
The museum has spent a great deal of attention to the
creation of the canal and the celebration of its opening
in 1869. The centerpiece of the exhibition is a model of
the Suez Canal surroundings 15 metres long, built by
the museum, located in a separate tent in which the
climate and atmosphere of the real canal is replicated
(see photo). 

The exhibition will be on display through January 3 2004.
The Museum can be found at Molendijk 204,
Sliedrecht, The Netherlands and is opened Tuesday
through Saturday from 14.00 to 17.00. For further
informaiton contact info@baggermuseum.nl.

The History of the Suez
The desire to link the Mediterranean Sea with a water-
way to the Red Sea is very old indeed. Already forty
centuries ago, the Egyptian Pharaohs tried to create
small canals from a branch of the Nile through the
multiple northern lakes to the Gulf of Suez. The canals
silted up quickly and disappeared, but the idea of a
permanent connection did not. After the conquest of
Egypt by the French in 1799, Napoleon ordered a
serious examination of the possibilities of building a
canal through the Isthmus of Suez. The results
indicated a difference in depth of some 10 metres
between the two seas. To build the necessary locks in
order to span this difference was beyond the reach of
the technology of the times. 

Around 1830 the British discovered that this difference
in depth was only a few centimetres that could easily
be accommodated. But a concession to begin digging
was denied them. In 1846 the Société des Etudes pour
le Canal de Suez was founded and actively began to
promote the idea of a connection through the Isthmus.
A member of the Society, the Austrian-Italian engineer
Alois von Negrelli had developed several plans. 
Pasha Mohammed Said, a progressive Europhile, 
who was friendly with the Frenchman Ferdinand de
Lesseps, attempted to realise the plans. De Lesseps
was the consul in Cairo and, through his relationship
with the French Empress Eugénie, had a great deal of
influence on public life in Egypt. Another close friend of

The Suez Canal is the stuff that dreams are made of,
and certainly the dreams of engineers and politicians.
From Pharoahs to present-day presidents and prime
ministers, many leaders have imagined transforming
certain bodies of water or pieces of land to fit their
visions. The Suez was clearly one of these places.
Fascinated by the enormity of such undertakings, 
the National Dredging Museum of The Netherlands
decided to create an exhibition about the Suez Canal.
Sponsored by the International Association of Dredging
Companies, the exhibit was opened on July 25, 2003
by Engineer Hussein Abdel Rahman Helmy, member
of the Board and Director of the Dredging Division of
the Suez Canal Company in Egypt. 

“The Suez Canal —
Camels, Sand and Water”
Exhibition at the National Dredging
Museum, Sliedrecht, The Netherlands
through January 3 2004
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A specially built 15-metre-long scale model of the Suez Canal
and its surroundings forms the centerpiece of the exhibition
“Camels, Sand and Water” at the National Dredging Museum
in Sliedrecht, The Netherlands.
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De Lesseps was the Netherlands Ambassador to
Egypt, Ruyssenaers who also understood the immense
importance of a water connection between Port Said
and the Suez and who became an ardent advocate for
the canal.

De Lesseps at last won a concession from Pasha
Mohammed Said to exploit the canal dating for 99
years from its opening, in an exchange for 15 percent
of the profits. In 1858 he established the Compagnie
Universelle du Canal Maritime de Suez with American,
British and French support. The investment capital was
set at 200 million French francs. Only half was finally
deposited by the French, as the Americans and British
defaulted. So it was left to Said to rescue De Lesseps
with a loan of 60 million francs and on April 25 1859 the
first spade of earth was dug at what would become
Port Said. The total work activities were planned to take
six years.

In 1863 Said died and his successor was the more-
English-oriented Pasha Ismael who wanted the agree-
ment adapted to be more favourable to his country.
Work was stopped for three years. In 1866 a new
compromise was reached with France’s Napoleon III
that did not afterall favour Ismael. The plan consisted of
three parts: a sweetwater canal, the construction of
Port Said and the digging of the canal itself. The
approach to the canal as such was to make maximum
use of the existing waters such as the Bitter lakes and
the lakes of Timsah and Manzala. In this way only 
64 km of the canal went through sand whilst 96 km
went through the lakes. The sweetwater canal was
necessary in order to bring water from the Nile to the
Isthmus of Suez. This was a piece of desert totally
without a drop of water. The canal, 8 m wide and 2.4 m
deep was then used as a means of transporting material.
It went from the Nile via Ras-el-Wadi to the lake of Timsah
and from there branches to the Suez and Port Said.

In total 60,000 forced labourers worked on the canal in
three shifts with the help of shovels, pick axes and
baskets to carry away the sand. During the three year
pause in the project, technology had made dramatic
progress and the work was resumed with the utilisation
of digging machines that were rather primitive at the
start, but gradually during the work grew increasingly
better. Still in the decade between 1859 and 1869
about 20,000 workers lost their lives, succumbing to
exhaustion and illnesses such as cholera. In 1869 the
canal was ready, only four years behind schedule and
with a price-tag only two times higher than estimated.

On the 17th of November 1896, the French Empress
Eugénie officially opened the canal, which was followed
by three days of celebrations. In the first years of its
existence, some three to five ships moved through the
canal per day. Ten years later that had grown to ten per
day and between 1900 and 1920 there were fifteen

ships per day. Often ships were moved in convoys
because the depth and width of the canal did not allow
for passing room throughout, but only at certain places
where laybys were constructed. If the ships did not run
aground than it took about 40 hours to sail from the
Mediterranean through to the Red Sea. The sailing time
from Western Europe to Asia, depending on the
destination, was shortened by 20 to 40 percent, 
which meant an enormous savings even taking into
consideration the costs of tolls. 

When the canal opened it was 171 km long, at a
minimum 58 m wide and only for 22 m was it at a
depth of 6 m. Consequently there was almost
immediately a need to broaden and deepen the canal
and in 1875 the work was thus begon which actually
continues through today. Partially this is the result of
the expansion in shipbuilding. In 1967 the minimum
width was 150 m and depth was 12 m, which made
the canal suitable for ships up to 70,000 ton water
replacement. Transportation of oil was the most
important cargo and three quarters of the total canal
income was related to oil.

During the Second World War the canal was of great
strategic importance for the Allied Forces and from
then on its fate was tumultuous. From the late 1940s
through the 1970s, wars in the Middle East closed the
canal and made its use for the Western world inacces-
sible. Nationalised by Egypt in 1956, with ships sunk in
its waters and De Lesseps’ statue toppled, the Suez
Canal was abandoned and the longer route around the
Cape of Good Hope was resumed. After several inter-
ventions by the United Nations, finally in 1975 the canal
waters were once again cleared and opened to all
nations by Egyptian President Sadat. The International
Court at the Hague was recognised as the final arbiter
of all disputes.

In 1870 485 ships had passed through the canal, in 1950
11,750 ships and in 1960 18,750. When the canal was
closed after the Six Day War with Israel, it took until
1980 to reach this level again. Once re-opened, the
efforts to improve the canal were re-energised, and
today ships up to 150,000 ton water replacement can
travel through the canal effortlessly. The canal is now
210 m wide and 19.5 m deep. To allow for easier and
safer passing manoevres, a 68-km parallel canal was
built. The pedestal of De Lesseps statue is still there,
though his statue itself which had been hidden in 1956,
has since disappeared without a trace. In the model 
of the Suez Canal at the Museum, Ferdinand’s statue
has been purposefully placed where it should be, as a
way of honouring the dreamer and designer of the
Suez Canal.

For further information about the canal and its history,
see the review of Zachary Karabell’s new book Parting
the Desert on page 28.


