The Need for Water in Ancient Societies

The earth is 70% water so why do societies seek water when it is so plentiful.  First we must determine what type of water is needed for the human body.  Salt water is great for most forms of aquatic life but freshwater is what human bodies need to survive.  Almost all agriculture needs freshwater to grow and humans need food produced from agriculture.  Freshwater can only be found in rivers and below the surface of land, but water below the surface was only found in natural springs and wells in early civilizations.  These springs and wells could not support large amounts of people without a mechanical device to bring the water out of the ground.

In the early civilizations rivers that were feed from higher levels, mountains, provided sufficient amounts of water for both humans and their crops.  Very large amounts of water had to be plentiful to support a community of 5,000 or more.  Two examples of early communities were Mesopotamia, they had the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers, and Egypt, they had the Nile River.  Neither of these communities received “the amount of natural rainfall sufficient to sustain the level of agricultural production required level of agricultural production required for urban populations, irrigation using river water is necessary. (pg.1)”

Mesopotamians built extensive canals to move the river water inland so that their fields could be irrigated.  When the community began, farmers most likely farmed near the river.  The two rivers from time to time would flood these lands irrigating the crops.  Farmers “ leveled large plots of land adjacent to the rivers and main canals, building up dikes around them in what is termed basin irrigation. (pg.2)” Water rights were very important to the community and laws were written regarding water rights.  

The Nile that the Egyptians lived close to flooded regularly. “The Nile was so predictable, in fact, that the Egyptians based their 365 day calendar on its annual flooding.(pg.3)”  The Nile would not only bring freshwater to the fields but the fertile silt in the water would replenish the farmlands ability to grow crops.  Of course as the community grew and the Pharohs power grew they built extensive canals. Using these canals to irrigate year round, Egyptians were able to produce more than enough crops to feed the population and stored unused crops for famines.  

These two communities had one common issue to overcome when dealing with a large community and using the river for irrigation.  This was the method of moving water from the river into fields.  In both communities they developed several methods.  The Shaduf, was to use a long pendulum with a counter wait on one side and a bucket or wine skin on the other to draw the water.  The issues using this method were small amounts of water could be moved and it was labor intensive.  The Saqiya, primarily used in wells, was a combination of a water wheel and a gear mechanism, it needed an ox to rotate the gears to move water from the well and move it up until the bucket turned upside down into a trough.  The issues with this method were the cost of an ox, and raw materials to built the unit.  The Noria, was similar to the Sqiva except that an ox was not needed, however the need for fast moving water was required to keep the water flowing.  The main issue with the Noria was the raw materials needed to build the unit and hope the fast running water doesn’t damage it.
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