right under the Khan 
Mizhir, which stands on the top of the Lebanon Pass, 5,060 feet above 
the sea level. Standing on the top of the summit and looking back, 

Damascus, The Times Atlas (1895), 75
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we see the Mediterranean for the last time; and as we now proceeded 
down a steep grade, we soon obtained a fine view of the broad valley of 
the Bekaa. Beyond rises the Anti-Lebanon and to the south the snowy 
peak of Mount Hermon, 9,050 feet above the sea level. To the north 
the eye ranges as far as the regions of Baalbek, where interesting ruins 
exist. We soon reached Shtora, a town of some importance situated 
at the eastern base of the Lebanon Mountains and in the renowned 
Bekaa Valley. This is a fine, fertile valley resembling a table land lying 
between Lebanon and Anti-Lebanon. It is about 40 miles long from 
southwest to northeast and perhaps eight miles wide on an average. 
Towards the southwest it is bounded by the spurs of the Tomat Niha 
(Twins of Niha), through the rocks of which the Litany, the main 
river of the valley, forces its way with difficulty on its run toward the 
Mediterranean, into which it discharges its waters at a point about five 
miles north of Tyre. The valley of Bekaa was anciently called Coelesyria 
(Hollow Syria), a name which, however, is generally used by the classical 
authors in the book of the Maccabees, and in the third book of Ezra, to 
designate all the district to the south of Seleucia with the exception of 
Phoenicia. The Bekaa Valley is much less richly cultivated now than in 
ancient times; still there are a goodly number of towns and villages in 
the valley, one of which is Zahle, with about 1,500 inhabitants situated 
northeast of Chtaura in the midst of exuberant vegetation, 3,100 feet 
above sea level. From Zebedant the railroad turns to the east across 
the valley, and after crossing the Litani we soon commence to ascend 
the slopes of Anti-Lebanon. Following the windings of a small stream 
through a canyon, we soon reached the top of the range, which is less 
lofty than the Lebanon Mountains, and in descending we followed the 
headwaters of the Barada River, which at first is very small but becomes 
a stream of about the same size as the Ogden River before it leaves the 
mountains to water the thirsty lands of the great desert. As we travel 

down the valley of the Barada, we pass through a number of villages 
surrounded by fruitful fields and fine orchards. Near one of these called 
Suk, a tradition, dating back to the sixteenth century, points out the 
Neby Habil as the spot where Cain slew his brother Abel, according to 
the Koran version. We arrived at the Baramkeh Station, immediately 
west of Damascus, at 4:00 p.m., having spent 9¾ hours in traveling 
the 197 kilometers, or 122 miles, from Beirut to Damascus. By the 
wagon road the distance is only 69½ miles, which is still traveled by 
passengers in carriages in one day the same as in the railway cars. This 
is the only railway in the world that I know of where the horses can 
compete successfully with the locomotive engine in point of speed.

On my arrival at Damascus, I put up at Hotel d’Orient but took 
a long evening walk to the top of the noted mountain Jebel Kasium, 
which is situated back of the suburban villages of Salhiyeh, about four 

Damascus, Palestine and Syria: Handbook for Travellers (Leipzig: Karl Baedeker, 1898)
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miles northwest of Damascus. I reached the top of the mountain just as 
the sun disappeared beyond the summits of Anti-Lebanon. The barren 
Jebel Kasium, which is 3,940 feet above sea level, or 1,680 feet higher 
than Damascus, is held sacred by the Muslims, as they claim that 
Abraham here learned the doctrine of the unity of God. They also assert 
that Adam once lived here, and Mohammed is said to have visited the 
place but not to have entered Damascus. The mountain consists partly 
of reddish rock, and its color gave rise to the legend that it contained a 
blood-stained cavern in which the dead body of the murdered Abel was 
hidden. The top of the mountain, where stands a small building called 
the Kubbet en-Nasr (Dome of Victory), commands the finest view in 
the neighborhood of Damascus. The city lies stretched out at one’s feet 
encircled by its broad green belt of teeming vegetation. To the west and 
north extend the barren heights of Anti-Lebanon; in the distant east 
appear the Tului and the volcanic peaks of As Safa; to the south, in 
the extreme distance, are visible the mountains of Hauran, where the 
Druses are defying the Turks at the present time, and nearer are Jebel 
el-Mani and Jabal al Aswad; to the southwest lies Mount Hermon.

After returning to Damascus, I lost myself in the labyrinth of nar-
row, crooked, and irregular streets, but after wandering quietly about 
for a couple of hours studying the mysteries of the first real oriental 
city I ever visited, I found my way to the hotel and enjoyed a good 
night’s rest. My cozy little bedroom, which was on the ground floor, 
opened to a magnificent inner court nicely paved; in the center played 
a beautiful fountain surrounded by trees and flowers.

Wednesday, June 24. I took a long morning walk through that 
part of Damascus which is called the Meidan, consisting mainly of 
one street about a mile long. The low one-story buildings lining the 
street, the long caravans coming in from the desert, and the noisy 
demonstrations of drivers and shopkeepers were all Oriental features 

new to me. The camels, donkeys, mules, and horses seemed to be 
almost innumerable as they, with heavy burdens, passed up and down 
that long street, not to speak of shepherds leading their flocks of sheep 
and goats as in days of old, the barking dogs, the veiled women, the 
peculiarly clad Bedouins, the ragged children begging for “baksheesh,” 
and many other things which made up a picture never to be forgotten. 
I next took a walk through the more central part of the city, going all 
through the Muslim and far into the Christian quarters; in trying to go 
over the grounds of the great mosque called the Umayyad Mosque, or 
Janil el-Umanio in Arabic, I was turned back by the soldiers, who allow 
all Muslims to pass but no Christians. The mosque is partly in ruins, 
being much damaged by a fire in 1893. After visiting the American 
vice consul, who by the way is clerk of the British Consul, I engaged 
a dragoman to pilot me around in the afternoon. In his company I 
visited the supposed house of Ananias, where there is a small Roman 
Catholic chapel; also the premises outside the city wall supposed to 
have once belonged to Naaman, the Syrian (2 Kings 5). It is at pres-
ent occupied by lepers, one of which ran after me, trying to lay hold 
of my coattail in order to get more “baksheesh.” We also visited the 
Greek cemetery, where I was shown the tomb of St. George, the man 
who being jailor at the time, according to tradition, helped Paul to 
escape from the city. Nearby is the traditional spot where Paul was let 
down over the town wall in a basket by the disciples. My guide also 
took me through the Jewish quarter, which seems to be the dirtiest 
part of the city, and showed me the inside of a most elegant private 
residence in the Christian quarters. Finally I went through the street 
called Straight, which is over a mile in length and reaches two-thirds 
of the way through the main city from east to west; and I continued 
to ramble through the streets, visiting bazaars and other places of 
interest till a late hour.
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Damascus is the capital of Syria and lies on the west margin of the 
great Syrian Desert. Mountains are near on three sides, but eastward 
the flat desert extends as far as the eye can reach. From the mountain 
gorges of Anti-Lebanon on the west, several brooks descend to the Ghuta, 
the most important being the Barada (cold), or, as it was called by the 
Greeks, the Chryorrhoas (golden stream). All the streams which water 
the plain of Damascus flow into the so-called Meadow Lakes, lying about 
eighteen miles east of Damascus. In spring and summer these lakes are of 
considerable size and are visited by numerous Bedouins. In autumn and 
winter they are mere morasses. The Barada corresponds with the ancient 
Amana, or Abana, while the southern Nahr el Awaj (the crooked) is the 
ancient Pharpar whose waters were considered by Naaman better than all 
the waters of Israel (2 Kings 5:12). At the outlet of its gorge, the Barada 
divides into seven branches, two of which are used for distributing water 
in numerous conduits throughout the city, while the rest are employed 
in irrigating the orchards. The numerous fountains in the interior of 
the houses are supplied from the Barada, besides which many houses 
have wells sunk with a view to obtain water for drinking purposes. In 
summer most of the inhabitants live on fruit; hence the number of fruit 
stands in the city at this time of the year I judged to be “legio.” Most of 
the fruit was small as compared with American fruits of the same sort, 
melons and plums, however, being an exception to the rule. Owing to 
the lofty situation of the town, frost is not uncommon in winter, but 
fireplaces are unknown. The city contains several different quarters. The 
Jewish quarters, in the southeast part of the town, still lies, as in the days 
of the Apostles, near the “street which is called straight,” or as it is still 
called Derb el-Hustakim (Acts 9:11). To the north of this extends the 
large Christian quarter, where the lanes are narrow and poor, and many 
of the houses are in a ruinous condition, partly owing to the events of 
1860. The other parts of the town are Muslim, including the Meidan, 

which is occupied by peasants alone. The present form of Damascus is 
not unlike that of a spoon, the handle being the long Meidan Street 
just mentioned. The ancient walls have been removed except on the east 
and southeast sides, where they still stand in a more or less perfect state 
of preservation. According to the government statistics Damascus had 
120,750 inhabitants in 1888. Of these, 105,017 were Muslims; 4,211 
Orthodox Greeks; 3,978 Greeks; 199 Armenians; 187 United Unitarians; 
376 United Syrians; 306 Maronites; 91 Roman Catholics; 61 Protestants; 
and 6,326 Jews. It is computed that the Muslims have in all 248 mosques 
and colleges in Damascus, which was once a great center for learning 
but is now surpassed by Cairo, Egypt. Most of the Jews of Damascus are 
descendants of those who were settled here in ancient times and are not 
recent emigrants like those of Palestine. They have fourteen synagogues. 
Within the last few years the Christians have made great efforts to raise 
the standard of education; but they have so far not been very successful. 
The Damascenes are very fond of their city. Many of the members of the 
several creeds are notoriously fanatics, and since the Middle Ages their 
character has been generally reputed to be insolent and malevolent. “The 
Damascene Muslim is proud and ignorant at the same time. He feels 
the superiority of the West and vented his wrath at being disturbed in 
his rigid conservatism against the native Christians. European industry, 
chiefly introduced by Christians, has almost entirely extinguished the 
native manufactures. The Arabs had long considered themselves supe-
rior to all other nations, and the circumstance that they have come into 
contact with a culture undeniably superior to their own renders them 
jealous and fanatical, instead of stimulating them to greater exertion.”19

From a very early period, Damascus has been regarded by the Arabs 
as an earthly reflection of Paradise, where a foretaste of all the joys of 

19. Baedeker, Palestine and Syria, 300.
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heaven is obtainable. In accordance with the description given in the 
Koran, the Arabs picture to themselves Paradise (following the original 
meaning of the word) as an orchard, traversed by streams of flowing 
water, where the most delicious fruits are ever ready to drop into the 
mouth. This ideal, so rarely approached in the Arabian Peninsula, 
appeared to the natives of that sterile region to be realized at Damascus, 
and the city and its surrounding gardens, the so-called Ghuta, are 
accordingly lavishly extolled by Arabian poets. From a modern Europe 
and an American point of view, these praises seem unjustified. The 
Ghuta, a district of country extending toward the east and south of 
Damascus for a distance of about nine miles, does not in the eyes of 
the traveler appear equal to many parts of America, England, or France. 
There are indeed several districts in the valleys of Utah that seem better 
and more beautiful than the environs of Damascus.

“As the city lies 2,260 feet above the sea level, spring does not begin 
here till March, and it is not till May that the walnut tree is in full 
leaf, and the vine climbs exuberantly from tree to tree, or still later 
when the large apricot trees in the midst of their rich carpet of green 
herbage bear their countless golden fruits, and the pomegranates are in 
the perfection of their blossom, that the gardens are truly beautiful.”20 
The natives call Damascus Al Sham, although the name of Dimishk 
is not unknown to them.

Damascus is frequently mentioned in the Bible, from the time of 
Abraham to the conversion of Paul. Laying out upon the desert, east of 
the mountains, in the great line of trade and travel between Euphrates 
and the Mediterranean—an immediate station between the east and 
the west—caravans innumerable have continued for four thousand 
years to unload at her gates, as they do yet, the wealth of the east; and 

20. Baedeker, Palestine and Syria, 465.

armies without number have encamped without on her plains or swept 
in fury over her, pursuing or pursued, in the flush of conquest or frenzy 
of defeat. The armies of Nineveh and Babylon, of Egypt and Israel, of 
Greece and Rome, who in long succession marshaled by turns their 
hosts at Damascus, have passed away with the empires to which they 
belonged. But this venerable city still stands out upon the desert like 
an ancient pillar, lone and lofty, amid the waste of ages.

“Jenson’s Travels,” June 26, 189621
Thursday, June 25. I arose early and took my last walk through 

the city of Damascus before breakfast. I stepped off Straight Street, 
which I found to be about 1,900 yards long. The west end for about 
one-third of its entire length is arched over. The average width of the 
street is about twenty-five feet. At 7:00 a.m. I left the hotel and walked 
to the railway station unattended, not wishing to be “taken in” by the 
numerous dragomen and carriage drivers who offered their services. 
At 8:15 a.m. I started on my return trip to Beirut, where we arrived 
at 5:00 p.m., after a rather unpleasant ride, the day being very hot. 
Among the points of interest which I had not noticed on my ride two 
days before, I may mention the village of Karak Nuh, situated in the 
valley of Bekaa, north of Zahleh, where the Muslims show visitors the 
tomb of “the Prophet Noah.” It is only 1[3?]0 feet long. It appears that 
after the Christians began to hunt for and locate places of historical 
interest, that the Muslims concluded to go them “one better”; hence they 
seem “to know” the exact spot where every thing has happened from 
the days of Adam down to the present time. And they claim that many 
actually believe their statements. Unfortunately for them, perhaps, your 
correspondent is rather skeptical and is not included in that number.

21. “Jenson’s Travels,” Deseret Weekly News, October 2, 1897, 484–85.
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On my arrival in Beirut I found thousands of people congregated 
around the harbor to witness the arrival of several thousand Turkish 
troops on their way from Smyrna and other places to fight the Druses in 
the interior. But the government is so poor that they can hardly procure 
transportation for their ragged and half-starved soldiers. In Beirut the 
officials are trying to collect the taxes in advance, in order to meet the 
current expenses of the war and for other purposes.

Friday, June 26. I called again on the American consul in Beirut, 
Mr. Thomas R. Gibson, who treated me very kindly and gave me 
much valuable information about the country that I was about to visit 
and through which he had made several trips himself. At 12:00 noon 
I boarded the little English steamer Prince George and half an hour 
later sailed for Haifa, about 87 miles down the coast. The Arab boat-
men got almost into a fight among themselves to get at me in order to 
earn the paltry sum of one beshlik (about 12 cents) for taking me to 
the steamer. The day was beautiful and the sea smooth, and the voy-
age was very interesting to me indeed. As our course lay close to the 
shore, the ever-changing scenery of the Phoenician coast was plainly 
visible from my seat on the “bridge,” where four other “first-class” pas-
sengers—Franciscan monks bound for Gideon—also had their seats. 
One of them could talk German, and finding out that I could under-
stand him in part, he took great pains to tell me all he could about the 
interesting country lying within our view. There are several villages on 
or near the coast between Beirut and Sidon. We arrived off the latter 
place (28 miles from Beirut by sea) at 4:00 p.m. and anchored between 
the city and the little rocky island called Ziri.

The Arabic name for Sidon is Saida. From a distance and also from 
our place of anchorage, the town looked quite imposing. The harbor 
is also interesting. From the north end of the town a bridge with eight 
arches crosses to the small island of Kala’at el-Bahr, where there are 

ruins of the thirteenth century. These ruins looked quite grand from 
the ship’s bridge. Around the island, particularly on the southwest side, 
are remains of quays built of large hewn stones. The town is surrounded 
by a wall, and ruins abound in all directions.

Sidon was one of the oldest cities in Palestine, having been founded 
by the eldest son of Canaan, who was the eldest son of Ham (Gen-
esis  10:15). It is situated on an elevated peninsula, which projects a 
considerable distance into the sea. The environs of the city are overspread 
with a luxuriant vegetation and covered with beautiful orchards and 
gardens. Sidon, like Tyre, its younger and more powerful rival, once 
commanded an extensive trade with the principal cities and nations of 
the old world. The Sidonites were noted for their commerce, their skill in 
architecture, philosophy, astronomy, and navigation. Their idolatry and 
wickedness drew upon them the frequent denunciations of the prophets 
(Ezekiel 28:21–24; Joel 3:4–8). But the retributive vengeance of heaven 
fell upon them less severely than on their neighbors of Tyre. Sidon is 
still a town of about 15,000 inhabitants, and the harbor, though now 
much choked with sand, still enables them to maintain some trade and 
commerce with the cities of the coast. The Savior’s motive in returning 
to the coast of Tyre and Sidon was, perhaps, to escape from the power 
of Herod and the malice of Herodias. Like John the Baptist, whom 
they had slain, Jesus had become known as a preacher of righteousness 
and was now in turn sought by the wicked king. In the region of Tyre 
and Sidon, Jesus was entirely beyond the jurisdiction of this Herod in 
the tetrarchy of Herod Philip, the lawful husband of Herodias. Herod 
Philip is universally described as a prince.

After stopping at Sidon about three-quarters of an hour, anchor was 
lifted, and we sailed for Sur, the ancient Tyre, situated about twenty-
four miles further down the coast. We arrived at this historic place at 
8:00 p.m. and cast anchor immediately north of the town.
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The ancient city of Tyre was situated near the northern line of 
Galilee, about one hundred miles northwest from Jerusalem and thirty 
miles from the Sea of Galilee. It was built along the coast and on a 
small island a short distance from the shore. Such was the strength of 
its position, and such re∑sources, that it sustained about 720 before 
Christ a siege of five years from the Assyrians, who abandoned the 
effort as hopeless. Nearly two hundred years later it sustained a siege 
against the Babylonians for thirteen years; and still later by another 
couple of centuries it maintained a defense against Alexander the Great 
for seven months, who finally reduced the city by casting up a mound 
against it and running out a moat to connect it with the mainland. In 
the age of King Solomon, Tyre had been founded about a hundred and 
fifty years. It had become the great commercial city of that time, alike 
distinguished for its vast commerce, its various manufactures, its skill 
in the arts, and its immense wealth and power, who had heaped up 
“silver as the dust” (Job 27:16) and “fine gold as the mire of the streets.” 
The elder Hiram had assisted David to build his palace by sending him 
cedar trees, carpenters, and masons. The Temple of Solomon owed its 
curious workmanship and magnificence to materials, artisans, and 
exhaustless wealth drawn from the same source (1 Kings 5; 6; 7). The 
superintendent of the work was from Tyre, who excelled in almost all 
the arts (2 Chronicles 2; 1 Kings 7). About a century after the days 
of Solomon, Carthage, in northern Africa, was built by a colony from 
Tyre, a little less than nine hundred years before Christ. Cyprus, Utica, 
and Cadiz were also colonized from the same source. Strabo, indeed, 
represents her as having planted no less than five hundred cities along 
the shores of the Mediterranean and the coasts of the Atlantic. The 
merchants and the commerce of Tyre, as described by Ezekiel, were 
connected with almost all the nations of the [world] to perfect her 
beauty, and men to complete her armies and her navies (Ezekiel 27).

Much of the original island of Tyre is earth, from which she gathered 
wealth now, agreeable to the prediction against it “a place to spread 
nets upon.[”] The western shore is a ledge of rugged rocks, fifteen or 
twenty feet high, against which, the waves of the Mediterranean dash 
in ceaseless surges. This shore is strewn from one end to the other with 
columns of red and gray granite of various sizes, the only remaining 
monument of ancient Tyre. At the northwest point of the island, forty or 
fifty such columns are thrown together in one heap beneath the waves.

The downfall and permanent desolation of Tyre is one of the most 
remarkable exemplifications of the fulfillment of prophesy [sic] which 
the annals of history exhibits. The reader would do well in this con-
nection to study the 23rd chapter of Isaiah and Ezekiel, from the 26th 
to the 28th chapters, inclusive.

The modern town of Sur is an unimportant place, its trade hav-
ing been almost entirely diverted to Beirut; but it still exports cotton, 
tobacco, and millstones from Hauran. It contains about five thousand 
inhabitants, about half of whom are Muslims, while the other half 
consists of Christian and a few Jews. The streets are miserable and the 
houses dilapidated. A few conspicuous palms and the slopes of the 
mountains of Galilee in the background, however, give a degree of 
picturesqueness to the place. From the sea it appears much inferior to 
Sidon, being located on low ground or the northwest of the former island 
which now has an area of about 15 acres, being almost as extensive as 
in ancient times when it afforded space for about 25,000 inhabitants. 
The west and south sides of the island are now used as arable and burial 
grounds. The present harbor occupies the site of the ancient “Sidonian 
North Harbor of Tyre,” and is only slightly choked with sand. Traces 
of different harbor structures are still seen here.


