*LEBANON*

Tammam Saeb Salam (1945-

) Acting President of Lebanon and Prime Minister (since 2014)

(Page 1)—264.240 Epistolary Poem To Warda al-Turk\fn{by Warda al-Yaziji (1838-1924)} Kafr Shima Village,
Baabda District, Mount Lebanon Governorate, Lebanon (F) -1
*
(2)—124.64 & 253.84 1. Excerpts from Al-Amin And Al-Ma’mun 2. Excerpt from The Battle Of Poitiers\fn{by
Jurji Zaidan (1861-1914)} Beirut, Lebanon (M) 17
*
(19)—170.136 & 254.92 A. Excerpt from America in the Eyes of an Easterner, Or Eight Years in the United
States B. Excerpts from A Short History Of Lebanon: 1. Islam The Religion 2. Islam The State 3. Islam The
Culture\fn{by Philip Kuri Hitti (1886-1978)} Shimlan, Mount Lebanon Governorate, Lebanon (M) 20
1920
(39)—178.35 Excerpt from Abu Jmeel’s Daughter and Other Stories: 1. “The Patient Woman And the Peevish
Prince” 2. “The Black Goat” 3. “The Midwife’s Daughter And The Bandit” 4. “Never Betray The One Who
Trusts You” 5. “The Cat Of Cats” 6. “Prince Naas” 7. “Hajji Brumbock”\fn{by Jamal Sleem Nuweihed (19071991)} Lebanon (F) 20
*
(63)—254.114 Excerpt from Flight Against Time\fn{by Emily Nasrallah (1931- )} Kfeir, Nabatieh Governorate,
Lebanon (F) 11
*
(74)—252.84 & 252.91 Excerpts from The Druze Of Belgrade: 1. “Hanna Yacoub’s Story” 2. “The Belgrade
Fortress”\fn{by Rabee Jaber (1974- )} Beirut, Lebanon (M) 10
†
264.240 Epistolary Poem To Warda al-Turk\fn{by Warda al-Yaziji (1838-1924)} Kafr Shima Village, Baabda
District, Mount Lebanon Governorate, Lebanon (F) -1
O rose of the Turks, I am Rose of the Arabs;
Between us we have found the nearest of kinships.
Your father gave you an art become famous
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Among the learned and literary for its graces.
Among women of the age you have ascended
To the highest position in worth and rank.
O polisher of literary pearls that came to tell us
Of a fine nature received by people in wonder:
It is you who have impassioned the lover’s heart
To listen and never withdraw,
A precious friend whose news delights my hearing.
Yet she has disappeared from sight, secluded by veils.
With great firmness and utter clarity of view,
Adorning the sheet of paper with a script of great elegance,
That shines like a string of pearls.
124.64 & 253.84 1. Excerpts from Al-Amin And Al-Ma’mun 2. Excerpt from The Battle Of Poitiers\fn{by Jurji
Zaidan (1861-1914)} Beirut, Lebanon (M) 17
1
… Meanwhile\fn{This is an historical novel concerned with the last days of the reign of Harun al-Rashid (766-809), fifth caliph
(786-809) of the Abbasid Dynasty of Baghdad; the character and lifestyle of Zubeida, his wife; and the intrigue surrounding his sons, AlAmin (a child by his wife) and Al-Ma’mum (a child by one of his slaves). This is from chapter 61 .} Salman, in the guise of a
soothsayer, was trying to persuade Al-Amin to block his brother’s succession to the throne, through the offices of
his chief minister, Al-Fadl ibn al-Rabi‘, and his general, Ibn Mahan; while Al-Fadl, serving his own interests,
urged the same course, since he feared vengeance if Al-Ma‘mun should ascend to the Caliphate.
Al-Amin, though, hesitated, not through any fear of the consequences but from a wish to keep the covenant
made on the matter, or perhaps mindful of the ties of brotherhood. He leaned toward Al-Fadl’s advice, but thought
it best to consult his mother, Zubeida, in whose sagacity he had complete confidence. She was then at her palace,
Dar al-Qarar, and he wavered between riding there and inviting her to his own Al-Mansur palace.
After some thought he decided to divert himself by fishing in a large pond in the palace garden, where fish had
been brought from other waters. Accordingly he took his rod and line and started fishing there, surrounded by
groups of eunuchs dressed in women’s clothes, some of whom baited the hook or drove the fish from other parts
of the pond toward Al-Amin, while others carried nets, and still others prepared further rods and hooks. Al-Amin
remained immersed in his sport, which included playfully hauling up one of his retinue, just to show how powerful his muscles were, then throwing him back into the water—upon which everyone would laugh and praise the
matchless strength of the Commander of the Faithful. Al-Amin was in fact famous for his physical strength, and
once, so it is said, actually wrestled with a lion and killed it. While he was so engaged, some eunuchs came to tell
him,
“The procession of our Lady, mother of the Commander of the Faithful, is approaching.”
He was pleased at this, remembering how he wished to consult her, and issued orders for the manner of her
welcome.
The palace superintendents, both male and female, began setting out the rows of slave boys and slave girls,
including the group of lovely, slim slave girls presented to him by his mother, Zubeida, when she noted his
preoccupation with slave boys rather than women. She had had them wear young men’s clothes, along with
turbans, and earrings, and jewelry above the brow and down the sides of the face, dressing them in tight trousers
and vests to show off their figures and rounded buttocks; and he, after seeing them march before him, had found
them pleasing and displayed them in public, both to the upper classes and to the commoners, attracting numerous
imitators.
His mother, he knew, would be pleased if he received her surrounded by these women. He also ordered the
appropriate official to line up the ghilman, or slave boys, under the slave Kawthar, with whom he was famously
infatuated. And so the lines of eunuchs and jawari (slave girls), along with other types of ghilman and bound
women, some white, some Ethiopian, were duly assembled, each group wearing special clothes, in their own
colors and fashions, from short to long, from red to blue to sky blue to pink to yellow, with some ghilman in the
garb of women and some women in the garb of boys.
There were lute-players among them too, and drummers and sprinklers of perfume.
The slaves stood in lines from the great court right to the outer gate of the palace, while ghilman stood between
them, burning incense or bearing flowers or declaiming poetry, and Al-Amin walked between the two lines to
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receive his mother at the palace gate. She was seated on a large seat of sandalwood, carved with silver and ebony,
on which embroidered curtains hung from fixtures of gold and silver. The seat was in a howdah borne by two
mules wearing silver saddles and led by slave boys who, being in fact soldiers, had the state insignia on their
clothes of embroidered silk. The fragrance of musk was all around her.
As the howdah halted at the palace gate, all those round about drew off except for the superintendent of the
eunuchs, who helped the Lady Zubeida alight. Al-Amin approached and kissed her breast, then she kissed his
head and proceeded on foot. She wore slippers studded with jewels, and on her head was a veil woven with gold
threads edged with precious stones, revealing her gem-encrusted headband and diamond necklaces and earrings
behind.
Covering her shoulders and sides was a garment in gold-colored silk, open to reveal a robe of pink silk that
covered her feet behind but not before exposing her studded slippers—Zubeida was in fact the first woman in
Islam to wear embroidered sandals. But anyone seeing Zubeida was taken not with her sumptuous, costly clothes
but with her radiant beauty and the greatness this beauty conveyed, along with all the signs of splendor and
dignity.
No sooner had she come to the gate than news of her arrival reached ‘Ab-bada, mother of the slain Ja‘far, who
had ventured to join her granddaughter here under the guise of her old nurse and now trembled with fear at the
exposure of her deception. Maymuna, though, was eager to see the procession of the caliph’s mother, of whose
sumptuous glory she had heard for so long, and gazed furtively out at it from a window of the palace, full of
admiration for Zubeida’s beauty but awed, too, by her air of grandeur …
*
… Al-Amin\fn{From chapter 62.} and his mother walked, at her behest, to a private sitting room where she
wished to talk to her son; and he was pleased at this, because he wished to consult her too. Before Zubeida seated
herself, the dress servants came to help her off with those things too heavy for indoor wear, and male and female
slaves stood by fanning her or busying themselves in preparing food and drink. But she said to Al-Amin,
“I wish, Muhammad, to see you with no one else present. I have no desire for food.”
Al-Amin thereupon made a sign for everyone to leave, and he remained alone with his mother. Then she seated
herself on a sofa, gesturing to Muhammad to sit beside her, which he did.
“This is a happy hour indeed, Mother,” he said. “It is as though the meeting were arranged, for only this
morning I thought to come and see you, or invite you here, so as to consult with you on certain matters. And now
here you are, of your own accord. It must surely be a good omen.”
She smiled diplomatically, but there was anger in her eyes.
“In fact,’ she said, “I have come to you for a different reason, which is of moment for both of us.”
Al-Amin showed his interest.
“And what should that be, Mother?” he asked.
“Is that wretched waif still here?” she asked in her turn.
“Who do you mean?” he said, puzzled.
“I mean the daughter of our enemy who planned to supplant you as crown prince. Who strove to persuade your
father, Al-Rashid, to appoint the son of Marajil in your place.” Realizing now that she was speaking of Ja‘far alBarmaki’s daughter, Maymuna, he said,
“Yes, Madam, she is still here, among the palace jawari.”
“And why have you kept her here? Did you sense no danger?”
“She seemed a poor harmless orphan, and my niece, seeing I should never release the girl, urged me not to see
her harmed. And so I kept her here under guard, to ward off any threat she might present.”
“A poor orphan! A vicious traitress rather. And, strangest of all, you look favorably on your niece’s intercession, when your brother is the greatest of all your enemies. Did he not seek out the Persians of Khurasan as allies
against you? Do you think he would lose any chance to seize your throne? And who was it put this overweening
ambition in him but Ja‘far, the father of this girl?
“Your father, may God bless his soul, was wiser than you in the knowledge of men and had him put to a fearful
death; had he not done so, in good time, you would not now be sitting on this throne. And she is a poor orphan,
you say, and your niece sought your protection for her! Persian blood is stronger in your brother than
Hashemite\fn{The descendants of Hashim, the Prophet’s ancestor from whose progeny the Abbasid Caliphate ultimately originated .}
blood; he has taken more from his mother, Marajil, than from his father, Al-Rashid. That is why you see him
seeking the aid of her brothers against us.”
As she spoke, her eyes blazed with mounting fury, and she grew pale, losing her red lips and rosy cheeks. All
this fitted well with Al-Amin’s own thoughts of debarring his brother from succession to the throne, and he
hastened to seek her opinion on this.
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“But did my father,” he said, “not fix the Caliphate first on me and then on my brother, in the covenant he hung
in the Ka‘ba?”\fn{The chief Muslim shrine in Mecca.}
“The covenant was worthless,” she broke in, barely able to stifle her rage. “It was written at the behest of that
treacherous minister, from a wish to tear the Caliphate from the Hashemites and place it in your brother’s hands.
But are the sons of slave girls fit to assume the Caliphate while the sons of freeborn women are alive? Can the son
of this slave girl, Marajil, be compared to the son of Zubeida, daughter of Ja‘far al-Mansur?\fn{ One of the earlier
Abbasid caliphs, son of the founder of the dynasty .} Do you know who this Marajil is? How she contrived to snare your
father and bear him ‘Abd Allah?”\fn{The first name of Al-Ma‘mum.}
“No,” he replied. “I do not.”
“Then let me tell you. This Marajil was one of my own slave girls, no different from Mariya, Farida or any
other. When I found your father neglecting to visit me, going instead to a singer called Dananir, a slave of his
minister, Yahya,\fn{The father of Ja‘far al-Barmaki .} and passing most of his leisure with her, I complained to his
uncles, who advised me to find other slave girls to divert him. I accordingly made him a gift of ten slave girls,
among them this Persian, Marajil. She bore him this son, ‘Abd Allah, who, from childhood on, has been brought
up by Ja‘far to love the Persians.
“And you see how it has all turned out. How can he have the same status as you? As for this covenant in the
Ka‘ba, send to have it returned, then tear it up, for it was written in treachery.”
“You think, then,” Al-Amin said, calmer now, “that I should debar my brother from the succession?”
“You mean it is still not done? Debar him now! Before he seizes your throne.”
“I wished to consult you first,” he said, raising himself in his seat. “And I see now you are of the same opinion
as my minister, Al-Fadl.”
“Debar him and settle the succession on your son Musa, young as he is. In this way the Caliphate will be
rooted more than ever in the Hashemites. You are the first caliph of the Abbasids born of Hashemite parents; and
so your children are more firmly of the Hashemite family than any other of the line.”
Al-Amin was much encouraged by this. Still, though, he preserved a heavy silence.
“Let us return to the traitress,” Zubeida went on. “The best course is to have her killed and be rid of her.”
“Kill her? What has she done to deserve that? What possible threat does she pose?”
“You have no notion, Muhammad, of the things happening around you. You remain plunged in your pleasures,
ignorant of the designs of flatterers. I, though, watch over your interests. I know what goes on in your palace and
in your bedrooms. I tell you, the presence of this girl, constantly here in your palace, is a still greater danger than
your brother’s right of succession. You must kill her.”
Al-Amin was astounded at her insistence, for he had seen nothing in the girl to merit death.
“She can be killed easily enough,” he said, “for I have hundreds like her, thousands even, in my palace. Only I
promised my niece, Um Habiba, to keep her under my protection.”
At this Zubeida rose furiously from her seat.
“You are too trusting,” she shouted, “and too easily snared by trickery. If you had any astuteness, you would
have seen how suspicious this intercession by ‘Abd Allah’s daughter is. Know that this Maymuna is betrothed to
one of the fiercest enemies of the Abbasids. They have exchanged letters speaking of his aim to avenge the deaths
of Abu Muslim al-Khurasani and Ja‘far al-Barmaki. He views the Abbasids as treacherous. If you do not believe
me, read this for yourself!”
With that, she took Bahzad’s letter to Maymuna from her pocket and gave it to Al-Amin. He took it and, by the
time he had finished reading, found his hands shaking and his very fingers trembling, such was the abuse poured
out against the Abbasids and the rancor and threat expressed, Then he looked toward his mother, who was now
once more reclining back on the cushions, consumed with rage.
“Such a poor orphan!” she said. “We, according to this betrothed of hers, won our way through treason and
treachery, and he is to avenge her father’s death, traveling to Khurasan to that end. How can you let her live here
in your palace, among your very retinue, where she can learn everything of you and your aims? Does she really
present no threat to your plans and secrets?”
Al-Amin was astonished by his mother’s vigilance on his behalf.
“How did you come by this letter?” he asked. “Who brought it to you?”
“I was able to take it from the very heart of your palace, because I am vigilant, while you remain asleep. Oh,
let us not stay talking here!”
Al-Amin was now greatly aroused.
“I shall order,” he said, “that she be flung into the Tigris.”
“And will you fling her into the Tigris,” Zubeida asked, “without questioning her first?”
“Let me just be rid of her!”
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“How innocent you are!” his mother rejoined. “Before killing someone like this, you must first find out from
her how things stand with our enemies. She will certainly be privy to their secrets. Then, when you have gained
what you want from her, you may kill her or drown her as you wish.”
“I shall summon her here at once,” he said, “and we can question her together.”
“Do so,” Zubeida said. He clapped his hands, and, when one of his eunuchs entered, commanded him to bring
Maymuna.
Maymuna was in the most remote room of the palace (for fear of being seen by Zubeida), eating with her
grandmother, while ‘Abbada, for her part, was praying to God that Zubeida should return without noticing her.
When the eunuch came to summon Maymuna into the presence of the Commander of the Faithful, ‘Abbada knew
Zubeida had come to urge her son to do away with Maymuna. Maymuna, though, had no option but to obey the
order, and followed the eunuch until they arrived at the caliph’s sitting room. The eunuch then announced her,
saying:
“The slave girl is at the door, Sire.”
“Let her enter,” Al-Amin said.
Maymuna came in, her head bowed and her knees knocking from fear. Her eyes fell on Zubeida as she reclined
on the cushions, her air of dignity and majesty made still more awesome by her anger, with Al-Amin sitting
beside her like one of her slave boys. As Maymuna stood there and greeted them, Al-Amin said,
“Approach, Maymuna.”
She walked toward him, gazing at the floor and utterly terrified. Al-Amin stretched out a hand with the letter
and said,
“Do you know to whom this letter belongs?”
Recognizing the letter at once, she knew her secret was out. Panic fear seemed to take all strength from her
hand; and when she at last forced herself to take the letter in trembling fingers, it dropped to the floor. She bent to
pick it up from the carpet, then fell herself on the ground, utterly overwhelmed, trying vainly to rise as the tears
coursed down her cheeks. She tried to appear innocent, to read through the letter, but was overcome by weeping
once more. She threw herself at Al-Amin’s feet, kissing them and weeping, unable to utter a word.
“You wretch!” Zubeida shouted. “Why are you weeping? Do you think tears will save you? Who is this
Bahzad? Is he not your lover, who has borne the sword of rancor against the Abbasids?”
At this point, though, Zubeida decided to change her approach and trick the girl into revealing her secret.
“Do not be afraid,” she said, speaking softly now. “Tell the truth and you will be spared. Tell us where your
lover is now and what you know of the Khurasanis. If we find you truthful, we shall set you free and let you live.
If not, you must die.”
“Believe me, my Lady,” Maymuna answered unsteadily, “I know nothing whatever beyond what is in this
letter. If you read it, you will see—I knew nothing of this young man before—I swear by the head of the
Commander of the Faithful that, since reading it, I have heard no more of him.”
Zubeida laughed sarcastically.
“You swear this,” she said, “by the head of the Commander of the Faithful?”
“So I do!” Maymuna said. “And I am true to my oath.”
“Tell us the truth, girl,” Al-Amin said then, “and you have nothing to fear. But if you will not do so, we shall
bring the head soothsayer to unveil the secrets of your heart. And if we should discover something you have
withheld from us, your punishment will be severe.”
“It is for the Commander of the Faithful to decide,” Maymuna said. “I have nothing further to say.” …
*
… The caliph clapped his hands and ordered that the head soothsayer be summoned. Maymuna had remained
humbly standing, but Al-Amin now told her to sit down. She was unaware the head soothsayer was Salman,
believing him, after his long absence, to have fled or died.
Soon Al-Malfan Sa‘dun\fn{The name taken by Salman in his guise of soothsayer.} arrived in his large black turban, with
a long cloak over his honey-colored robe. He wore a belt from which an inkwell hung, and had a long flowing
beard flecked with white and joined to two thick sideburns, along with other aspects typical of Christians or Jews.
He was, of course, quite different from the Salman that Maymuna knew. Only his eyes and nose could have told
her this was he, had she ever suspected such a thing.
Sa‘dun entered and greeted them, then stood there courteously, hugging his book and stealing glances at the
people assembled, recognizing both Maymuna and Zubeida. Then his eyes fell on Bahzad’s letter, there in AlAmin’s hands and, since it was he who had borne the letter to Maymuna, knew at once why he had been
summoned. But he showed no sign of all this.
Al-Amin then ordered him to be seated, with no barrier or curtain between them, and he squatted on his
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haunches, his eyes fixed on the floor.
“We have summoned you, Malfan Sa‘dun,” Al-Amin said, “to reveal the secrets of this girl. When we
questioned her, she denied all knowledge of the matter in question; and so we have threatened to have her secrets
uncovered at your hands. Let us know the truth.”
Zubeida gazed silently at the soothsayer, waiting to see how skilled he was in his science. Though having scant
faith in the abilities of soothsayers, she had agreed to have him summoned in the hope that Maymuna would take
fright and confess from fear of punishment. As for Sa‘dun, he produced his book and asked for a censer to be
brought with embers of burned olive wood, claiming that only such a wood, which was easily found at a caliph’s
court, would permit successful divination.
The fire was brought in a silver censer placed on a tray; and, since he seemed to be intent on his reading and
muttering, with everyone else silent, the tray was placed beside him. He then took a piece of fragrant incense from
his pocket and, throwing this into the embers, asked for a cup with water, which he took in his left hand, between
thumb and forefinger.
Having gazed at the water for a time, he asked the caliph to have Maymuna approach and place her hand on his
book, which she did, trembling with fear. Sa‘dun then took her other hand, read the lines there, raised the first
hand from the book, and told her to be seated. He opened the book and read from it in a whisper, smiling triumphantly. Then he nodded his head, looked at Al-Amin and said,
“This girl has a long history, and her story is an important one:”
Zubeida gave a mocking laugh, as if to say there was nothing prophetic in this. Sa‘dun, catching her drift,
looked toward her, though he refrained, out of courtesy, from gazing at her direct.
“I do not say this,” he told her, “from any wish to delude or impress. I mean simply that she is not of common
stock but of high and honorable lineage, slave girl though she now is.”
“If you are so sure of that,” Zubeida broke in, “tell us all about her, without further ado:”
“Shall I do so in her presence?”
“Yes.”
He gazed once more into the cup and then into her face. Then he said,
“She is the daughter of a great minister, who died a violent death.”
When she heard this, Maymuna felt a chill pass through her whole body, and her face turned pale. As for AlAmin, he looked triumphantly at his mother, seeing her no less astonished than he was. She, though, took no heed.
“It may be you are right,” she said. Then, stretching out a hand holding Bahzad’s letter, she continued,
“Tell me what I am holding in my hand.”
“A letter.”
She laughed heartily.
“Such skill!” she said. “Why, even a child could tell that! But if you are a true head soothsayer, as they call
you, tell me what the letter contains.”
“Your lack of faith in my knowledge grieves me deeply, my Lady. It may be fitting, hereafter, to hold back
what I know. What I will say is that you are holding a letter of fire; indeed, fire itself would be of less conesquence to that gentle hand than what is written there. What you are holding is a letter, to this young girl, from a
Persian man. The letter exalts the Persians and denigrates the status of the Abbasids, so that you and my Lord, the
Commander of the Faithful, are angered. If this general description does not convince you, let me venture to give
you the details. My science has never yet caused me to stumble, but perhaps it has failed, now, to lead me to the
truth.”
Zubeida was astonished at this, and filled with admiration in spite of herself.
“You have spoken truly, Malfan Sa‘dun,” she said. “But now, since you have uncovered the secret of this letter,
tell us where its writer is.”
“He is very far away, my Lady. He is in Khurasan.”
“And what is his connection with this girl here?”
“The connection is quite new, and if she has claimed otherwise, then she is a liar. There is no point in questioning her about the threats of vengeance in this letter, for she was totally ignorant of these before the letter
arrived and has heard nothing of its writer since.”
Maymuna was still more surprised at this than the others, knowing the man had read her mind. She could have
expressed none of this more clearly herself. Her face became radiant, and she seemed relieved of her fears, gazing
silently at Al-Amin as if urging him to be merciful.
Zubeida, too, felt her anger cool toward Maymuna, though deep down she hated her still.
“You believe then,” she said to Sa‘dun, “that this girl is innocent?”
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“So I read in my divination, and I know from experience that this science does not fail me. Ask the Commander of the Faithful, and he will confirm this from his own knowledge.”
Zubeida made a sign to Maymuna to leave; and Maymuna departed, scarcely able to believe her escape. …
2
In the days of old, France was called Gaul, or to some Gallia, at a time when the shadow of the Roman Empire
had been gradually fading away from its lands. A Germanic tribe, which the historians refer to as Merovingians,
came to rule it, and the first of their kings was Clovis who ascended to power in 481 AD. Succession to the throne
passed to his sons and grandsons until the beginning of the eighth century when their dominance weakened and
their kingdom dissolved into many parts. Power eventually fell into the hands of numerous figures throughout the
realm, as happens within many a nation in decline.
In those days the king’s chief minister was a man named Charles who hailed from the tribe of the Franks. Gaul
had now been divided into provinces: the southern province, which they called Septimania, and whose major
center was Narbonne, had fallen into the possession of the Muslims. To the north was Aquitaine, whose major
center was Toulouse. This was a huge province ruled by the Frankish prince, Odo. Bordering Aquitaine to the
north was the Loire River, to the east the Rhone River, to the south the Pyrenees mountains, and to the west
Guyenne. The province of Neustria, later Austrasia, was located to the north, and the aforementioned Charles
ruled this province in addition to all the other provinces of the upper realm.
Each of the provincial rulers, called dukes, sought to gain power over all the others, thereby strengthening
Emir ‘Abd al-Rahman’s resolve to conquer their lands by exploiting their weaknesses and rivalries. He mobilized
his forces and ordered them to march on a jihad to conquer every inch of their territories.
During the campaign he discovered that one of the Muslim commanders on the eastern border of the Pyrenees
did not see things the way he did. The general, whose name was Munaydhir, was the leader of the Berber forces.
He was renowned for his bravery, but he felt no sense of solidarity with the Arab commanders against whom he
harbored bitter resentment. Unfortunately this was the case with many Berber commanders. Munaydhir had
concluded a pact with Odo, Duke of Aquitaine, upon which the duke offered the hand of one of his daughters in
marriage, a beautiful maiden named Lumbaja. When ‘Abd al-Rahman became aware of this pact, he set out to
combat Munaydhir, but with the utmost caution and restraint. When he finally succeeded in finding him, he killed
him on the spot, seized his property and women, and sent Lumbaja to the caliph in Damascus.
Immediately thereafter ‘Abd al-Rahman resumed his conquest of the Frankish lands. He penetrated the areas to
the north while several of his battalions captured many towns, amassing along the way stunning amounts of booty.
The Franks, by now gripped with fear, were unable to defend themselves. When the Arabs reached the city of
Bordeaux, famous today for its wine, they conquered it by force, arrested its governor whom they thought was
Odo, beheaded him and sent the head back to the caliph in Damascus, as was the custom in those days.
Bordeaux was known at that time as Bordighallia. It was a fortified city surrounded by high walls with lofty
look-out towers. The Romans counted it among the greatest cities of Gaul in terms of knowledge and culture. It
even boasted a Roman theatre which they called the Ghallius Amphitheater. Bordeaux was also home to a
cathedral, the Church of the Holy Cross, whose ruins are still in existence today.
When the Muslims arrived they camped on the outskirts of the city. From there they launched attacks and
pillaged its vast riches. When the fighting died down, they gathered all the booty, prisoners of war, and slaves, and
lined them up in a public square in front of the campsite. Emir ‘Abd al-Rahman then selected one of his officers,
Hani by name, to oversee the division of the spoils among the troops.
*
This Hani was a commander of the cavalry, the most vital segment of the Muslim army at that time since Arab
skill in horsemanship was the crucial element in the Muslim victories, especially in the lands of the Franks. Hani
was a young man not quite twenty-five years of age. He stood out among ‘Abd al-Rahman’s soldiers for his valor
and his exceptional skills in combat and horsemanship. ‘Abd al-Rahman had great affection for him and promoted
him above the other commanders in spite of his tender age, and despite the animosity between their two tribes.
‘Abd al-Rahman was a scion of the Bani Ghafir of Yemen, while Hani hailed from the Qays, one of the major
tribes of the Hijaz, and the rancor between these two tribes continued to fester at that time.
Hani, for his part, reciprocated both love and respect for ‘Abd al-Rahman. The two men made a solemn pact to
stand united in this battle and to avoid the follies of jealousy and divisiveness to which others before them had
succumbed in their attempts to conquer Europe. And so ‘Abd al-Rahman was unwavering in his decision to del egate to Hani the responsibility of dividing the booty after the capture of Bordeaux and distributing the slaves
among the officers and soldiers, as he delegated to him all responsibilities that required trust and confidence.
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It was now the beginning of autumn in the year 733 AD, and the vineyards that flourished along the outskirts
of Bordeaux were blooming with grapes. Hani had, by now, proven himself to his soldiers. He would routinely
mount his steed and accompany them on their daily rounds throughout the lands, encouraging them to remain
patient and steadfast. His intimate relationship with ‘Abd al-Rahman and the preferential treatment he received
from the revered emir, however, provoked resentment, even among some of the senior officers.
Hani was tall and broad-chested, and people recognized him immediately. Wherever he appeared, his outstanding qualities were easy to detect. He was in the prime of youth, with clearly defined features, prominent eyebrows, high cheek bones, piercing eyes, a small nose and mouth, a prominent chin, a sparse beard, and jet black
hair, with a face ever smiling but nonetheless dignified.
One day, as was his custom, he was riding his black stallion, the one he preferred above all others for its easy
stride, graceful gait, and stamina on the battlefield. There was never a battle from which Hani, mounted on this
stallion, didn’t return victorious, and there wasn’t a single soldier among the army of ‘Abd al-Rahman who wasn’t
familiar with Hani’s attachment to this horse. Some even held the view that Hani was too preoccupied with his
beloved horse to entertain thoughts of other earthly pleasures—such was the degree to which he tended to its
every need.
He adorned its saddle with gold and equipped it with a silver bridle and stirrups. Across its fore head he hung a
large pearl medallion he picked up during one of his expeditions in Gaul and which he had remolded into the
shape of a star.
The horse, in turn, was equally attached to Hani. When it heard him calling or spurring it into battle, it was
always quick to respond. It would take off in battle like an eagle spreading its wings and soaring in flight. And
when Hani commanded it to stop, it stopped in a split second.
*
During the late afternoon of that day Hani mounted his stallion as if he were about to climb a mountain,
donned in a crimson abaya and turban. He girded himself with his sword. His name was engraved on its blade and
the hilt was encrusted with precious gemstones that shone in the sunlight. He then ordered his men to divide the
spoils of war into separate piles, putting the prisoners of war to one side, women and children to another, and
weapons, utensils, jewelry, and other possessions to a third.
Next he summoned his senior officers who formed a large group. Many of these were North Africans on whom
the Arab armies depended for the campaigns into the Iberian peninsula and France. Although they were a valiant
and ferocious people, they were not sincere in their support of the Islamic cause, especially given the Arabs’
arrogance at that time towards non-Arabs, even toward those who accepted the Muslim faith. The Berbers
accompanied them on their expeditions, more in their desire for their share in the booty than for their support of
Islam. Some of their tribes participated in holy wars pretending to be Muslims, even though they were Jews or
pagans. Such was the case as well with other non-Arab segments of the army—Slays, Franks, and Greeks, for
example—many of whom were former captives or slaves purchased by the Arabs and raised under the protective
cover of Islam.
That day when the officers gathered around Hani, he ordered that the precious utensils and other looted
objects be brought to him, and he commanded that they be divided into fifths, in accordance with Islamic law. He
set aside his fifth and distributed the remainder to his officers, according to the number of soldiers they
commanded. Whenever he discovered a dispute erupting among them over an item or the manner in which the
booty was divided, he would intervene and quickly settle the score among the squabblers.
When they had finished dividing the booty, they turned to the matter of dividing the slaves. There was quite a
large number of them, and most of them had been bound together with ropes and chains. When they were brought
to Hani, he addressed his officers:
“These slaves are part of the spoils of war, but dividing them is not feasible at this time. So, put them up them
for sale. Where are the merchants?”
No sooner had he finished this last question than a crowd of Jewish merchants from Kairouan, Cordoba and
other Muslim cities appeared. They had accompanied the campaign hoping to profit from such trade. One of them
stepped forward, wearing a wide black turban, and sporting both a long beard that reached his chest and a large
eagle-shaped nose. He was cloaked in a bulky robe with broad sleeves, and he was carrying a large purse filled
with gold dinars and silver dirhams.
“For how much will you buy these prisoners, Harun?”
“Whatever my lord commands,” he responded.
“Were we not anxious to continue the battle we wouldn’t be putting them up for sale at all. Instead we would
be putting them to good use or perhaps extracting a ransom from their kinfolk. No doubt many of them come from
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wealthy families who would be willing and able to pay a handsome sum for their release. But we’re pressed to
move on, and we haven’t much time, so, make the purchases.”
Hani spoke in a dignified but straightforward tone. Harun for his part was scheming a way to pay the lowest
price possible.
“My lord speaks the truth, but buying such a large number of them will cost us an arm and a leg for we must
transport them for sale to Spain, North Africa and Syria, not to mention the costs of feeding and clothing them.”
Hani had no patience for haggling, and since he wanted to finalize the sale and get on with the matter of selling
the captives, he made an offer:
“Buy each prisoner for one dinar, but leave us their personal possessions, and let them take a bit of clothing to
cover themselves.”
Harun laughed as he began to stroke his beard and lay it over his chest. He feigned surprise at such a high
price.
“Isn’t it enough that I pay so much for so many of them, and then you demand to keep all their possessions
except the shirts on their backs?”
“Our price is final and the sale is concluded,” insisted Hani as he pointed to his scribe. “So pay him when he
finishes counting the numbers and adds up the bill.”
He then walked his horse over to the other side of the square where they kept the women and children captives.
Harun followed him and suggested to Hani that he sell them only to him. Another merchant, who was a witness to
the sale, spoke up in protest.
“You bought all the prisoners for yourself, so leave the captives for us.”
When Harun responded to this merchant crudely, some of the other merchants sided with him while others
came to the defense of his competitor. When the fracas grew to a violent pitch, Hani shouted above the din:
“Calm down! We’ll sell them to you all.”
When they reached the area where the captives were kept, Hani trotted his horse to the far end. They had been
placed in rows, the women separated from the children. Hani slowed down the horse’s pace, scrutinizing the faces
carefully.
The women pleaded with him, weeping and wailing, some shouting that they didn’t know any Arabic, others
fretting because he wasn’t looking directly at them. When he reached the last row he saw what he was looking for
—a young, beautiful woman the likes of whom no human being had ever laid eyes upon. She was next to an older
woman who couldn’t be more than forty years of age.
There was a noble, dignified air about them. They remained absolutely silent amidst the hysterical clamor of
the other women and children, and they sat motionless, not moving an inch. There wasn’t the slightest trace of
fear or worry on their faces.
The older woman had a fair complexion, blond hair and blue eyes. She twisted her hair into a bun and set it on
top of her head, which she covered with a black headscarf. She wore a black robe that covered her entire body,
making her seem as though she were coming from a convent. She sat on a rock with her head bowed as if mulling
over a ponderous matter. She held a leather purse in her hand, clutching onto it for dear life.
The young girl was tall, well built, and well proportioned. She stood close to her mother. She too was dressed
in black, and one hand rested on her mother’s shoulder. Her arms were exposed from the elbow to the wrist. Her
natural beauty was fully evident. There was a healthy and radiant look in her face. One would guess she was about
fifteen years old, twenty at the most. She had an olive complexion, jet black eyes, and long, black lashes. Her eyes
had a piercing but delicate look.
One could tell by the way she stood that she was healthy and strong, but at the same time she was endowed
with a feminine softness that melted men’s hearts. She wore a simple black frock that was open from the neck to
the uppermost part of her chest. She braided her beautiful chestnut hair into two long braids that hung down her
chest and reached the top of her waist. Her hair was covered with a headscarf that draped over her shoulders and
back.
Hani approached at the moment the young girl was turned toward her mother, speaking to her in a whisper.
When he reached them the girl glanced toward him and studied his face. He too stared at her closely. He then
ordered one of his slave boys to bring them to a secluded place where he usually went to rest. No one paid any
attention to this since it was the custom for commanders to choose for themselves whatever they desire from the
spoils of war. Hani returned to the middle of the crowd and called out to the merchants:
“How shall you divide these captives among yourselves?” Harun stepped forward.
“The price of a young girl or a woman differs according to the degree of her beauty, intelligence, health, or
some skill she may possess—such as singing or dancing, sewing or cooking, for example. If it pleases my lord,
command that each one of us be allowed to choose whomever we desire, on the condition that whoever has the
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first choice pay the highest price, the second choice the next highest price, and so on and so forth.” Hani found
this suggestion most reasonable and agreed to proceed:
“Who steps forth to make the first bid, let him pay five dinars for the first woman, and one dinar for the first
slave boy. Who comes second, let him pay half that price.” As Hani made these announcements he beckoned to
his scribe and entrusted him to complete the transactions, setting the prices, and allocating to the soldiers their
legal share of the booty. With that done, he mounted his horse and set out to visit his two captives.
*
The sun was beginning to set and the Muslim soldiers were returning to their camps, leaving the division of the
booty to the commanders in charge of completing the sale of the captives and dividing the totals among
themselves. They were seated in a tent next to the pavilion of Emir ‘Abd al-Rahman, and among them was a Berber chieftain named Bustam. Along with his tribe, he had converted to Islam only in his greed to gain the material
rewards that come from pillage and plunder.
Bustam was strong-bodied and ill-natured. Anyone who laid eyes on him shivered in fear at the mere sight of
him, with his huge skull, wide, flat face, and large nose with massive nostrils. There was hostility in his eyes and a
sharp, penetrating look that cut through anyone or anything that had the misfortune of crossing his path. Compounding his terrifying mien were two intensely thick, bushy eyebrows that were bridged by a thick tuft of hair,
making it seem as though he had one long eyebrow. Added to that, he had a dark, oily complexion that gave him a
hard, crude look. And his thick, bulbous lips made him look lewd and lecherous.
He was the chieftain of one of the largest Berber tribes. When he heard about ‘Abd al-Rahman’s campaign
against the lands of the Franks, he made a public display of embracing Islam and professed to join the jihad all in
the name of his new faith.
But what he really wanted was the plunder.
However, the likes of him did not fool Emir ‘Abd al-Rahman. But he was compelled to turn a blind eye in
order to win their support, especially because the Berbers had proven themselves to be fearless and skillful in
battle. Bustam, alone, could charge the enemy gates, dodge a barrage of arrows, and fight hand to hand with a
band of knights. His heart knew no fear. And when a battle was won and the time came to divide the plunder,
Bustam stood first in line to select what he desired from the loot.
‘Abd al-Rahman dealt with him patiently, always cautious against rattling his cage, lest his anger and fury lead
him to stage a revolt against the Muslim army. Such a revolt could draw in the various Berber tribes as well as the
battalions of non-Muslim partisans who were recruited for this campaign. Many of these harbored resentment
towards the Arabs for their superior achievements and success in securing higher positions of power and amassing
greater wealth.
The Arabs found themselves no less embroiled in their own rivalries. The tribes from Yemen competed with
the tribes from the Hejaz. And the Ummayad Arabs vied with the Hashemite Arabs for the right to occupy the
caliphate.
However, the non-Arab Muslims often paid little attention to these petty jealousies, especially in times of the
jihad, since they were the crème of Islam. As for those who feigned conversion to Islam in their desire to reap its
worldly rewards, they were sooner or later subjected to derision, as their true intentions became all too well
known.
It was a matter of general agreement that Bustam had conducted himself with exceptional courage during the
battle for Bordeaux. It was he who personally stormed the estate where the two women were residing, and he who
took them into custody and assigned one of his soldiers to bring them back to the camp where they were added to
the plunder. It was his intention from the beginning to select the girl for himself as soon as she was put up for sale.
He hadn’t anticipated anyone standing in his way or competing for her. So, Bustam ordered one of his soldiers to
keep an eye on the young girl and not let her slip from his fingers.
But when the soldier saw Hani pick out the girl and her companion for himself, he dared not speak up to
object, but rushed back to inform his master. Bustam shouted at him angrily:
“Go back and tell that Qaysi tribesman that the girl belongs to commander Bustam. She’s mine, and I won her
with the edge of my sword!”
As the soldier stood dumbfounded, Bustam realized he wouldn’t deign to address Hani in that manner. Bustam
taunted him:
“What’s wrong with you? Why aren’t you going?”
The messenger turned around and made his way out of the tent, dragging his feet while he sunk his nails and
rubbed them into the thick, tangled hair that stood on top of his head like a huge turban. He was holding under his
arm a leather pouch that contained all the items of booty he earned from the last battle. There was no other way to
keep them than to carry them on his person, no matter how heavy they were.
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As the Berber moved away at a snail’s pace, turning around frequently to guard against anyone who might
follow him and rob him of his loot, Bustam continued to keep his eye on him. The more he watched, the more his
anger flared at the thought of the soldier’s insolent hesitation to carry out his order. He called out to the soldier to
come back, and when he stood in front of him, Bustam shouted:
“Apparently, you’re afraid of him? So, don’t talk to him, just go yourself, and take whomever wishes to
accompany you, and bring me back the girl.”
The soldier set out once again in the same manner he did before. This time Bustam flew into a blind rage and
picked up a Roman dagger which he had acquired by killing its owner simply because he wanted to possess it. He
rushed toward the soldier and stabbed him with one hard thrust that killed him instantly. He then yelled out to a
group of soldiers sitting in a nearby tent.
“Go ahead and help yourselves to this coward’s loot. All that he’s carrying and all that remains in his tent are
now legally yours!”
The soldiers pounced on the corpse and ripped open the pouch, grabbing its contents and nearly coming to
blows in their greed. Bustam put the dagger back in its sheath, jumped on his horse, and returned to the square.
Since he had already learned of the whereabouts of the two women, he headed in their direction, without passing
by Hani or confronting him on the matter.
Meanwhile, Hani was still preoccupied with the sale of the captives. When he finally finished his business with
the Jewish merchants, he mounted his horse and galloped toward the women who were roughly a mile away. The
sun set behind the buildings of Bordeaux, casting its last rays over the remnants of its fallen castles until the
darkness settled over victor and vanquished, killer and killed, as well as over all the Muslims who remained
resolved to continue their conquests and enjoy the rewards of their successes. It set over the defeated city of
Bordeaux and its people, the slain men-folk whose women were taken into captivity while their homes and
churches were plundered.
*
Had Hani’s excitement and desire not taken over his heart, and his feelings for the captive not clouded his
vision, he would have thought that what loomed over the horizon of Bordeaux was nothing more than twi light.
His beet-red blushing had so intensified that anyone who saw him at that moment would have guessed it was the
result of all the bloodshed from that day. His mind was lost in the fog of something only a person afflicted with
the same thoughts could identify and understand.
It was love—a love that strikes people like a sickness from out of nowhere. It may start with but a mere
glimpse, eyes hardly meeting—then emotions are aroused and two hearts become inescapably attracted to and
intertwined with each other.
But not every man experiences this kind of love. It only afflicts some eyes and some hearts. When eyes
exchange looks that lead to a mutual understanding, feelings are aroused and hearts awaken. The lovers, having
found each other, blissfully unite as they recognize each other with only a glance.
This is exactly what happened to Hani that day. He had never seen this young maiden before. His eyes fell
upon her for the very first time in front of the gate of the city, as he supervised his soldiers unloading the booty
and captives. She was among those being brought out by a band of Berber soldiers carrying out Bustam’s orders.
He spotted her as she walked by, garbed in a black frock and headscarf. She kept her head bowed down, looking
at no one, and clinging close to her companion. When she reached the entrance of the gate, she heard him calling
out to his scribe, inquiring about the number of captives taken from the estate. Then Hani gave his scribe an order.
“Do not count this one among them!”
His voice pierced her ear like an arrow that went straight to her heart. She couldn’t help but look up at him,
and at that moment he saw in that glance what no preacher could preach or writer set to paper. What her look
conveyed was a plea, a cry for help and a need for affection—it was an act of submission with dignity and honor.
He responded in kind with a glance in which she read a clear response that set her heart at ease. All this
interaction happened in a split second, while the throngs of people, crying and weeping, hoping and fearing,
remained oblivious to what was going on between them.
Hani resolved to marry her and be with her forever the moment he laid eyes on her.
He had remained unmarried all this time because of the solemn decision he took as a young boy to devote
himself to the jihad, and to fight the Franks until the Islamic conquest of Europe was complete. For this reason he
answered the call of ‘Abd al-Rahman to join the battle.
But when his heart began to flutter he couldn’t help but think about marriage. Most people who wish to marry
seek it in this manner—that is, by falling in love. Some even spend long years thinking about it but do nothing
until their heart is suddenly awakened by a glance or a word, and only then do they make a concerted effort to act.
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Hani decided not to breathe a word to anyone about the girl after completing the sale of the captives, so intent
was he to have her for himself. He strapped the bridle onto his steed and made his way toward her.
As he drew near, he saw a horseman close by. Although it was twilight he could detect from the kind of horse
and the battle gear that it was a Berber soldier. He spurred his horse to a gallop, not worried in the least about this
girl he loved because he was secure in the fact that there wasn’t a single soul among the Muslim troops who
would dare to speak to her after he publicly staked his exclusive claim to her.
But jealousy is love’s strongest and clearest warning sign. It is blind and deaf, neither responsive to reason nor
receptive to advice. And so Hani galloped at full speed straight to her as his heart pounded in his chest. When he
saw the horseman standing next to her and was close enough to hear him speak to her with threats and promises,
he knew immediately who it was.
“Bustam!” he shouted. Bustam turned toward him with eyes flashing sparks of rage.
“What do you want, Commander?”
“Get away from these women. I have selected them for myself,” he replied.
“How can that be, when it is I who captured them,” retorted Bustam.
Hani was determined to persuade Bustam to concede the girl, either by offering someone more beautiful, or by
compensating him with whatever money or property he wished to have.
“Suppose you did in fact capture them,” he said smiling. “But you also saw that I rightfully selected them for
myself. Why don’t you relinquish them for my sake, and you can have whatever you desire from my portion of
the booty?”
As he spoke, he pretended to be busy stroking the mane of his stallion and acting as if the matter were of little
concern to him, concealing the deep-seated feelings of jealousy that suddenly threatened to overwhelm him. Bustam answered, unable to conceal what he himself was really thinking.
“That won’t happen. If you want to share my portion of the plunder, then take the older one, and leave this one
for me.” Hani responded calmly but with an explicit threat in his tone:
“I’m not interested in sharing. This girl belongs to me. So go back to your camp and take your portion of the
booty, as well as the prisoners and captives we sold to you.” Bustam, seething in anger and shock, stood his
ground.
“No one can take away what I lawfully plundered, not even Emir ‘Abd al-Rahman himself. Isn’t it enough that
you Arab tribesmen degrade us and lord over us for everything we do? You treat us as if we weren’t Muslims. But
you know full well that I can stand in your way and send you packing, and you won’t be able to conquer a single
town.”
The threat weighed heavily on Hani, and he gave thought to what evils may occur if he were to anger Bustam,
especially since he had no real interest in Islam or commitment to the Muslims. His anger and the anger of his
tribesmen would provoke a serious rift that neither Hani nor ‘Abd al-Rahman could control. But his youthful
impetuosity got the better of him, especially since he now stood between him and the woman he loved.
He put his hand on his sword and slowly removed it from its sheath. He started to attack Bustam, swinging at
him without aiming at any particular part of his body. Then suddenly the woman came forward and took hold of
the reins of his horse and addressed him in Arabic:
“Stop fighting over us. We’re nobody's property. Enough quarreling, please.”
She spoke in the Yemeni dialect with a slight foreign accent. The two men froze in silence, stunned by her
Arabic.
This, however, did nothing to deter Bustam from pressing ahead with his demand to keep the girl. Hani’s threat
in the presence of the women, especially now that it was revealed that they understood Arabic, had rendered him
all the more adamant. Bustam turned toward the woman and spoke:
“You are, in fact, my booty. You are free to go with this man should you choose to do so. But this girl is mine.”
He slid off his saddle as he spoke and stood straight up on the ground. He held his hand out to the girl
expecting to take hold of it. But she moved further away from him, staring at him distrustfully but without losing
her composure. He jumped back on his horse and followed her.
When Hani saw his brazen act, he couldn’t control himself any longer. The girl’s apparent disgust with Bustam
delighted him but he realized that his reasoning and restraint would have no effect on this Berber. He whispered to
his stallion still brandishing his sword in his hand. The stallion leaped forward and neighed loudly as though it
were sharing its rider’s thoughts and emotions. The woman stood back as her heart pounded, when all of a sudden
they all heard the sound of a horse’s footsteps coming toward them from the direction of the camp.
“Hani, Hani,” cried out the voice, “put your sword back in its sheath!”
They turned around and saw the horseman approaching. Before they could even see his face they could tell
from the horse and his clothing that it was Emir ‘Abd al-Rahman.
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2
Although ‘Abd al-Rahman was a man of medium height, he was endowed with an imposing appearance. He
had a most radiant face, with a wide beard and a prominent forehead. His black hair was sprinkled with white. His
eyes were huge but not bulging, and his nose was eagle-shaped. He had a sharp but intelligent look about him. He
wore a thick, black abaya and his head was covered in a large white turban. The moment he arrived everyone
grew silent. He turned toward Hani.
“I see you’re quarreling with each other and divided into factions. I expected as much ever since I heard Bustam talking to his messenger. I feared a fight would erupt among my officers just at this time when we’re in the
direst need to stand united. I waited for Bustam to get back, but when he didn’t, I came to you right away, and
thank God I arrived just in time.”
Everyone marveled at the emir’s watchful eye over his troops and his resolve to keep them together. The pang
of a guilty conscience struck Hani at that moment since he had vowed to ‘Abd al-Rahman that he would stand by
him.
“It’s never been my intention to compete with another Muslim over anything, no matter how valuable. But
Bustam is contesting my choice of a young captive girl whom I chose among hundreds of women we sold in
public auction. And what would happen if we had sold her to one of the Jewish merchants? What would he have
done then?” Bustam interrupted in protest:
“It was I who obtained her from her seller with a price he accepted.” The older of the two women stepped forward and facing ‘Abd al-Rahman she spoke with firmness and composure.
“I am standing before ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Ghafiqi, the emir of this army, I presume?” ‘Abd al-Rahman, taken
aback by her Arabic, replied:
“Indeed, it is I. And how did you know that?”
“I recognized you immediately by the way you attend to your troops. I had heard that about you. These two
men are quarreling over us, but we belong to neither one of them. We belong to another man whose identity I will
reveal only to you!”
As she addressed him with a fearlessness unheard of among prisoners and captives, he stood in awe. This awe
was compounded by the combination of her poise and her simple black clothing which pleased him. He darted a
quick glance at the young girl and was immediately overwhelmed by her beauty. His curiosity about these women
got the better of him, and he continued to probe.
“Tell me, please, what you wish to say.”
“I shall not tell you anything here and now,” she responded. “But I will tell you in private.”
‘Abd al-Rahman turned to two of his special forces and ordered them to bring a pair of horses to carry the
women back to his pavilion. When he asked the woman about the young girl, she simply replied:
“She’s my daughter.”
Hani stood nearby but remained silent. He was confused by all the talk about the mother and daughter, and he
feared that something the mother might say could stand between him and the daughter. In this brief instant he
became drawn to her, especially since he felt that the young woman seemed attracted to him. He even felt that she
may be falling in love with him. So while the emir was speaking to the mother he seized the opportu nity and
moved quietly closer and spoke in a tone that couldn’t disguise his amorous feelings.
“What’s your name, young lady?”
“My name is Maryam,” she answered, in proper Arabic. The soft ring of her voice delighted him, and he was
especially charmed by her slight lisp that turned her r into a hard, guttural g, making her say,
“My name is Maghiyam.”
“My name is Hani,” he continued. “Will you memorize my name the way I memorized yours?” She immediately understood what he really meant to convey by this question, and she responded in kind.
“I memorized it even before I knew it! And how could I not, having seen of its bearer what I have now seen?”
Hani was delighted by her intelligence and quick wit. He felt strangely at ease with her and he answered by
imitating her lisp in a playful and affectionate manner.
“I pray this will be a blessed acquaintance!”
Maryam smiled and his heart was instantly captivated. Her cheeks flushed crimson and she bowed her head
bashfully. Bustam was watching them closely with evil in his heart, but did not dare utter a word, especially in the
presence of ‘Abd al-Rahman.
A few moments later the two horses arrived and they all rode back to the camp. Hani didn’t take his eyes off of
Maryam for a moment as she mounted the horse with such speed and agility that he thought she must have been
13

born on the back of a horse. His passion for her was growing by the minute but he couldn’t shake an unset tling
premonition that he would be separated from her.
When they arrived in front of ‘Abd al-Rahman’s pavilion, the largest and most prominent of all the military
tents, ‘Abd al-Rahman turned to Hani.
“Go back and take charge of the army, and perform your duties in the manner I have come to expect of you,
and remember, we are now in enemy territory. As for you, Bustam, my brave officer, go about your business and
put aside this matter that has erupted between you and Hani. We’re about to embark upon a series of conquests,
and you will fall upon booty and captives many times more numerous than what you have lost.”
*
As soon as his two senior officers departed ‘Abd al-Rahman beckoned Maryam and her mother to follow him
into his tent. The woman was still clutching on to her purse which she had strapped to her forearm. She kept one
of her hands over it in fear that someone would come and snatch it from her.
Abd al-Rahman dismissed all the members of his elite guard and inner circle of advisers, and remained alone
with the two women. He was eager to hear their story, and so he sat down by a corner of the tent on a thick carpet
on which they had laid out his portion of the booty. He sat the two women in front of him.
Both of them removed their headscarves and outer cloaks. In the soft glow of a lantern ‘Abd al-Rahman saw
the face of the woman and beheld its exquisiteness despite the waning of her youth. He then looked at Maryam
and caught a glimpse of the bewitching beauty of her eyes and her sublime features. He offered a silent prayer of
praise to the Creator for such a magnificent creature. He then turned his attention to the mother, most anxious to
hear her story.
“Where do you come from, my sister, and what information do you have to tell me?”
“I will tell you my story in good time, but my goal for now is to help this army achieve what it has set out to
do.”
‘Abd al-Rahman was taken aback by these words. He also detected a slight accent even though she spoke in
fluent Arabic. He wanted to get to discover who she really was. He continued to probe.
“But what brought you to these parts? The way you speak suggests you’re not originally an Arab. And your
clothing appears to be that of a non-Muslim woman. This goal of yours seems difficult for me to believe, so why
don’t you just come out with the truth.” The woman stared at him in astonishment.
“I do not sit before Emir ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Ghafiqi with the intention of concocting a fake story, but I see
that his impressions about me are incorrect. Whether I am or am not an Arab or Muslim need not prevent me from
wanting to help the Arab or Muslim army. It should not come as a surprise to my lord, the emir, that there are in
this and in other Christian and Frankish cities many who would prefer an Arab Muslim victory over that of the
Franks.”
‘Abd al-Rahman bowed his head as both his amazement and confusion increased. But he decided to sit
patiently in the hope of eventually finding a clue that might reveal her true story.
“I don’t completely understand what you’re telling me,” he added. “Are the people of these lands hoping for a
Muslim victory over their own rulers?”
“They’ve been hoping for this ever since they heard about the conditions of the Spaniards who came under
Arab protection because they saw them going from slavery to freedom, and from oppression to justice.”
“But have they now changed their minds?”
“Yes,” she replied.
“Why? Please tell me.”
“It’s no secret to my lord that when the Muslims conquered Spain twenty-two years ago they treated the
population gently and justly. They didn’t force people’s allegiance nor did they shed innocent blood. Those who
opted to remain in their faith were allowed to do so, while those who had been enslaved and then embraced Islam
were given their freedom. They were given rights as well as obligations.
“The Visigoth rulers treated these people as their property, forcing them to work as serfs in their homes and
fields. When the Muslims came and conquered their lands, they gave the people the choice between conversion or
the right to purchase legal protection. They made it clear to the Spaniards that whoever was a slave and converted
would become a free man. A significant number of those enslaved quickly converted in their desire for freedom,
while only a tiny fraction of them, those who displayed unusual courage or some exceptional skill, had previously
been granted freedom under the Visigoths.
“But even those few emancipated during the rule of the Visigoths and the Romans before them did not enjoy
all the rights granted to free men. Their status was something between a slave and a freeman. With the Muslims,
however, those who embraced Islam were granted full rights, and even the Spaniards who remained as Christians
maintained their right to practice their religion openly, to follow their customs and rituals, and even keep their
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institutions, such as their system of government and courts. The Spaniards felt as though they moved away from
oppression to liberation with the Islamic conquest. And that feeling spread throughout all these parts.
“That’s why Musa ibn Nusayr found the conquest of these lands so easy. He was deter mined to conquer all of
Europe before returning to Damascus by way of Constantinople, but the Muslims assassinated him, just as they
killed his son ‘Abd al-Aziz, after him. If it weren’t for these pernicious deeds, the Muslim conquest would have
been completed at that time, and these lands which you came to conquer would have fallen into your possession
twenty years sooner.
“But the rulers of these lands that succeeded Musa and his son were men with personal ambitions, and they
treated the Christians and the non-Arab Muslims with contempt. Ill-will spread and the conquest became more
difficult, as more and more people came to believe that it was preferable to remain in their own state and in their
own religion.” The woman stopped speaking at that point and lifted her hand to wipe her mouth.
‘Abd al-Rahman sat speechless, astonished at her wisdom and her command of facts. He studied her features,
wondering who she could possibly be. But he remained patient, hoping that at the end of her story there would be
answers to the mystery of her identity. He took advantage of her silence and decided to bait her.
“It seems to me that you’re more familiar with the facts than most of our own men, and more determined than
they to protect Muslim interests!” Taking a deep breath he continued.
“The matter is exactly as you say, my sister, and I assume word reached you that I’ve been exerting all my
efforts to rectify the situation before embarking on this new war of conquest. I decided not to march forward
before visiting all the cities and towns of Andalusia the Muslims conquered from the Franks. I inspected their
governors and removed those whom I found to be weak or ambitious. I replaced them with wise and intelligent
men who govern all the citizens fairly, regardless of religion or ethnicity. I returned to the Christians what some
Muslim commanders plundered from their churches. I restored to them all the rights promised to them by Musa
ibn Nusayr and his son Abd at-Aziz.
“In fact, I made these adjustments acknowledging that Islam commands us to do so, and with the realization
that the Companions of the Prophet Muhammad were only able to achieve success in their conquests by striving
to rule with compassion and to treat their new subjects with kindness and justice.” The woman replied as she
adjusted her headscarf, exposing her features which revealed how deep she was in thought.
“I’ve learned about all you’ve done and are doing, and everything you intend to do, and for that I was anticipating your victory. But I see a contradiction in what I heard, and frankly, I fear the outcome.”
“How so?” he reacted, taken aback by her audacity.
“I suppose you know what I know in this respect, but shouldn’t what you yourself have just witnessed between
Hani and Bustam be sufficient to illustrate what I’m saying? Was not blood nearly shed between them on account
of this young girl?” She pointed to Maryam who sat next to her listening with interest and curiosity, as if she were
hearing all of this for the first time.
As ‘Abd al-Rahman took in the woman’s words he sat twirling the sides of his mustache and pulling at his
beard with the tips of his fingers. There was a look of intense interest in his eyes as he continued to probe the
woman.
“What you actually saw was no more than a rivalry between two commanders over the prize of a beautiful
captive. There’s nothing unusual about that.” She contrived a polite laugh and continued.
“Emir ‘Abd al-Rahman is clearly aware that the reasons for this rivalry are the bad feelings among the commanders and their differences concerning the goals of the campaign. Many of them joined the campaign only
because of the plunder and looting, especially the Berbers and other tribes like them. They do not understand the
true meaning of jihad and conquest. Nor do they know what Islam really is about because they came to embrace it
only for its worldly rewards.
“Those of them with such misguided motivations have no concern for what the people want or why they are
angry. You can see proof of that in what I myself saw during the fighting today. Some of your own men made no
distinction at all between residences and places of worship, or between monks and common folk. They pillaged
the cathedral of Bordeaux, one of the most revered churches of the Gallic people. Now, in addition to their contempt toward the Muslims, the Gauls believe that the archbishop is going to help them take their revenge against
the Muslims.”
“How is it that they pillaged the cathedral?” ‘Abd al-Rahman interrupted. “I personally ordered them to protect
it and show respect to the priests and monks.”
He then stood up, clapped his hands, and called out to his servants standing guard at the entrance of the tent. A
young man, slight of build and garbed in a simple tunic, rushed in.
“Bring Hani to me at once!” The servant made a gesture of obedience, and just as he was about to leave the
tent the woman spoke up:
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“I neglected to ask you to free my servant. He was taken prisoner despite his old age, and despite his Arab ethnicity.”
‘Abd al-Rahman yelled out to the servant to order Hani to bring the old man from among the prisoners. He
then asked the woman,
“What’s his name?”
“Hassan,” she replied.
“Tell Hani,” he ordered the servant, “that an old man named Hassan has been taken prisoner and that he should
bring him to me.”
*
When Maryam heard Hani’s name her heart began to pound. She had been sitting with her head lowered, but
now she perked up. Her cheeks flushed red, and a sparkle twinkled in her eye. The three of them sat qui etly,
waiting for Hani’s arrival.
‘Abd al-Rahman kept his eyes averted as he fiddled with his beard, fearing that some precipitous action might
muddle his thoughts, or perhaps confuse or obstruct them. The woman for her part remained silent, awestruck by
the way in which he was sitting.
Only a few minutes passed before they heard the sounds of a horse’s trot. When it neighed ‘Abd al-Rahman
recognized the sound of Hani’s black stallion and knew that he had arrived. The servant reappeared at the opening
of the tent and announced what the emir already knew.
“Show him in,” ‘Abd al-Rahman ordered.
Even before the servant had the chance to turn around, Hani entered the tent as if he were entering his own
home, such was the close relationship between him and the emir. He was still wearing his red abaya, armed with
sword and light weapons. When ‘Abd al-Rahman saw him, he flashed a smile, welcomed him, and asked him to
take a seat next to him. Hani sat down with his gaze fixed on Maryam and her mother as he adjusted his robe and
settled into his seat. Maryam sat demurely, with eyes bowed but stealing a glimpse of Hani every few seconds to
watch his every move.
An elderly man, garbed in traditional Gallic dress and wearing a small turban had entered right behind Hani.
His hair had turned ashen and he sported a long, thick beard. He was frail of physique and his forehead and neck
had become severely wrinkled. His cheeks were sunken, and anyone who laid eyes on him would guess he was in
his nineties. But to see him walk or hear him speak one would say he wasn’t a day over sixty.
He entered the tent wearing a knee-length tunic fastened at the waist with a leather belt. His lower legs were
exposed, covered by thick hair under which the skin could not be seen. He covered his feet in sandals made from
the local Bordeaux leather.
‘Abd al-Rahman beckoned him from the entrance of the tent to sit, and he came in and complied politely. ‘Abd
al-Rahman turned to Hani.
“I imagine you’ve had a trying day. You must be exhausted.”
“There’s no exhaustion in war if your goal is victory, as was the case today in our victory over this city, which
came with the help of God’s and Emir ‘Abd al-Rahman’s sword.”
“The emir had no hand in this matter,” ‘Abd al-Rahman replied. “Our victory is owed to you, to your troops,
and to all the Muslim forces. But I didn’t summon you here to talk about that. I called you here on a matter of
grave concern. So lend me your ear!” Hani stepped forward and pricked up his ears.
“I wish to hear what the emir has to say.”
“Do you know the reason why the Muslims succeeded in conquering so much territory, from the days of our
first holy wars until now?” he asked.
“I know that God granted them victory by allowing them to come together and join forces, and this is what we
aspire to do in every struggle in which we engage,” he responded.
“I agree. You have been my right hand in keeping this huge army of warriors together, especially given their
different backgrounds and conflicting goals, even if some hardships had to be endured along the way. But there’s
another factor that aided our pious ancestors in their conquests and in establishing a new system of governance.
Do you know what it is?”
Hani bowed his head and pondered the question carefully. ‘Abd al-Rahman kept his eyes sharply focused,
seemingly anxious for a speedy response.
“What I know is that the Islamic state rests on justice and compassion,” he finally replied.
“This is what I was getting at,” affirmed the emir. “Justice is the basis of the power to rule, and compassion
toward the citizens assures their obedience and affection. This has been the case among the protected peoples, the
Christians and Jews alike, and especially the monks and priests who oversee the churches and synagogues. Both
the Qur’an and the Prophetic sayings and traditions have instructed us not to harm them.
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“And so whenever our patriarchal caliphs dispatched an army into battle they commanded it to treat the
conquered peoples gently, and that they not inflict any harm on them. And they instructed that their houses of
worship and those who watch over them were not to be violated. Didn’t you know that?”
“I do, indeed, know this,” Hani insisted, “and how often did we speak about the violations committed by some
of the rulers of Andalusia in this regard, and we vowed to prevent such violations.”
“Then what is the meaning, pray tell, of your assault on the Bordeaux Cathedral today, plundering its vessels
and harming its clergy?”
An expression of anger mixed with bewilderment flashed over Hani’s face. He lowered his eyes for a moment
and then looked up, shook his head and spoke:
“May God damn Bustam for his greed and disobedience! I personally warned him against such atrocities during the battle. I could see how ravenous he and his men were to loot treasures. Having heard about the gold and
silver vessels in the cathedral, and anticipating that greed would lead him and his tribesmen to plunder, I
interrupted the fighting to tell him pointedly,
“‘I’m warning you not to allow your men to enter a single church or synagogue.’
“Total silence was his reply and I knew then and there that he had no intention of heeding my warning, given
his greedy and vicious nature.” Before he could go on, ‘Abd al-Rabman spoke:
“So you think Bustam has a hand in this?”
“It could only be him. No one else would be so brazen as to disobey my orders. Later, when the booty was
being divided I noticed one of his men carrying a solid gold cross and another with a sterling silver censer. These
could only be found in a church.” Once again ‘Abd al-Rahman clapped his hands and called out to his servant.
“Go and bring me Bustam.” Then he turned back to Hani.
“I’m going to speak to him calmly, knowing how ill-tempered and vindictive he is. If I anger him I run the risk
of tearing the army apart.”
“What is it about this dangerous ally and his tribe you can’t do without?” asked the woman. ‘Abd al-Rahman
sighed a deep sigh.
“If we cleansed our army of these unsavory elements, we would be removing the fiercest and most numerous
of them. The many legions that make up our army come from Berber tribes, Slays and Serbians, Copts, Nabateans, and others. And there are many among them who still adhere to their Jewish, Christian, Manichaean, or
atheist beliefs even though they profess allegiance to Islam in public.
“The Berbers are the bravest of people—they fear neither death nor the enemy. It could rightfully be said that it
was they who actually conquered the Iberian peninsula and then turned it over to us. So if we were to rid ourselves of them, this next phase of conquest would be nearly impossible. The Arabs even today remain too few in
number to undertake this campaign alone, and so deploying the Berber battalions in this war will be of the utmost
importance. But this requires us for the moment to exercise skillful politics in dealing with them and to avoid
provoking them.
“What incites them is the spoils of war, and this leads, frankly, to our giving in to their demands. We do this to
keep them happy which, in the end, is in the best interests of Islam.” Maryam’s mother marveled at ‘Abd al-Rahman’s shrewd intelligence and open mind.
“An army created with you as it’s leader can only emerge triumphant and victorious,” she said. Beaming with
delight at the woman’s compliment, ‘Abd al-Rahman turned toward Hani and placed his hand on his shoulder:
“This is my right hand, the leader of our cavalry.” Hani was visibly embarrassed and just as he was about to
say something the servant entered and announced that Bustam had arrived.
“Let him in,” ordered ‘Abd al-Rahman.
*
Bustam entered with his robe open in the front and his turban half falling off the side of his head, with one
hand dragging his sword and the other holding a half-eaten bunch of grapes. When he realized he was in the
presence of the emir, he took a few steps back and tossed the grapes outside the tent. Then he came back inside,
swaggering confidently. However arrogant he appeared, he remained diffident toward ‘Abd a!Rahman, given that
the emir never once failed to treat him with the utmost respect.
‘Abd al-Rahman was a shrewd politician who knew full well that real power rests on affection and leniency,
not on boorishness, arrogance, and coercion. Thus, he greeted the Berber chieftain with a warm and welcoming
smile and invited him to take a seat. Bustam sat down while casting his gaze around the corners of the tent. When
he spotted Maryam and Hani he knew instantly that this summons was in some way connected to them.
“We’ve asked you to come, commander,” ‘Abd al-Rahman addressed him, “to ask you about a matter that
concerns us greatly, since our goal is the same, that is, to raise the banner of Islam.”
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Bustam was delighted by the flattering remarks, especially since the Arabs were accustomed to treating the
Berbers as though they were merely clients. He responded,
“O Emir, whatever wish you command will be my honor to obey, for I am eternally at your service!”
“God bless you, and may He bestow His benefits on the Muslims through your sword,” he intoned. “But the
matter for which we brought you here concerns the Christians of this city who have raised a complaint against
some of our soldiers for pillaging one of their churches. As you well know, the Christians are ‘People of the Book’
and are thus entitled to our protection, as God has commanded us, and that their churches and places of worship
shall not be desecrated.
“More than ever, it is imperative that we treat the people of these towns kindly especially since we’re about to
embark upon the conquest of areas more resistant than those we’ve already taken—areas ruled by men who
oppress their subjects with more cruelty than those we defeated.
“So, if they see us as being tolerant and fair rulers, they will help us. For this reason I have been instructing
you, under the command of our brother, Hani, to respect all their places of worship. Therefore, I ask that if you
have any information about this church or who plundered it, I implore you to help us retrieve all the stolen items.”
“I cannot deny, Emir, the seriousness of this matter. Until today, we have been obeying these orders and
respecting the sanctity of the churches. But this morning I saw something that shook me to the core. I couldn’t
hold myself back from taking revenge and ransacking this church. I saw in some of the houses throughout the city
a number of Muslims—men, young boys and even women—being used as slaves!
“True, I can’t deny them the right to practice slavery since we, ourselves, do the same with those of them we
capture. But I saw Muslims with feet bound in iron shackles, and Muslims, burdened with heavy loads over their
shoulders, being lead into the vineyards to work like animals. After seeing these horrific scenes I couldn’t control
myself from exacting justice, and so I plundered everything I could get my hands on, and I made sure not to leave
out a single church or a single monastery.” When Bustam had finished what he had to say, ‘Abd al-Rahman turned
toward the woman to gauge her reaction.
“I readily admit,” she said, “that the Franks treat their Arab prisoners much more harshly than the Muslims
treat their Frankish prisoners, even if both groups alike buy and sell these captives like commodities. And when
the prisoner comes under the roof of his master, he or she is used however the master wishes, to till the land or
work in the home. These prisoners remain as slaves, as do their children and several generations to follow, unless
their families or acquaintances ransom them with handsome sums or some other form of payment.
But with Muslims, emancipation from slavery is an easier matter than it is with the Franks. Concerning the
matter of shackling feet, as far as I know this is done to prevent escape. Maybe in these cases they tried to run
away and failed, and so their feet were bound to prevent them from trying again.” ‘Abd al-Rahman cut her short
and turned to address Bustam.
“Let’s suppose that what you say happened. But what is important in the end are the consequences. If we were
to behave the way they do, how would we be superior to them? What kind of victory could we expect in this life
and what kind of reward could we anticipate in the afterlife?
“What matters to us is that we conduct ourselves the way the Qur’an and Islamic custom instruct us to, and
that we live our lives according to the ways of our pious forefathers. Furthermore, our desire to go to war for even
a little of the booty leads to our failure and stands in the way of our mission, and thus we lose twofold the spoils
of war. Not to mention the ignominy that would follow us!” Then he turned to Hani as his eyebrows arched in an
expression of concern.
“I don’t need to remind you that we are following the righteous path in achieving something more precious
than gold and silver. We are striving to conquer this entire continent. If we succeed in doing so, we gain not only
riches but souls as well.
We also spread Islam to the many tribes of Christians, atheists, and God knows how many more. We will take
possession of the cities and their people. Our flag will wave high over Rome and Constantinople, not to men tion
the countless number of other Christian capitals.
“Our vagabond will become a prince, and our poor man will become a rich man. And you, Hani, will gain
much of gold, silver, and precious gems. You will possess more than you desire of slave girls and young servants.
If you think I’m mistaken, say so!”
*
Hani was quick to realize that ‘Abd al-Rabman was aiming his remarks to Bustam even though he was staring
at Hani as a ploy to extract a reaction from the Berber chieftain. Bustam replied with his familiar contrived charm.
“You’re absolutely correct! They say the Berbers and other client groups never received their fair share of the
booty from the Arabs until you assumed the leadership. Your predecessors, and even many Arab commanders
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until today, regard non-Arab Muslims as slaves. If they fight in a battle, they don’t receive their rightful share of
the rewards. And we’re not blind to this favored treatment!”
“I have treated you with absolute fairness because all Muslims are brothers,” ‘Abd al-Rahman insisted in his
defense. “Now, you must hasten, you and Hani, and retrieve the church’s vessels so that we may return them to
their rightful owners.”
Bustam arose basking in the praise and respect ‘Abd al-Rahman showered on him. He even momentarily
forgot the rage he felt toward Hani because of their feud over Maryam.
Boorish and uncivilized people like himself are the quickest to forget a grudge because their hearts do not
retain emotions. If someone crosses them, they react, loudly and publicly, never holding anything back. This was
exactly the case with Bustam’s claim to Maryam because he wasn’t emotionally attached to her the way his rival
was.
For his part, Hani stood up and followed Bustam out of the pavilion, but he left his heart behind, perhaps as
collateral for Maryam’s heart. She herself felt as though her heart had stopped beating the moment Hani left, and
she was terrified that her feelings would be clearly visible on her face. And so she pretended to adjust her
headscarf. When the two commanders were out of sight, the woman turned to ‘Abd al-Rahman:
“Would my lord the Emir grant permission that my daughter be escorted along with my servant to a safe place
where she could remain under your protection? I will then finish what I must tell you, and we will see what can be
done.”
“Servant!” shouted ‘Abd at-Rahman as he clapped his hand. One of the young attendants quickly entered.
“Accompany this elderly man and young girl to the women’s tent. Prepare it with all that is necessary to
welcome them, and treat them as guests in our custody.” The woman, satisfied, turned to Hassan:
“Go, my good man, with Maryam. You are in the emir’s protection. Stay by her side until I arrive.” …
170.136 & 254.92 A. Excerpt from America in the Eyes of an Easterner, Or Eight Years in the United States
B. Excerpts from A Short History Of Lebanon: 1. “Islam The Religion” 2. “Islam The State” 3. “Islam The
Culture”\fn{by Philip Kuri Hitti (1886-1978)} Shimlan, Mount Lebanon Governorate, Lebanon (M) 20
A
… The first thing that attracts your attention as a visitor to America is how extremely lively Americans are.
The minute you arrive by boat in New York, the U. S. port, you will be greeted with the sight of a series of skyscrapers on the horizon, tall buildings with 50 or 60 floors.\fn{ Philip Hitti last visited the United States in 1924; the tallest
building in New York City now (2015) is One World Trade Center (102 floors). The Empire State Building was for long the tallest building
in the city (102 floors), but was completed in 1932:H } You will feel as though you have arrived in a country whose

inhabitants are giants among men. When you enter the city and walk among the people, you will be struck by how
eager Americans are to go to their work, how quick their pace is, and how active and energetic they are.
You will then realize that you are not in a country like others, and you are not among a people like others, but
rather among a people superior in their qualities, distinguished in their vitality, and unique in their abundance of
energy. The matchless skyscrapers, the quick pace of life, the ability to focus on one’s work, are none other than
manifestations of the dynamism of a nation that is full of youth and pulsating with tremendous energy.
The first thing you are told the minute you step out of the boat and while you are still on the board that
connects the boat with land—and that separates the Old from the New World—is,
“Step lively!”
It is a command that you’ll hear time and again from the lips of train and bus conductors all over the country as
though stepping lively were the slogan of the new life in this new land. Whereas the command you are bound to
hear in Eastern countries is, “Take your time!” or “Watch out!” or “Don’t trip!”
One can see that these Eastern and Western commands reveal the difference in the whole outlook on life
between Easterners and Americans.
“Hurry is Satan’s way,” is a proverb that is unknown to Americans. For the American eats in a hurry, walks in a
hurry, works in a hurry, lives his life in a hurry, dies in a hurry, and even is buried in a hurry, a hurry like the speed
of the turning wheels. This is what observers of the American scene have said about America and what many
French, British, German, Italian, or Spanish writers have noted.
The tailor in America hangs a sign on his shop that says that he irons and mends your clothes, “While you
wait.” The shoemaker says that he can mend your shoes while you wait in his shop. Many restaurants serve fast
food with signs such as “Quick Lunch!” In America you can sit at the barber’s chair and have one man cut your
19

hair, another prune your fingernails, while a third shines your shoes. Three operations are conducted simultaneously on one person.
One of the amusing anecdotes I heard in America, which reveals this national trait of doing things in a hurry,
tells of an insurance salesman who wanted to sell a life insurance policy to a resident Cuban businessman. The
American insurance salesman said,
“If you are to fall off from this window, an insurance check will reach your wife before you hit the ground of
the street.” Amazed, the Cuban businessman said to him,
“Suppose I hit the ground but I am not hurt, what will you do in this case?” The insurance salesman replied,
“Well, a telegram will have been sent to stop the payment!”
*
Love of work, earnestness, and perseverance are some of the signs that show American energy and liveliness.
Work is the fundamental American ethos. Old and young people,. men and women, rich and poor, they all work
several hours a day, from eight in the morning until five in the evening. Each one has his own work. Some work at
home, others in the market, or in the office, or in the laboratory, or in the store. Everyone works; none is lazy. If
you do not enjoy work for its own sake, then you will not have a happy life in America.
“With the sweat of your brow, you shall earn your living,” is a\fn{ Roughly Biblical} verse that originated in the
East but is followed to the letter in America.
Edison once was asked about genius, if you are looking for an example of genius then Edison is the one.
Edison replied,
“Genius is 99 percent perspiration and 1 percent inspiration.” Edison’s words reveal the American spirit.
In our East, the homemaker steps out of her home and buys food for breakfast and gathers some wood to fuel
her stove. Her house is heated and lit by the rays of the sun during the day; and receives moonbeams at night so
that it does not need any artificial light. But here in America a price, a big price, has to be paid for everything you
eat, drink, wear, and use to have your place lit or heated. Because this is the case in America then it becomes necessary to work in order to earn your living and pay for your own expenses. No neighbor will aid you, and no
relative will have pity on you. If you don’t work, you will simply perish.
In America the woman works, if not as a homemaker then as a doctor, a lawyer, a teacher, or a secretary.
Whenever you enter an office or a store in America you will find a secretary, typing business letters or keeping
accounts. The secretary in my office had a high school diploma; her father was a big businessman, perfectly capable of financially taking care of his daughter. But it is the American principle that stipulates that a daughter
should work in order to pay for some of her expenses and as a consequence will feel that she is an independent
individual, self-respected, and respected by others.
During the war\fn{World War I.} women were employed in factories, railways, and public buses as guards,
drivers, and conductors. You will find women working everywhere you go, even in churches, some churches have
male as well as female clergy. One of the Christian denominations, the Christian Science, always ordains a preacher (they call him reader) with a female aide. I once got acquainted with a woman from Brooklyn who told me
that she worked as a clergywoman and asked me to come one Sunday to hear her sermon.
Students work. No matter how wealthy a student’s father is, he is not expected to pay for all his son’s expenses. The son is expected to work during his spare time in order to pay for some of his needs. In every university in
America there is an official who helps students find jobs, all sorts of jobs. You may see one student working as a
waiter, another cleaning toilets, another collecting wood,\fn{ For fuel and heating; this was fairly common in the 1920s, especially in colleges and academies located in the country. } another removing snow from the front doors. I remember a student
at Columbia University who used to wash cars every night from seven until midnight.
Once I entered a barber’s shop in one of the seaside resorts in Massachusetts. I found some large medical
books on the table and I said to myself, what on earth could these medical and surgical tomes have to do with this
barber. When I inquired with the barber, he said to me,
“I am in my fourth year; I have shaved my way through college!” And he named his medical school; it was one
of the top schools in the country.
A female cousin of mine lived in a small town in West Virginia. Once when I went to visit her, I saw a painter
who was dressed in dirty clothes painting the walls on a high ladder. My cousin called him and introduced him to
me. I really did not see the point of all of this, since I did not have anything in common with him, until my cousin
introduced him by saying that he was one of the top students in his class at the University of West Virginia and
that he was to graduate soon. This young man, as it were, “painted his way through college!”
In American eyes there is no shame in any kind of work. What is truly shameful for the Americans is to be
unemployed or lazy.
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Macadeau, President Wilson’s son-in-law and the Secretary of Finance during the war, spent millions of dollars
on loans to the Allies and on the U.S. Army. Once the war was over, he resigned his position because his salary
was not enough to pay for his family’s expenses. Instead he accepted work as a lawyer for a group of ac-tors,
among whom were Douglas Fairbanks and Charlie Chaplin. While he was in this position he was nominated as a
candidate for the presidency to succeed his father-in-law, President Wilson.
You may hear wealthy Americans boasting about how they started their careers with menial, low-paying jobs.
The incumbent president Warren Harding, for example, was once a carriage driver.\fn{ Since this book was written
President Harding died on August 2, 1923.}
The rich work. When Easterners think of rich Americans such as Ford, Morgan, or Rockefeller, they imagine
them having a good time taking a promenade, or sitting in a café or bar and savoring the joys of life.
There is nothing further from the truth. I bet that if you went to see one of them, you would find him in his
office hard at work, poring over business letters and correspondence to his partners, planning his future projects.
The old work. The ideal thing for an Easterner is to become rich enough to retire and rest. For him that would
be heaven on earth. I noticed that many Easterners when they reach 50 they think that their life is over and their
work finished. For an American, on the other hand, if one’s work is terminated, then one’s life is over.
President Wilson is now 70 years old. His presidency came to an end on March 2 of last year and on March 3
he declared that he had opened a law firm in Washington, D. C. He suffered from hemiplegia\fn{ Paralysis of one side
of the body} toward the end of his tenure in office and signs of this disease can still be seen in his face and arm. By
working he does not seek to make more money for he has made more than enough. He does not seek to be famous; if he did not obtain fame as the occupant of the White House, it would be absurd to seek fame now a mere
lawyer.
But President Wilson believes, as do many of his compatriots, that without work his life will come to an end;
he simply does not wish to be one of the living dead.
*
President Theodore Roosevelt was a living example of American energy and dynamism. For this reason he was
well respected by people of his generation and greatly admired as a contemporary hero by his compatriots. His
life was a strenuous life, this is an apt description of it.
This is illustrated throughout his career: as the commander of volunteer soldiers in the war in Cuba, as the
governor of New York, as the president of the United States, as a hunter of wild animals in Africa, as an explorer
in the Amazon, and as the editor of the magazine Outlook and the newspaper the Kansas City Star. Roosevelt is
the man who coined the phrase, “strenuous life” as the most apt description of American life, which French
writers translate as la vie intense.
Hard work or the strenuous life does not cause death. Otherwise the longevity rate in the United States in 1900
would not have been as high as 35 years, or 36 as it is recorded this year by the medical inspector of the state of
New York. Whereas the longevity rate in India is 12 years, and in Cairo 15 years as it was stated by the American
Geographical Magazine\fn{National Geographic} in one of its issues last year.
*
The Easterner imagines Paradise as a place of rest for the righteous where they will retire from work, enjoy the
quiet and serenity of the place, and the most they will do is pray and sing hymns.
As for the American, if he is at all as religious as the Easterner, he will imagine paradise as a place of work and
noise, full of offices and establishments, where there is an assigned job for everyone, and everyone has to work
and work hard, nonstop.
In my view herein lies the difference between the Eastern and Western psyche. The Easterner is an idealist, a
romantic; his main concern is with the afterlife and his salvation in the afterlife.
The American, on the other hand, is a materialist, a pragmatist; his main concern is with this world and with
how to improve it.
For this reason, the Easterner has become the world’s teacher of literature (or good manners) and its spiritual
master.
The American, on the other hand, has become the master of the world’s land and the commander of the seas.
Were the American to stand and watch the waters that separate Brooklyn from the rest of New York, he would
think of building a bridge on which trains and cars can pass, carrying people and goods from one side to another.
But were the Easterner to stand and watch the same waters, he would probably compose a poem.
Were the American to watch Niagara Falls, he would think of how to convert the water power into electric
power with which the adjacent towns would be lit and trains and cars be run.
As for the Easterner, he would probably sing a traditional song in honor of the beautiful falls. …
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B
1
The word Islam may be used in three senses: religion, state and culture.
Islam the religion is that system of beliefs and practices founded by Muhammad, enshrined in the Qur’an\fn{ I
have attempted to systematize the term used to identify this work as “Qur’an”, most favored by the Muslims of my day. In this book the
forms used are “Koran” and “koranic,” but are throughout the Protocol rendered “Qur’an” and “Qur’anic.” Similarly, I have capitalized the
word “bible” throughout the Protocol:H} and supplemented by tradition.

Islam the state is the political entity, based on Qur’anic law, developed by Muhammad’s successors—the
caliphs—and later fragmented into numerous splinter states. Islamic culture denotes that high stage of synthetic
civilization, with varied Semitic, Persian, Greco-Roman and other elements, developed under the caliphate and
expressed primarily through the medium of the Arabic tongue.
To the orthodox Moslem, however, religion, theology, law and science are all different aspects of one and the
same thing. In this study we shall deal with Islam in its three aspects, but mainly as represented by Arabicspeaking peoples.
The term Islam (Arabic Islam) literally means surrender, technically submission to the will of God. It has an
ancient Semitic stem which gave Hebrew shalom (Ar. salam),\fn{I have eliminated diacritical markings over individual
letters, in the interests of machine-readability:H } meaning peace. In its quadriliteral form the stem occurs in the Qur’an
(sur. 37:103; surah, Ar. surah, originally Syriac for text of scripture, corresponds to chapter), where both Abraham
and his son surrendered to God’s sacrificial order. Abraham thus became the first Moslem (Ar. Muslim, he who
surrenders, see sur. 3:60). Moslems, be it remembered, call themselves by that name and disapprove of the term
Mohammedans (Muhammadans) generally applied to them by Westerners, as they disapprove of “Mohammedanism” as the name of their religion. Christians worship Christ, after whom they are named; Moslems do not
worship Muhammad. To them he is but a prophet, a messenger (of God).
*
Though born within the full light of history the historical Muhammad (Muhammad, “highly praised,” about
570-632) eludes us. In the Qur’an (sur. 61:6), our most reliable source of information, he is once called Ahmad,
giving rise to the suspicion that the form by which his name is known may be an honorific title. His first biographer died in Baghdad about 140 years after Muhammad’s death, and even that biography has survived only in
a later recension by ibn-Hisham, who died at al-Fustat (Old Cairo) in 833.
By that time biographers were already writing about their hero as they thought he should have been, not as he
was. Veneration for the founder of their faith and the creator of their glory had passed through the stage of idealization into idolization and at least in folk religion into adoration.
That the turning point in Muhammad’s life from polytheism to monotheism was prompted by his association of
prosperity and progress in the case of Jews and Christians with the possession of “a book,” a scripture, a
revelation, and his burning desire to bring his people such a book with such a message may be inferred from the
first supernatural voice he heard while contemplating in retreat:
“‘“Read: In the name of thy Lord, who created” (sur. 96:1). And when Muhammad hesitated because of his
linguistic ignorance the voice repeated:
“Read thou! For thy Lord is the most bounteous, who teacheth by the pen, Teacheth man what he knew not
(sur. 96:3-5).\fn{A note reads: “Qur’anic references are to Fluegel’s Arabic edition (Leipzig, 1841), whose verse numbering tallies with
Rodwell’s and Palmer’s English translations …”}
Equally hesitant because of incompetence was Jeremiah, when he had his transforming vision (Jer. 1:4-10).
Muhammad was then twice the age of the twenty-year-old Hebrew prophet. In both cases the strange experience
must have been a subjective if not objective reality. The initial message that the new prophet of Arabia felt the
urge to convey was, in a word, the oneness of God, Allah (Allah), already a chief deity of the Kaaba (Ka’bah,
cubic structure) in Mecca, the pantheon of heathenism in Hijaz. That message was and remained his primary
preoccupation.
This inaugural vision, followed by others, established Muhammad’s claim to the titles of prophet ( nabi) and
messenger (apostle, rasul). Both titles had a long history in Judaeo-Christian literature; the first was given to such
preachers of monotheism as Amos, Jeremiah and Isaiah, the second to Christ’s disciples. Thereby the Arabian
prophet took his place among the Jewish prophets and Christian apostles, last in the line,\fn{ The author takes no notice
of analogous people in the Bah’ai faith, or the Sikh religion, two of the five monotheisms presently in use throughout the world:H } summing up and supplementing earlier messages.
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That Muhammad was brought up as an orphan—in an impoverished clan of the noble family of Quraysh—and
that economic competence entered into his life—on marrying wealthy Khadijah—is attested in the Qur’an.
“Did He not find thee an orphan and give thee home? Did He not find thee astray and guide thee? Did He not find
thee destitute and enrich thee? Therefore the orphan oppress not; And the beggar drive not away. As for the bounty of
thy Lord, keep citing it” (sur. 93:6-11).

Other than what is attested in the Qur’an, almost all biographical material about the founder of Islam is purely
traditional.
The first certain date in his life is that of the hegira (hijrah, literally abandoning, technically migration) A.D.
622, which seventeen years later was designated by the Caliph Umar as the official beginning of the Moslem era
(A.H. 1, starting July 16). The Moslem year is lunar.
The designation was justified. The pre-hijrah period was one of trial and tribulation to the self-proclaimed
messenger of God. His peaceful methods of persuasion failed to win many converts from other than the low class.
Meantime the weapons of insult, mockery and false accusations leveled against him by the aristocracy of his own
tribe, the Umayyads, failed to dampen his zeal.
Resort was had to active persecution. As custodians of the Kaaba—center of heathen pilgrimage—and as
leaders of the profit-making south-to-north caravans that passed through their city, the Umayyads considered the
new teaching detrimental to their political and economic position. The migration in 622 from Mecca to Medina,
was not, however a flight but the consummation of a prearranged plan with Medinese pilgrim converts. Medina
had three Jewish tribes, considered good prospects, and an Arabian tribe with which Muhammad had blood ties.
Leaving his city of birth as a despised visionary, Muhammad entered his city of adoption as an honored guest.
Soon he developed into a warrior and military leader, a judge and lawgiver, the undisputed master of a growing
new politico-religious community. The success of his campaigns, especially that at Badr (85 miles southeast of
Medina, 624), in which 300 Moslems routed 1,000 Meccans, was interpreted as a divine sanction of his mis sion.
Equally successful were his campaigns against the unresponsive Jews, resulting in their expulsion and in appropriating their homes and rich oasis farms to his needy fellow-emigrants and increasing followers. His acceptance
of Jesus was enough to render him unacceptable to Jews.
Gradually the seer in him recedes to the background, the politician—the practical man of affairs merges. A
change in the character of the revelations is noted. Those fiery, passionate, incisive ones, emphasizing the oneness
of God, his attributes and the duty of man toward him, and expressed in rhymed and musical style, now yield to
verbose; prosaic ones dealing with such matters as ritualistic fasting and prayer, marriage and divorce, slaves and
prisoners of war.
In Medina Muhammad broke off with both Judaism and Christianity. Friday was ordained as the day for the
congregational prayer (sur. 62:9-11); the human voice calling for prayer from the roof replaced the sound of the
trumpet and the gong. Friday was chosen presumably because it was the weekly market day on which particularly Jews from the neighboring oases flocked to Medina to buy provisions for Sabbath, thus making it an
assembly day (jum’ah). Only recently it became a day of rest paralleling Christian Sunday. The kiblah (qiblah,
direction of ritual prayer) was transferred from Jerusalem to Mecca.
His prophet-hood, initially legitimized through connection with Jesus, Abraham and other Old Testament
patriarchs whom he considered prophets, was elevated by his assumption of the position of “the seal” (sur. 33:40)
in an unbroken chain beginning with Adam, and consequently the greatest.
“No prophets after me,” he reportedly declared.
His dispensation replaces all earlier ones. For the Jews and Christians had falsified the scrip tures. Islam
remained the only pure monotheism related particularly to Abraham, builder of the Kaaba. His son Ishmael,
considered by the Arabians as their ancestor, was also a prophet and a messenger (sur. 19:54, cf. Gen. 21:12-19;
25:13) and collaborated with his father in purifying the “house of God” (sur. 2:119). Thus were the historical
Christians and Jews by-passed and the heritage Arabicized and nationalized.
But resistant Mecca, center of Hijaz’ political and intellectual life, had to be brought within the fold. In 630,
only two years before his death, its rejected son entered it triumphantly at the head of 10,000 warrior-followers,
smashed the 360 idols said to have been housed in its sanctuary, declaring “Truth hath come and falsehood hath
vanished,” but dealt magnanimously with his stubborn enemies. Only ten were proscribed. Final success was
assured, with Mecca as the religious capital of the new religion and its geographical center, toward which the
faithful should turn their faces five times a day and their feet once in a lifetime. Medina remained the political
capital.
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The primitive Medinese community of emigrants and supporters was the future world of Islam in miniature. It
was a self-contained community, a brotherhood, with a brand-new basis—religion—set against the world. This
was the congregation of Allah under his vicegerent to whom all members owed undivided loyalty.
Hitherto the unit in Arabian social life was the tribe; the cementing force was blood relationship, real or
fictitious. Tribal loyalty was the overriding one. This radical innovation Muhammad introduced in his sermon as
the farewell pilgrimage to Mecca, three months before his death:
“O ye men! hearken unto my words and take ye them to heart! Know ye that every Moslem is a brother unto
every other Moslem, and that ye are now one brotherhood. It is not legitimate for any one of you, therefore, to
appropriate unto himself anything that belongs to his brother unless it is willingly given him by that brother!”
*
The Qur’an (al-Qur’an, reading) is the word of God—in the literal sense. It is eternal, uncreated, inalterable. It
was dictated piecemeal by Gabriel from an archetype in heaven (sur. 43:3; 56:76-79).
This concept belongs to a cycle of thought traceable to the ancient Sumerians. These originators of the
Euphratean civilization and predecessors of the Semites in that area maintained that their temples on earth had
counterparts in the sky. Proverbs (8:22 seq.) personifies Wisdom (Heb. hökhmah) and treats her as a goddess
existing by Yahweh’s side from the beginning. Plato correlated the concept of “idea” with being as the permanent,
self-existing, transcendent entity and as the perfect model for the imperfect copies we see around us. Hence
platonic love, in the sense of transcending passion for the individual to contemplation of the ideal. St. John
introduces his Gospel with “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.”
John the Divine saw in his Revelation (21:10 seq.) a “heavenly Jerusalem” which he describes in some detail.
The Qur’an is, therefore, more than a Bible of Islam; it participates of the nature of the host in the Roman
Catholic Church. It makes Muhammad the counterpart of Mary (not of Jesus), the vehicle through which God
revealed his Word to mankind. Veneration to Muhammad in folk religion, as in the case of veneration to Mary,
borders on adoration, but that is in variance with the learned system. The triumph of Islam, it has been well said,
is the triumph of a book, not a personality.
Strictly, the Qur’an should not be touched except in a state of legal purity (sur. 56:78). An old-fashioned
believer would not put it at the bottom of a pile of books but always on top. He would refrain from drinking or
smoking while reading it aloud. He might stoop down while walking in a city street to pick up a piece of written
paper and tuck it in the wall, lest there be on it a quotation from the Qur’an or a mention of the name of God.
A Qur’anic quotation is introduced with “saith Allah.” Muhammad’s sayings and doings are altogether different and separately recorded in generally accepted books of tradition (hadith).
The hadith authority is secondary to that of the Qur’an. The Prophet experienced ecstatic seizures as he
received the revelations, giving rise to the charge that he was epileptic. Like Amos he was a speaking—not
writing—prophet. Only a part of his revelations were recorded in his lifetime; the text was not finally established,
“canonized,” until A.D. 651.
The miraculous character of the Qur’an relates not only to origin and contents but to form. How could an
ummi—illiterate (more properly, unschooled) as Muhammad’s followers describe him—produce such a work that
is not only insuperable but inimitable? Even if men and jinn were to collaborate they could not produce the like of
it (sur. 17:90).
Muhammad was authorized by God to challenge his critics to produce even one comparable surah (sur. 10:39).
The challenge—as expected—was never successfully defied. Especially when chanted does this holy book seem
to exercise by virtue of its rhythm, rhyme and rhetoric a quasi-hypnotic effect upon its hearers, even though they
but dimly understand its meaning. The impact is more on the emotion and imagination than on the intellect.
Not only should the Qur’an not be translated but, it is held, cannot be. Having been revealed in Arabic, “the
language of angels,” its use should be limited to that language. A Persian, an Indonesian or any other non-Arabicspeaking Moslem could for his own benefit paraphrase it, but the result is not the Qur’an. Only Kemalist Turks
violated this rule.
The last translator of the Qur’an into English, himself a Moslem, assures his readers in the foreword that this
“is not the Glorious Qur’an, that inimitable symphony, the very sounds of which move men to tears and
ecstasy.” \fn{A note reads: “Marmaduke Pickthall, The Meaning of the Glorious Koran (London, 1930, p. vii).” The Qur’an was first
revealed to me through the translation offered by N. J. Dawood in 1956, which W notes is decried by many Muslim writers for its alleged
inaccuracies but, W says, “was at one time the world’s best-selling English translation of the Qur’an.” A. R. Kidwai (The Muslim World
Book Review, VII:4) has produced a work entitled Translating the Untranslatable: A Survey of English Translations of the Qur’an. In fact,
it is impossible to render any translation of any language precisely into the linguistic format of another tongue: it simply can not be
done:H} Here Islam does not differ in principle from Judaism, which by its insistence on the use of Hebrew in its
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ritual gave its adherents a spiritual and cultural unity, or from Roman Catholicism, which through Latin has given
its members a cultural heritage of lasting value.
On the literary side the influence of the Qur’an has been invaluable. By providing a model which practically
every Arab writer strove to follow throughout the ages, it protected the language from fragmentation through its
dialects into distinct languages, as has happened to the Romance languages. While today a Moroccan speaks a
somewhat different Arabic from an Iraqi, he writes essentially the same language.
The plain fact is that like any other world classic the Qur’an cannot be translated without substantial loss in
both artistic merit and shades of meaning; it cannot be understood unless projected against a vast background of
culture of which it is a religious as well as literary monument. No wonder Carlyle,\fn{Thomas Carlyle (1795-1881,
Scottish philosopher} despite his sympathetic attitude as shown by his choice of Muhammad as his hero-prophet,
found the translation
as toilsome reading as I ever undertook. A wearisome confused jumble, crude, incondite, endless iterations, longwindedness, entanglements; most crude, incondite;—insupportable stupidity, in short! Nothing but a sense of duty
could carry any European through the Qur’an.\fn{ Thomas Carlyle, On Heroes, Hero-Worship and the Heroic, in History (London, 1897), pp. 64-65}

He shares the feeling that any layman with no preparation would feel on visiting a modern art exhibit.
The sources of the Qur’an are unmistakable: Christian, Jewish and Arab heathen. Hijaz itself had Jewish but no
Christian colonies, but had Christian slaves and merchants. It was surrounded by centers whence Christian ideas
could have radiated into it. Arab tribes domiciled around al-Hijrah on the Euphrates had been Christianized before
the birth of Islam and maintained a Nestorian patriarchate in their capital. Others on the Syrian border were
Christianized even earlier and held commercial relations with their kinsmen to the south. In Yemen, Jews were
powerful enough to establish a dynasty which in 525 was overthrown by Yemeni Christians aided by Abyssinia. In
the year of Muhammad’s birth (570) Christian Abyssinians threatened Mecca itself.
The Prophet had two Abyssinian slaves, his muezzin Bilal and his future adopted son Zayd. He also had a
Christian wife, Mariyah the Copt, as well as a Jewish one, Safiyah, born to one of the Medinese tribes he destroyed. Tradition takes Muhammad at the age of twelve to Damascus, capital of Christian Syria, and acquaints
him en route with a monk. In his time, it is credibly recorded, paintings of Jesus and Mary were on the inner wall
of the Kaaba.
Most of the Old Testament characters in the Qur’an are drawn from the Pentateuch but are styled prophets.
Eighteen of the twenty-eight prophets named are from the Old Testament. But such prophets as Amos, Jeremiah
and Isaiah do not figure. Adam, Noah, Abraham, Isaac, Moses, Joseph, Jonah, Elijah—all these are prophets.
Their stories, as well as those of the creation, the flood, the destruction of Sodom, are told didactically, to teach a
lesson. Abraham, Muhammad’s hero, is mentioned no less than seventy times in thirty-five surahs, and surah four
bears his name. Surah twelve is dedicated to Joseph, whose story in contrast with others is elaborately detailed.
Of the New Testament characters the Qur’an recognizes only four: Zachariah, John the Bap tist, Jesus and
Mary. The first three are included among the prophets. The Gospel (Injil, originally Greek) is the only New Testament book mentioned by name (sur. 3:58; 5:51). The Psalms are the only Old Testament book mentioned (sur.
21:105).
Drawn second-hand from hearsay the Qur’anic material does not distinguish between what is canonical and
what is not. In the story of Joseph, for instance, Potephar’s wife invites to a party those women whose tongues
were wagging about her affair with Joseph, and when their eyes fall on him the knives in their hands fall on their
wrists rather than the fruit they were eating. Jesus speaks unto mankind in the cradle and fashions out of clay a
living bird, which has a parallel in the apocryphal Gospel of Infancy.\fn{ Of these infancy gospels there are several, denoted
by the names of their attributed authors, or the groups among which they circulated; I have failed to discover any with such a title as
“Gospel of Infancy”:H} Jesus’ crucifixion is disclaimed but not his ascension. Not only is his virgin birth accepted but

his mother’s seems to have some superhuman feature (sur. 3:35-37), where, however, she is confused with Mary,
sister of Aaron. Another confused Biblical character is Haman, favorite of Ahasuerus (Esth. 3:2), who is made
minister of the Pharaoh (sur. 40:38).
More serious than such slips are verses reflecting weak spots in Muhammad’s career and character. Surah 33
verse 37 was revealed to justify Muhammad’s marriage to the wife of his adopted son Zayd. In surah 53, verses
19 to 23 were revealed to withdraw an earlier recognition of three Meccan goddesses as intercessors with God.
Especially impressive among the surahs are those dealing with eschatology: the last judgment, which the
Prophet considered imminent, heaven and hell which are depicted with a brush dipped in materialistic colors.
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The delights of heaven and the horrors of hell were almost all anticipated by Syrian Christian writers. Two of
the seven names of hell (sa’ir, saqar) in the Qur’an are of Syriac origin, one (jahim) of Ethiopic and one (jahannam) of Hebrew origin.
Of the non-Judaeo-Christian narratives in the Qu’ran those relating to the extinct tribes of Ad and Thamud (sur.
7:63 seq.; 11:98; 26:141 seq.) are of local origin. The tribes’ punishment by God was due to their haughti ness and
rejection of his prophets. The reference of the “two-horned” Alexander the Great (sur. 18:82 seq., cf. Dan. 8:5, 21,
where there is a vague reference to Alexander), who seems to be sent on a divine commission, must have
originated in the Romance of Alexander then current among Syrian Christians.
Certain Qur’anic passages bear resemblance to Biblical passages but not to warrant the conclusion of borrowing or quoting. Compare, by way of example, surah 21:104 with Isaiah 34:4; surah 53:39-42 with Ezekiel
18:20; surah 53:45 with I Samuel 2:6; surah 46:19 with Luke 16:25. Even the parallelism between surah 1:5,
“Guide us in the straight path” and Psalm 27:1, “and lead us in a plain path,” may be explained on other grounds
than direct dependence. The only verbal quotation is surah 21:105,
“We have written in the Psalms [37:29] ‘verily the earth shall be inherited by my righteous servants.’”

Other passages, pertaining to the glorification of the deity, approach in sublimity Psalmist heights. Still others,
in their insistence on conduct rather than cult, personal rather than tribal responsibility, are comparable to
Prophetic utterances at their best.
Having dissected the body of the Qur’an one is not justified in assuming that full justice has been made to it.
For, after all, the result of the mixture of the elements is a chemical compound. The whole is not only greater than,
but different from, the parts.
Far from being a slavish imitator, Muhammad Islamized, Arabicized and nationalized the material. As the
material passed through his personality it not only acquired new meaning but was activated, energized and so
presented as to grip and hold a worldwide audience.
*
Being essentially a lay religion, with no sacraments, no ordained priesthood, no hierarchy, no apostolic
succession, Islam experienced less difficulty in adapting its general beliefs to changing and changed conditions
than perhaps the conservative wing of Christianity. It is a practical religion with no unattainable ideals. What is
wrongly called Moslem clergy is a body of ulema (Ar. ‘ulama, learned), men versed in theology, tradition and
other religious sciences. No function can they exercise beyond a layman’s competence. They teach, guide and
regulate but do not control. This is especially true in the case of Sunnites, followers of the sunnah (custom, use,
path), the theory and practice of the orthodox Moslem community, as opposed to the Shiites (Ar. Shi’ah, partisans,
i.e. of Ali, the Prophet’s son-in-law). The Sunnites number at present about 380,000,000 and the Shiites some
50,000,000. Today\fn{This book was published in 1962} Persia and Yemen are predominantly Shiite, Iraq is about fiftyfifty.
Only under the Ottoman Turks did a Sunnite class of ulema establish a hierarchy of theologians, judges and
muftis headed by Shaykh al-Islam in Constantinople.
Certain beliefs have remained firm through the ages. Those are the few dogmas which should be accepted by
the believer on their face value.
First in number and importance is the one pertaining to the oneness of God, expressed in the euphonius
formula La Ilaha ilia-1-Lah, “No God whatsoever but God.” This is one of the most oft-repeated phrases in the
Arabic language. Its concept is the cornerstone of Islamic structure. Over 90 per cent of Moslem theology deals
with it and its implications. The doctrine receives its most poignant expression in surah 12:
“Say: He is God, the one, God, the everlasting. He begetteth not, nor is he begotten; And there is none equal unto
Him.”

Moslems pride themselves on being the only Unitarians. Christians are Trinitarians. Associating partners with
this one god is polytheism, the one unforgivable sin (sur. 4:51, 116).
The second dogma is closely associated with the first and relates to the prophet-hood of Muhammad. It is
expressed in the formula: Muhammadun rasfllu-1-Lah, “Muhammad is the Messenger of God” (surs. 48:29;
7:156-158). In the Qur’anic system of theology Muhammad, as noted before, is no more than a human being, but
in folklore and popular religion he is invested with a divine aura.
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The third dogma makes the Koran the word of God (surs. 9:6; 48:15). This holy book embodies the final
revelation (surs. 17:107-108; 97:1; 44:2). Closely connected with the Qur’an is Gabriel, foremost among the
angels, bearer of the revelation and the spirit of holiness (surs. 2:91, 81; 16:104). Belief in angels is essential.
The last dogma asserts the reality of life after death, entailing resurrection of the body and involving reward
for the righteous and punishment for the wicked. An equivalent of purgatory is hinted at in surahs 2:74; 4:115 (cf.
sur. 11:109), where the believer may spend numbered days in hell or be exposed to its fire. The dramatic possibilities of the judgment day are exploited. It is the scene of a cataclysmic event, sudden and universal, in which
heaven splits asunder and becomes rosy (sur. 75:8-9), the moon is eclipsed and joins the sun, the mountains are
pulverized and the earth disgorges what is in its bowels (sur. 99:2).
*
Islamic acts of devotion or worship, also called the pillars of faith, can also be summed up under five
categories.
First in number and importance is the profession of the unity of God and the messenger-ship of Muhammad,
expressed in the double-formula: No god whatever but God; Muhammad is the messenger of God. Belief is not
enough; profession is obligatory. In fact Islam is satisfied with a verbal profession of this doctrine in case of a new
convert. The double-formula is repeated by the muezzin thrice, from thousands of minarets, in each of the five
prescribed daily prayers: “God is most great” (Allahu akbar, repeated four times); “I testify there is no god
whatever but God” (repeated twice); “I testify Muhammad is the messenger of God” (twice); “Hasten to prayer”
(twice); “Hasten to salvation” (twice); “God is most great” (twice); “There is no god whatever but God” (once).
At the muezzin’s call the believer should observe his ritual prayer. While in a state of legal purity—induced by
ablution,—properly oriented—toward Mecca—he recites the prescribed prayers going through fixed prostrations
and genuflections (surs. 24:57; 2:239; 4:46; 5:8-9).
In the course of each session the single and meaningful first surah, comparable to the Lord’s Prayer, is recited
four times, making it one of the most often-repeated prayers in any language. In addition there is, of course, the
spontaneous individual prayer, subject to no regulations. Only one congregational prayer, Friday noon, is enjoined
in the Qur’an (sur. 62:9), a counterpart of the Jewish Sabbath and Sunday Christian services.
Almost all the ceremonial features of Moslem prayer, including orientation, genuflections; and prostrations,
had been developed and practiced by Syrian monks. Certain features are pre-Christian. Daniel turned his face
toward Jerusalem as he prayed in exile (Dan. 6:10).
Fasting, the third pillar of faith, is certainly an ancient Semitic institution. Moses fasted forty days and forty
nights (Deut. 9:9) and so did Christ. Islam enjoined it from dawn till sunset throughout the month of Ramadan
(sur. 2:179-181). It involves abstinence from food, drink, smoking and conjugal relations. Almsgiving is associated in the Qur’an with prayer (surs. 2:40, 77; 9:5) and considered a feature of piety. Left first to the piety of the
individual, almsgiving became a legal tax raised and spent by the state for support of the needy, building mosques
and other general purposes.
In pilgrimage (surs. 3:91; 2:192-196), last among the pillars, Islam entered upon the richest share of its heathen
heritage and thereby differentiated itself markedly from its two sister monotheistic religions. By adopting the
Kaaba as the center of pilgrimage, with all its ceremonies, including its seven-fold circumambulation, kissing its
Black Stone and offering sacrifice, Muhammad made the more serious compromise with the native religion and to
that extent compromised his professedly uncompromising monotheism. The Black Stone, a meteorite piece, was
one of those many inanimate objects populated by primitive religions—that of the early Old Testament inclu-ded
—with beneficent spirits amounting to petty deities. True, Muhammad gave the heritage a new meaning, but it
remained of heathen origin.
A critical review of the above beliefs and practices impresses a Christian with the fact that to only two or three
—whose importance, however, should not be underrated —would he take exception. The same would hold true of
a Moslem reviewing the Nicene Creed. But between Islam and heathenism no comparison could be sustained.
With the one God the new religion introduced, it set other than worldly goals, made a revaluation of man and gave
a reinterpretation of history.
Here again analyzing the varied strains that entered into the make-up of Islam does no justice to the ensemble.
For religion is much more than a body of doctrines and a collection of rituals. It is a form of spiritual energy
sparked by some one personality and developed into a living organism. In this case, Muhammad, unlike Christ
who dealt with principles only, legislated in the concrete.
Much of this legislation was prompted by immediate and local situations; but, once enshrined in the Qur’an, it
acquired permanency and resistance to modification. Besides, it made of Islam a totalitarian religion in the sense
of attempting to control all aspects of a believer’s life. The plurality of wives (sur. 4:3), which in Western eyes
stands out as a distinctive feature of Islam, indicates an excess of women and was presumably directed against the
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matrilineal system according to which a husband could have one or two wives living with him and then “visit” a
number of other women.
Modern Islamic society has practically outgrown the Qur’anic legislation. The prohibition of gambling and
wine-drinking, another distinctive feature, was—as may be inferred from the text (surs. 2:216; 5:92-93)—directed
against certain practices connected with pagan religion. The injunction against usury, as is clear from the text (sur.
4:154-159), was prompted by experience with Medinese Jews. The second quarter of the twentieth century
witnessed the birth of banks in most parts of the Moslem world. Cutting off the thief’s hands (sur. 5:42) is another
legislation that has been discarded except in such countries as Saudi Arabia and Yemen.
On the other hand, some of the most tender Qur’anic legislation deals with the needy, orphans and slaves (surs.
2:172; 90:1216). A vague disapproving reference to infanticide (sur. 81:8-9) indicates that the practice was then
rare, limited perhaps to one tribe. It should be said to the credit of Islam that of all religions it was perhaps the
most successful in obliterating the lines of color and race within its fold; its treatment of slaves was certainly
more humane than that of Christianity.
Two devices worked out by the early Moslem community served to loosen the rigidity of its beliefs and
practices: hadiths ascribed to the Prophet and consensus of opinion. Words were put into the mouth of the
Prophet, or acts ascribed to him which, it was thought, he would have done and said had he been confronted with
a particular situation. Certain hadiths ascribe to Muhammad teachings and miracles analogous to Christ’s. Others
are devised to add sanction to recognized practices. The authority of hadith, be it recalled, is second only to that
of the Qur’an.
Consensus of opinion was arrived at not by polls or votes but by a slowly formed general agreement or usage
of the Moslem community. Because it is a congregation with no centralized religious authority, its agreement fills
that deficiency. To bolster further the authority of public opinion a hadith was ascribed to the Prophet:
“My community shall not agree on an error.”
Through this device the miracles of Muhammad were accepted; the cult of saints, with its concomitants of
shrines, pilgrimages and vows was universally adopted; circumcision—to which there is no Qur’anic ref erence—
became a counterpart of baptism in the Christian Church, and coffee—first considered a form of wine—developed
into a national drink. Expediency supplied what authority lacked or decried.
2
Muhammad, who did not seize Mecca till two years before his death and conducted no campaigns outside of
the peninsula other than a couple of raids at about the same time to southern Palestine, could not have planned
conquests leading to a world state and could not have Islamized the peninsula in his lifetime. Historians of the
conquests lived hundreds of years after the events, viewed them in the wrong perspective and had no sources
other than oral tradition. How could distant Oman and Bahrain, considering the then existing means of physical
and intellectual communication, have heard the new message—to say nothing about having accepted it?
The so-called “wars of apostasy,” waged by Muhammad’s first successor (Ar. khalifah, caliph) in Medina, abuBakr (r. 632-634), were not to bring back south and east Arabians to the fold of Islam, as Arab historians tell us,
but to convert them for the first time. Within Arabia no other religion could be tolerated. Arabia had to conquer
and Islamize itself before it could conquer and Islamize the world.
Nor were those early campaigns outside of Arabia under abu-Bakr and his successor Caliph Umar ibn-al
Khattab (r. 634-644) prearranged and planned for permanent conquest and settlement: they were rather, as called
in Arabic, raids (sing. ghazwah, whence razzia) for booty.
*
First to emerge as the hero of those campaigns was a young newly converted Qurayshite, Kha lid ibn-al-Walid.
It was he who subdued the peninsula (633), led a contingent to Iraq (633), rushed through an 800-mile desert in
eighteen days to Syria (634)—achieving one of the most memorable marches in military annals—and more
importantly wrested the provincial capital Damascus (635) from Byzantine hands. In the following year, with
some 25,000 men, he scored a decisive victory over the army of Heraclius (r. 610-641), twice as large, at the
Yarmuk, tributary of the Jordan. Thus in seven short years (633-640) was all Syria from the head of the Red Sea
to the foot of the Taurus Mountain overrun. The first province was acquired by the nascent state. Khalid won his
proud title “the sword of Allah.”
Meantime Khalid’s successors in the eastern sector were scoring equally brilliant victories. Sad ibn-abiWaqqas, a companion of the Prophet, routed the Persian garrison at al-Qadisiyah (near al-Hirah), crossed the
Tigris without losing a man, encountered but little resistance from Ctesiphon, the imperial capital (637), and
pursued its hapless young Sasanid monarch, Yazdagird III (r. 632-641), in a hot flight. The fate of the most
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powerful empire in the East was sealed. Booty seized at the capital dazzled the victors and provided the
chroniclers with a theme to outdo themselves in describing the treasures, exaggerated to nine billion silver pieces.
So ignorant were the warriors from the desert that some were willing to exchange the unfa miliar gold pieces
for silver ones. When one of them at al-Hirah was blamed for accepting only a thousand silver pieces for an aristocratic woman whom he had acquired as his share of the booty, his reply was that he never thought there was any
higher figure than ten hundred.
The battle of Nahawand (642) marked the end of a state that had endured with little interruption since the days
of Cyrus and Darius for some twelve centuries, a state that was not to rise again for more than eight centuries.
With Persia as a base Central Asia and western India were to be, in a second wave of Arab conquests, incorpo rated in the rising state of Islam. With Syria as a base, Egypt—a sister Byzantine province—was soon overrun.
The second hero of the conquests emerges, again a Qurayshite, Amr ibn-al-As. Amr had participated in the
conquest of Syria and presented, as a special credential to the caliph at Medina, knowledge of the country and its
roads acquired as a caravaner on the Arabia-Egypt route. Half-reluctantly did Umar grant him permission to
proceed, which abu-Bakr had refused.
At the head of 4,000 riders, later augmented, Amr followed through Sinai the beaten track trod before him by
Abraham, Cambyses, Alexander the Great, the Holy Family and, after him, by Napoleon and Allenby. A frontier
fortress surrendered after a month’s siege. The inland and stronger fortress of Babylon, near the site of modern
Cairo, was defended by Cyrus himself, governor and patriarch of the province. After seven months’ siege (641)
the battle cry of Islam, Allahu akbar (God is most great), echoed victoriously in its inner halls.
The turn of Alexandria, provincial capital, base of the Byzantine fleet and mightily protected with walls and
towers, came next. Once a brilliant intellectual and spiritual center, this city of Alexander boasted some of the best
known monuments of antiquity. Its lighthouse (Pharos) ranked among the seven wonders of the world. Its Ptole maic temple (Serapeum) was considered the proudest monument of Egyptian heathen architecture. One of two red
granite needles which then stood in it now adorns the Thames embankment in London and the other in Central
Park in New York. Before the walls of this second strongest city in the empire stood that motley horde of Arabia
with not a single ship, no siege machinery and no immediate source of supply.
But more was involved than the fall of a city. It meant the acquisition of a province con sidered the granary of
the Eastern Roman Empire and its richest possession. Egypt served as a springboard for reaching the rest of North
Africa and finally Spain and Sicily. In a brief simple message Amr reported the victory to Caliph Umar at Medina:
“I have captured a city from the description of which I shall refrain. Suffice it to say that I have seized therein
4,000 villas with 4,000 baths, 40,000 poll-tax paying Jews and 4,000 places of entertainment for the royalty.”
The messenger was entertained with bread and dates by the caliph, who held a simple but dig nified thanksgiving service in the Prophet’s Mosque. And praise be to Allah alone!
*
Arab historians, mostly theologians, had a simple explanation for that spectacular expansion from hitherto
internationally insignificant Arabia, resulting in the utter destruction of the greatest power in the East and
stripping the greatest power in the West of its fairest provinces. It was all providential, in line with the clerical explanation of Christianity’s spread and with the Hebrew interpretation of the conquest of Canaan. The motivation,
we are assured, was religious; conquest (Ar. fath, literally “opening”) simply meant opening the path for Allah
and Islam.
The fact is that motivation was primarily economic. The surplus population of a desert peninsula had to seek
elbow-room in adjacent lands. Earlier periodic overflows produced the Assyro-Babylonians on the eastern horn of
the Fertile Crescent and the Canaanites, Aramaeans and Hebrews on its western horn.
The lure of booty did not entirely escape the early historians of conquest. The doctrine of “holy war” (jihad,
surs. 2:186-189; 3:163-165) did contribute to the breath-taking advance of Moslem arms. It divided the world into
two realms, the abode of peace and the abode of war, and made it incumbent on the believer to keep on pushing
the wall between the two until the whole world is Islamized—reminiscent of the modern communistic theory. He
who fell on the battlefield was promised immediate entry into Paradise.
Then there was the collaboration of local Christians and Jews, restless under Byzantine tyranny, political and
religious. To them the Semitic Arabians seemed closer of kin. Syrian Christianity differed and suffered from
Byzantine Christianity. Damascus surrendered through treachery on the part of civil and ecclesiastical authorities
who included the grandfather of the celebrated St. John of Damascus. Such other leading cities of Syria as Hims
and Hamah not only opened their gates but sent delegations to welcome the newcomers. It should, moreover, be
remembered that Persia and Byzantium had engaged for years in bloody contests that mutually weakened them.
A fallacy connected with the conquests and entertained by Westerners makes the Arabians set out with the
sword in one hand and the Qur’an in the other, confronting the world with the alternative of choosing one or the
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other. The fact is that a third choice was offered first to the “people of the book” (Christians and Jews): tribute.
Later, as dictated by expediency, the third choice was offered to polytheists. In many cases, as those of Syria and
Egypt, the tribute imposed was less onerous than the one it displaced. The Islam that first conquered was not the
religion but the state, not Muhammadanism but Arabianism.
The Arabians burst upon an unsuspecting world as a nationalist theocracy seeking a fuller material life. Two or
three centuries had to pass before Syria, Iraq and Persia presented the aspects of Moslem lands. When their
peoples flocked to the fold of Islam, they were in general actuated by self-interest—economic, social and political. Tribute fell with Islam. Conversion to the religion of the conquerors conferred special privileges and rights.
In consideration of the tribute paid by non-Moslems—styled dhimmis (protected)—the state owed them protecttion for their lives and properties. They themselves could not bear arms. The terms of the treaty reportedly made
by the Prophet with Maqna, a Jewish oasis in northern Hijaz near the Palestine border, set the model for later ones
with Syrian, Egyptian, Mesopotamian and other conquered towns.
*
After the conqueror, came the turn of the administrator. How to consolidate and rule such a far-flung newly
acquired domain and integrate its heterogeneous societies and sundry ethnic groups presented major difficulties to
inexperienced newcomers from Arabia. The solution lay in following the line of least resistance: maintaining the
Byzantine framework of the provincial government in Syria and Egypt and the Sasanid machinery in Persia and
Iraq. Even old functionaries and bureaucrats were not dismissed and the languages of the government registers
were not changed.
Conquering generals served as governors and received vast territories as fiefs. Arabian Moslems established
themselves as a religio-military community, first-class citizens, with the Qurayshites heading the new aristocracy.
Next to them came new converts, in theory but not in practice on a par with old Moslems. Christians, Jews and
other dhimmis were left in their varied professions, including cultivation of the soil, and constituted second-class
citizens. As long as they paid tribute they were safe. At the bottom of the socio-political ladder stood the slaves,
including prisoners of war.
At the top stood the caliphs, successors of the Prophet as heads of the state but not successors in his prophethood. Nor were they “popes” with any power “to loose or bind.” The dissident Shiites, however, endowed their
imams—Ali and his descendants—with supreme spiritual powers. All Arab caliphs belonged to the Prophet’s
family.
*
First among the series of caliphates that succeeded one another in Islam was one styled orthodox, because all
four members—beginning with abu-Bakr (r. 632-634) and ending with Ali (r. 656-661)—were closely related to
and immediately associated with the Prophet. Greatest among them was Umar ibn-alKhattab (r. 634-644).
Orthodox caliphs presumably conducted the affairs of the state as if still under the awe of the Prophetic
influence. Their capital was Medina; the era was purely Arabian, patriarchal, with the head of the state behaving
like a tribal shaykh rather than a monarch.
It ended in a civil strife which deprived Ali, Muhammad’s son-in-law and father of his only surviving male
progeny, of the supreme authority and lodged it in Muawiyah ibnbi-Sufyan, founder of the Umayyad dynasty of
fourteen caliphs (r. 661-750). Muawiyah represented the aristocratic branch of the Quraysh, whose conversion to
Islam was suspiciously one of convenience rather than conviction.
The Shiites, however, persisted in their unswerving loyalty to Ali and his imam descendants, holding that Ali’s
designation was from God through Muhammad and that succession to him was hereditary. Throughout, they insisted that the Umayyads as well as the Abbasids after them were but usurpers.
*
By this time the center of Islamic gravity had shifted northward. Muawiyah (r. 661-680) chose Da mascus for
the capital of the new caliphate. Shrewd, realistic and secularly minded Muawiyah was styled by Arab historians
the “first king” in Islam—a derogatory term. He was the second founder of the state but on a different basis from
the theocracy of Umar ibn-al-Khattab.
Muawiyah had a Christian physician, a Christian poet and a Christian wife whose son he nominated as his
successor, thus introducing the hereditary principle. The army, hitherto on a tribal basis, he reorganized on
Byzantine models. The Byzantine navy and arsenal (from Ar. dar al-sina’ah), captured at Acre ( ‘Akka), made
him the first admiral (from Ar. amir al-bahr, commander of the sea) in Islam. His generals crossed the Oxus and
Jaxartes and penetrated deep into Central Asia, bringing Islam in contact with a new people—the Turks—future
champions of this religion and builders of its modern empire. In North Africa the Barbary states were overrun,
enriching Moslem society with a new ethnic element, the Hamitic Berbers—cousins of the Semites—on whom
30

Roman-Byzantine culture had left no deep impression except along the seacoast. On two occasions Muawiyah
stretched his mighty arm across Asia Minor to Constantinople.
This second wave of conquest, inaugurated by Muawiyah, was climaxed under his successors Abd-al-Malik (r.
685-705) and al-Walid (r. 705-715) by the conquest of Spain, to be treated later, and penetration into France. The
check of the advance in 732 between Tours and Poitiers marks the end of the entire expansion. This bat tle,
considered by Gibbon and other Western historians one of the decisive battles in history, in itself decided nothing.
These historians envisioned—had it been won by Moslems—mosques in Paris and London, where cathedrals now
stand, and fezzes where hats are worn. Moslem arms, over two thousand miles from their base (at Kairwan, near
modern Tunis) had reached a standstill.
What is surprising is not that they were checked near Tours but that they reached there. A hundred years after
Muhammad’s death his followers were masters of an empire greater than the Roman at its height.
Under Abd-al-Malik and his son al-Walid the Umayyad Mosque of Damascus as well as the Dome of the Rock
(wrongly called the Mosque of Umar) and the Aqsa Mosque in Jerusalem were built. All three still stand among
the holiest places of worship in Islam and its most magnificent architectural monuments. The languages of the
public registers were changed into Arabic. Arab coinage was struck to replace Byzantine and Sasanid coinage.
The Arabicization of the state was complete.
*
The year 750 witnessed the fall of the Umayyad caliphate and the rise of the Abbasid, so named after an uncle
of the Prophet. The last of the thirteen successors of Muawiyah were more interested in women, wine and chase
than in state affairs.
The Abbasid series started with al-Saffah (bloodshedder, r. 750-754), whose general desecrated the caliphal
tombs in Damascus by exhuming their contents, invited eighty Umayyad princes to a banquet near Jaffa and in the
course of the feast had them all cut down.
But the real founder of the dynasty was his brother al-Mansur (r. 754-775), builder of Bagh dad and ancestor of
the thirty-six caliphs who succeeded him. This was the longest-lived caliphate (750-1258). It differed from its
predecessor in not being coterminous with Islam. Shortly after its rise, Moslem Spain declared its independence
under an Umayyad amir, Abd-al-Rahman, who had escaped the Damascus massacre. In the ninth century a rash of
petty states erupted over the body of the caliphate. Early in the tenth a Shiite state, the Fati mid (909-1171), arose
in North Africa to contest supremacy in Islam.
At no time was the word of the Abbasid caliph law from the Atlantic to east Turkestan, as it had been under the
Umayyads. Unlike the Damascus caliphs, those of Baghdad were Persian oriented. Persian vizirs, wives and wines
became conspicuous in court. They looked more eastward than westward. Only one campaign was conducted
against the “eternal enemy,” Constantinople, by Harun in 782. It won him the honorific title of al-Rashid
(follower of the right path).
Under al-Rashid (r. 786-809), fifth in the series, and his son al-Mamun (r. 813-833) the Abbasid state reached
the plateau of its might and influence. The luminous reigns of these two caliphs gave the entire Abbasid court a
halo in popular imagination that rendered it the most celebrated in Moslem annals. With more fiction than fact the
Arabian Nights have immortalized the splendor, luxury and intellectual attainment of the period. Though still
young in years the capital on the Tigris developed into an international trade and industrial center, a medieval
successor of Babylon and Ctesiphon.
It stood alone as the rival of Byzantium. The caliphal treasury was enriched by annual tribute from the Byzantine emperor, consequent to Harun’s earlier victory. This caliph exchanged gifts with Charlemagne, whose
friendship he sought as a potential ally against the rising rival Umayyad power in Spain. Charlemagne and his
courtiers were then struggling with the rudiments of reading and writing, while the caliphal court swarmed with
poets, literati, scholars, musicians, singers and dancers. Not least among the scholars were translators from
foreign languages patronized by the court.
The period witnessed the most momentous intellectual movement in the early history of Islam, and one of the
most significant in the entire history of thought and culture, as we shall see in the following chapter.
Social structure in the Abbasid period underwent a radical change. The tribal organization, a relic of Arabianism, was virtually obliterated. The traditional Arabian aristocracy based on blood and sword was no more in
prominence. No longer was the military man the hero.
The merchant took his place as Moslem trade became international extending from China to western Africa.
The new aristocracy of businessmen, scholars, craftsmen replaced the earlier one based on lineage and priority in
the faith. Polygamy, concubinage and slavery contributed to the fusion of old and new Moslems. Even the Qurayash blood became so diluted that of the Abbasid caliphs only three were sons of free women and only one had
both parents of the Prophet’s tribe. No more did Christians in the Fertile Crescent and Egypt and Zoroastrians in
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Persia form the bulk of the base of the social pyramid; they became Neo-Moslems. The victory of Islam the
religion was complete, except in mountainous Lebanon, a status retained to the present day.
Into the Abbasid society a new ethnic element was injected, Seljuq Turks, related to the Mongols. Originally
tribesmen from Central Asia, these Turks infiltrated into the caliphal state, adopted its religion and worked their
way into its highest positions. In 1058 their leader, Tughril Bey, was recognized as regent of the empire and given
the title of sultan (he with authority), later borne by Ottoman Turks, cousins and successors of the Seljuqs. The
caliph was kept on the throne, bedecked in all the regalia of his high office but shorn of its authority. At the
decisive battle of Manzikart (Malazkird, in Armenia, 1071) the Byzantine emperor Romanus Diogenes was taken
prisoner and a firm foothold gained for Islam in the “land of the Romans” (Rum), Asia Minor (Anatolia). A
mighty Seljuq sultanate—antecedent of the Ottoman—was established there; others grew in north Syria. These
were the ones through which the Crusaders had to fight their way, toward the end of the eleventh century, to reach
the Holy Land.
*
The cycle of life ascribed by the Abbasid state did not differ from that of the Umayyad except in the duration
of the period of decline: an abrupt, sharp rise under able leadership, a brief lingering at a plateau and then decline,
precipitous or prolonged, under incompetent, dissolute, irresponsible caliphs. The Abbasid fall came in 1258,
when victorious Mongol hordes under Hulagu reached the capital city. Before Hulagu, his grandfather Chingiz
Khan had undertaken a triumphal march from China to central Europe and shaken almost every state in between
to its very foundation, but his route took him north of Baghdad through Russia. Hulagu had no difficulty in
storming Baghdad, which was given to plunder and flames. Among the corpses that lay in heaps in the streets for
days emitting pestilential odors were those of the last Abbasid caliph, al-Mustasim (r. 1242-1258), and 300 of his
courtiers. The conqueror had to wait before he could enter the city and breathe its air. Such was the ignominious
end of the Arab caliphate, never to rise again.
*
What Hulagu did was to administer the final blow to an already dying state. The last caliphs reigned but did
not rule. The empire became a hodgepodge of petty states, independent or semi-independent, under native Turks,
Persians and Arabs. The Umayyad amirate of Spain developed into a mighty caliphate. Closer and more
dangerous was the Fatimid, the only major Shiite dynasty. Its imams claimed descent from Muhammad’s
daughter, Fatimah, wife of Ali.
Born in what is today Tunisia in 909, this dynasty moved its seat in 973 to its newly built capital, Cairo, where
it reached the height of its might under its fifth imam, al-Aziz (r. 975-996). Its realm then extended from Arabia to
the Atlantic. There was a time in which Baghdad came near falling into the hands of a Fatimid general.
When the Crusaders in 1099 entered Palestine it was held by Fatimids. One of their imams, al-Hakim (r. 9961021), had destroyed the Church of the Holy Sepulcher in Jerusalem and contributed to the Crusading movement.
This caliph was the third in Islam, after the pious Umayyad Umar ibn-Abd-alAziz (r. 717-720) and the Abbasid
al-Mutawakkil (r. 847-861), to impose on Christians and Jews disabilities that resulted in wholesale conversion to
Islam. An ultra-Shiite, al-Hakim proclaimed himself divine; his followers in Syria and Lebanon are still known as
Druzes after his missionary Darazi.
This dissident caliphate was dealt the coup de grace by the Sunnite Saladin (Salah-al-Din), the anti-Crusading
hero, in 1171. Saladin introduced the name of the ruling Abbasid caliph into the Friday sermon. Saladin and his
successors inherited and ruled the Fatimid realm but maintained nominal allegiance to the Baghdad caliphate. The
Azhar Mosque, built at the same time as Cairo, remains as the grandest architectural Fatimid monument and the
seat of the most influential traditional university in Islam and perhaps in the world.
3
Moslem expansion fan-wise—north, east and west—put the conquerors in vital contact with three more highly
developed cultures: Persian, Syrian and Hellenistic. Of the three the Hellenistic was the richest, though then not
the liveliest.
Starting with no cultural asset other than poetry, to which religion was later added, Arabians could claim no
developed literature, fine art, philosophy or science. They had to wait to acquire such assets from the peoples they
conquered. In this their experience paralleled that of the Teutonic tribes vis-à-vis the Roman Empire and differed
from that of Mongols and Tartars under Chingiz Khan, Hulagu and Attila. Gradually Moslem Arabians adopted
and adapted what did not conflict with their religious tenets, identified themselves with their subjects and ulti mately were absorbed by them. Theirs was another case of conquerors led captive by the conquered.
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What we call Islamic culture, therefore, was Islamic only in the sense that it evolved under Moslem aegis. A
better designation would be Arabic, Arabic being the medium through which that culture was expressed. The first
conquest, we learned before, was that of the arms, the state; the second that of religion; now we come to the third,
the conquest of language.
The linguistic victory was not achieved until Persians, Syrians, Egyptians, Berbers and Andalusians—Moslems, Christians and Jews—began to use the language of the Qur’an for expressing their thoughts and feelings. As
the lingua franca Arabic did not necessarily supersede the vernaculars in home use. In general, linguistic loyalty
outlived religious loyalty. In northern Mount Lebanon, Syriac (Aramaic, the language of Christ) survived till the
seventeenth century and is still used in the ritual of the Maronite Church. In Anti-Lebanon\fn{ The eastern Lebanon
mountain range} Aramaic has survived to the present day in three villages.\fn{ W says that Modern Aramaic is spoken today
as a first language by many scattered, predominantly small, and largely isolated communities of differing Christian, Jewish, and Mandean
ethnic groups of West Asia—most numerously by the Assyrians in the form of Assyrian Neo-Aramaic and Chaldean Neo-Aramaic—that
have all retained use of the once dominant lingua franca despite subsequent language shifts experienced throughout the Middle East. }

Prior to Islam the term Arabs, in the sense of Arabic-speaking people, and Arabians, in the sense of natives of
Arabia proper, could be used interchangeably, but now no more. The area covered by the linguistic term became
by virtue of the conquest no more coterminous with the geographic term. In this study the difference in usage
between the two terms should be borne in mind.
*
Especially precious among Persian offerings to Moslem culture was art, in which Persians had excelled for a
thousand years before there were any Moslems. As Indo-Europeans, Iranians tended to express their aesthetic
feelings through the hand—in the forms of sculpture, architecture, painting—as opposed to Semites, who
expressed theirs through the tongue—in literature. Since Islam frowned on the representation of animate objects,
considering it an infringement of divine prerogative, Persian Moslems resorted to such devices as symbolic and
miniature representation, in which they no less excelled than in traditional representation. Using Arabic letters,
Moslem Persians raised calligraphy to the rank of an almost unique art.
Especially striking was Persian contribution in the field of folk literature. The One Thousand and One Nights
(Arabian Nights, Alf Laylah wa-Laylah) comes first to mind. A Persian collection of a thousand tales, which
included Indian ones, provided the general plot and framework of the Arabic tales as well as the basis of the first
Arabic draft drawn before the mid-tenth century. The narrator Shahrazad was the daughter of a vizir and wife of
Shahriyar, king of India and China, who discovering the unfaithfulness of his first wife, vowed to kill each
successive bride on the morn following the wedding. But Shahrazad so beguiled the voluptuous tyrant with her
nightly tales and held his interest in suspense that he not only spared her life to hear the last of the tales but made
her queen. To the Arabic version additions were made from such sources as Greek, Hebrew, Egyptian; and numberless revisions and changes were introduced. The final form in which the Nights has come to us was not com pleted till the fifteenth century in Egypt.
Other borrowed collections of Persian stories, but different in character, included the delightful fables ascribed
to a philosopher, Bidpai, and intended to instruct royalty in the laws of polity by means of animals’ experiences.
The original came from India. The Arabic version, Kalilah wa-Dimnah (mid-eighth century), became the original
of translations into some forty European and Asiatic languages.
During al-Mansur’s reign (754-775) an Indian brought to Baghdad two important scientific treatises, one on
astronomy and the other on mathematics. The astronomical one was rendered into Arabic and its tables were later
syncretized with Greek tables by al-Khwarizmi (d.c. 850), one of the greatest scientific minds Islam produced. AlKhwarizmi’s work laid the basis of Arab astronomy which, as we shall see in a later chapter, richly contributed to
Western astronomy. This Arab scientist is better known for his text on algebra (al-jabr), the first of its kind. In it
he used the numerals called by Europeans Arabic, memorializing the source from which they were received, and
by Arabs Hindi (Indian). Tradition makes this Indian mathematical treatise, brought to Baghdad, the source of the
Arabic numerals. Certain equations in al-Khwarizmi’s algebra were anticipated by late Babylonians, presumably
transmitted by Syrians.
*
Syrians, in the sense of Syriac-speaking peoples, who then populated almost the entire Fertile Crescent,
mediated other elements of the ancient Semitic tradition, Christian and heathen. Their churches served as models
for Moslem places of worship. The earliest architectural monuments of Islam were those built by Umayyad
caliphs in Damascus and Jerusalem. They followed the cathedral style and were in turn followed by later mosques
(Ar. sing. masjid, place of prostration). In 705 Caliph al-Walid seized the basilica of St. John in his capital and
erected on its site the grand Umayyad Mosque, which has held its own to the present as the fourth holiest
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sanctuary, after those of Mecca, Medina and Jerusalem. In other Syrian cities the church building itself was turned
into a mosque.
[It was] Christian native architects who built the Umayyad Mosque as well as the Dome of the Rock and the
Aqsa in Jerusalem. Non-Arab craftsmen and artisans sumptuously decorated their walls with marbles and mosaics. The dome of the Dome of the Rock, oldest in Islam, was patterned after that of the cathedral of Busra northeast of Jerusalem. The circular niche for indicating the direction of prayer (mihrab), which became a prominent
permanent feature in mosques, appears for the first time in the Damascus one. It corresponds to the altar. The
second important feature is the pulpit (minbar), with its flight of stairs, whence the Friday noon sermon is delivered. The two southern minarets of the Damascus mosque reflected the basilica towers. All these features,
including the vignette mural decorations, became models for later structures as far as Spain.
Syrians also mediated the Hellenistic tradition, a fusion of Greco-Roman and Oriental elements. One Nestorian
family, the Bakhtishu, provided the Abbasid court, beginning with the second caliph, with six or seven generations of distinguished physicians. Medicine in those days, like jeweling and other professions, was hereditary in
families. It was a Bakhtishu who built the first hospital in Baghdad.
Most precious among the Hellenistic treasures transmitted by Christian Syrians was probably philosophy, Aristotelian and Neo-Platonic. Edessa (al-Ruha, Urfa) in north Syria became before the advent of Islam a brilliant seat
of schools of philosophy, succeeding Alexandria, itself a successor of Athens. In it flourished translators from
Greek into Syriac. Under the early Abbasids the movement for translating into Arabic from Syriac began reaching
its apex under al-Mamun (r. 813-833). This caliph built in his capital Bayt al-Hikmah (house of wisdom) a
combination of library, academy and translation bureau. He invited to it scholars and translators, who naturally
were largely Syrians. Syrians, having lived under Greco-Roman rule for centuries, knew Greek and by this time
Arabic.
The dean of translators and director of Bayt al-Hikmah was Hunayn ibn-Ishaq (Joannitius, 809-873), a
Nestorian. With the collaboration of his son and nephew, Hunayn rendered the major works of Aristotle and other
Greek philosophers, together with the medical works of Galen, into the language of the Koran. Galen’s encyclopedic work summed up almost all the classical medical lore down to the second Christian century. It dominated
the Moslem field down to modern times. The extant Arabic version antedates any Greek or Latin version in
existence and contains material not found in any European language.
If Edessa was the intellectual center of Christian Syrians, its neighbor to the southwest, Harran (Haran of
Abraham), was the seat of learning for heathen Syrians. These were called Sabians. As star-worshipers, Sabians
had long interested themselves in astronomy and mathematics and drawn upon Greek sources. At this time they
produced their greatest translator, Thabit ibn-Qurrah (836-901).
As in the case of Greek philosophy and medicine Syriac was the intermediary. Thabit and his son and
grandsons are credited with having rendered accessible to the Arabic reader the bulk of Greek astronomy and
mathematics, including the works of Archimedes, Apollonius of Perga and Euclid, which was revised by them.
*
In this period of translation, beginning around 750, the cream of the classical heritage and the residue of the
Near Eastern were transmitted into Arabic to be in due course transmitted to Europe, there to provide an impulse
for Europe’s intellectual renaissance, a renaissance the blessings of which the West still enjoys. Transmission in
itself, be it noted, is no mean achievement. Indeed, in a sense it is no less important for general progress than
origination.
Moreover, the Arabs were no mere transmitters. The period of translation was followed by one of creative
activity. Their language, hitherto a medium for expressing religion and poetry, developed in the hands of translators and researchers into a pliant tool for expressing the finest scientific thoughts and the highest philosophic
concepts. Besides, it established itself as the language of diplomacy and public intercourse from Central Asia
through North Africa into Spain. In its grammar and in philology and lexicography, as well as in theology, hadith
and jurisprudence, “its sons,” as they called and still call themselves, had throughout carried on independent
researches of the highest order. For some four centuries, beginning in the mid-eighth, its contents in history,
geography, philosophy, literature were perhaps incomparable.
*
The periods of translation and of origination were, of course, not mutually exclusive, as we may have noticed
in the case of al-Khwarizmi. To a translator, Hunayn ibn-Ishaq, is ascribed the earliest extant text on ophthalmology. The prevalence of eye diseases in the semi-tropical area prompted such specialization. Contribu tions
continued on a high scale in medicine and allied sciences, in astronomy and mathematics and to a less extent in
philosophy.
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The earliest clinical distinction between measles and smallpox was made in an extant treatise by another
Baghdadi, al-Razi (Latin Rhazes, 865-925), of Persian nationality, as the name indicates. Al-Razi is said to have
chosen the site of his new hospital in Baghdad by hanging shreds of meat in different quarters of the city and then
determining where putrefaction was least. His comprehensive work on medicine was done into Latin, as we shall
see later, and used as a textbook in medical schools. So was his treatise on smallpox and measles, in which he for
the first time in medical annals made a scientific distinction between these two diseases.
Another contributor in this field, also of Persian origin, was al-Majusi (d. 994), known to the West as Haly
Abbas, a corruption of his first name. Al-Majusi’s voluminous work advanced medical knowledge by presenting a
conception of the capillary system.
A Damascene physician, ibn-al-Nafis (d. 1285), who practiced and taught at Cairo, contributed a clear
conception of the pulmonary circulation of the blood centuries before Servetus, the Spaniard, [who is] generally
credited with the important discovery.
Moslems produced only few surgeons of distinction. They could not. Religion regarded dissection as a mutila tion of the human body, destined to rise after death. Vivisection was hardly possible or practicable. The Moslem
surgeons’ knowledge of anatomy, therefore, remained limited. Significantly their most distinguished surgeon was
born on European soil. Abu-al-Qasim (Latinized, Abulcasis) al-Zahrawi (d.c. 1013) was the court physician of the
Umayyad caliphate at its prime in Cordova. In his compendious book on medicine he devotes a section to surgery
in which he emphasizes, if not introduces, such new techniques as crushing a stone\fn{ A gallstone} in the bladder.
Another Spanish Moslem physician, more widely known as a philosopher, was ibn-Rushd (Averroes), born in
Cordova 1126 and died in Morocco 1198. In his al-Kulliyat fi al-Tibb (generalities on medicine) ibn-Rushd
recognized that no one is taken twice by smallpox and that the function of the retina was to receive images and
transmit them to the brain.
A Jewish contemporary and fellow-Cordovan of ibn-Rushd, ibn-Maymun (Maimonides, 1135-c.1204), also
internationally known as a philosopher, followed in medicine the standard Galenism of his time, but advanced its
science by ascribing hemorrhoids to constipation and prescribed for them a light diet mainly vegetarian.
Another Cordovan physician, known in the Arab world as primarily a stylist and historian, was ibn-al-Khatib
(1313-1374), who flourished at the time the “black death” was ravaging Europe and Asia. Before this plague the
medieval man stood helpless, considering it an “act of God.” In a remarkable treatise ibn-al-Khatib recognized the
contagious danger of the disease and attempted a defense of his theory against theologians and fellowpractitioners:
The fact of contagion becomes clear to the investigator who notices how he who establishes contact with the
afflicted catches the disease, whereas he who is not in contact remains safe, and how transmission is effected through
garments, vessels and earrings.

In two fields adjunct to medicine—alchemy and botany—Moslem contributions were noteworthy. “Alchemy”
is an Arabic word adapted from Greek. The medieval father of alchemy was Jabir ibn-Hayyan (Latin, Geber), who
flourished at al-Kufah about 776. Tradition ascribes to him the discovery of several chemical compounds
mentioned in the twenty-two surviving works bearing his name. Jabir improved on the methods of evaporation,
sublimation, melting and crystallization. He described scientifically the two principal operations of chemistry:
oxidation and reduction. Like Greeks and Egyptians before him and other alchemists after him he wasted time and
energy searching for that mysterious something that could transmute base into precious metal.
The leading botanist and pharmacist not only of the Moslem but of the medieval world was ibn-al-Baytar, who
was born in Malaga, Spain, and died at Damascus in 1248. Ibn-al-Baytar’s researches as an herbalist took him
over not only his native land but also North Africa and Western Asia. The results were embodied in al-Jami’ fi alAdwiyah al-Mufradah (collection of simple remedies), which considers 1,400 times. Of these 200 are novelties.
Other remedies were drawn from the animal and mineral kingdoms. Parts of his Simplicia were published as late
as 1758 at Cremona, Italy.
*
Al-Khwarizmi, we learned before, laid the foundation of Arab astronomy and higher mathematics. The scene
of his researches was the observatory built by al-Mamun in connection with his Bayt al-Hikmah. In this observatory scholars verified such basic elements as the length of the solar degree, the procession of the equinoxes, the
obliquity of the ecliptic, earlier discussed by Claudius Ptolemy (fl.c. 140, in Alexandria) in his celebrated
mathematical-astronomical work known by its Arabo-Greek name Almagest (the greatest [composition]). In
collaboration with other astronomers al-Khwarizmi measured the length of a terrestrial degree—a most delicate
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geodetic operation—which he found to be fifty-six and two-thirds Arabic miles at the meridian, a remarkably
accurate result. The study assumed the roundness of the earth, recognized earlier by Greek scholars.
Baghdad’s observatory was followed by similar ones in Damascus, Cairo and other towns. Their equipment
was no doubt simple, featuring a quadrant, astrolabe, dial and globes. An astronomer of al-Mamun’s third
successor, al-Mutawakkil, supervised (861) the erection at al-Fustat of a Nilometer, designed to measure the
height of water at the Nile especially during flood. His name, al-Farghani (Aifraganus), derived from a town in
Central Asia, suggests Turkish origin.
Next to al-Mamun’s observatory at Baghdad the one built (c. 1075) by a Seljug sultan probably at al-Rayy
(near modern Tehran) rendered the most notable contributions. The researches of its scholars, headed by Umar alKhayyam (d. 1123), popularly associated with wine and poetry, resulted in the production of a more accurate solar
calendar than the Gregorian we use. The Persian leads to an error of one day in about 5,000 years, as against the
Gregorian which leads to the same error in 3,330 years.
Closely related to astronomy was astrology. As in the case of alchemists, astrologers went off on a tangent but
nonetheless advanced astronomical science. Starting with the assumption that all events of life and death are con trolled by astral influence, they found it necessary to determine latitudes and longitudes of places all over the
known world—yielding results of scientific value.
The list of Arab astrologers is headed by a Khurasanian, abu-Mashar (Albumasar, d. 886), whose works
became authoritative throughout medieval Europe. Abu-Mashar understood the laws governing tides in their
relation to the moon’s rising and setting.
*
In the wake of the translation activity two schools of speculative thought developed: one, falsafa, in the Greek
philosophical tradition, conditioned by reason; and the other, ‘ilm al-kalam, in the Islamic tradition, limited by
religion and conditioned by revealed knowledge.
The representatives of the first school had little to add to what they inherited from their Greek predecessors. At
best they labored in the borderland between philosophy and religion. Any contribution they made was made there.
They endeavored to reconcile Aristotelianism and Neo-Platonism with Muhammadanism, on the assumption that
Aristotle was right and the Prophet was right.
Such a philosopher was al-Kindi, who flourished in the mid-ninth century at Baghdad and was styled “the first
Arab philosopher.” Eclectic in his philosophy, al-Kindi combined the views of Plato and Aristotle and regarded
Neo-Pythagorean mathematics as the basis of all science.
The work he began on harmonizing philosophy with Islam was continued by al-Farabi (Aipharabius, c. 870950), a Turk. In his al-Madinah al-Fadilah (the virtuous city), clearly inspired by Plato’s Republic, al-Farabi sets
up a model community on a hierarchical organic basis, comparable to that of the human body. In it the sovereign,
perfect morally and intellectually, corresponds to the heart. He is served by functionaries who are in turn served
by others lower in rank. The ultimate aim of the community is the welfare of its members. Al-Farabi was also a
mathematician, a fair physician and an accomplished musician. His book on music with notes has survived and
places him among the greatest Arab music theorists.
Al-Farabi was followed by ibn-Sina (Avicenna, d. 1037), who in the early eleventh century dominated the
philosophic as he did the scientific field in the eastern part of Islam. His Kitab al-Shifa’ (book of healing) is based
upon the Aristotelian tradition, modified by NeoPlatonic influences and Islamic theology. But the greatest
Aristotelian philosopher Islam produced, the Spanish ibn-Rushd (whom we noted before as a physician and shall
note later), lived in its western part.
*
Among theologians, first honorable mention should be made of al-Ashari, who was born in al-Basrah (873 or
874) and died at Baghdad in 935. For forty years before championing orthodoxy, al-Ashari was active in the
rationalist wing of a sect called Mutazilite (seceder), a heterodoxy which grew at the influx of Greek thought and
was patronized by al-Mamun. This caliph would not appoint a judge who believed in the uncreated character of
the Qur’an.
Al-Ashari endeavored to reconcile the problem of free will, in which Mutazilites believed, with the Islamic
dogma of predestination and the requirements of justice by explaining that although man’s actions are willed and
created by God, yet man does acquire some responsibility for them (sur. 2:73, 75, 128, 135). The divine attributes,
emphasized by orthodox Islam but viewed by Mutazilites as compromising God’s unity, are, he explained, eternal
but not anthropomorphic.
In his polemics against his former Mutazilite masters al-Ashari employed effectively those weapons of logic
and philosophic argumentation they had acquired. In the words of a pious Moslem, “Mutazilites carried their
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heads high, but their domination ended when God sent al-Ashari.” On the ruins of Mutazilitism al-Ashari set a
throne for orthodoxy. Asharism became a synonym of scholastic theology.
More brilliant, more perceptive and far more comprehensive was al-Ghazzali, who enthroned and crowned the
queen of orthodoxy whose universal and lasting domination has been challenged but never destroyed. Born in
1058 at Tus (northeastern Persia), where he died in 1111, al-Ghazzali held a chair at the celebrated Nizamiyah
seminary in Baghdad.
Intellectualism failed him. Starting his religious career as an orthodox, he turned to mysticism (Sufism) and
then to skepticism. After a terrific spiritual struggle that left him a wreck, he returned to Sufism, donned the
dervish garment and roamed over western Asia aimlessly and yet in quest of truth and peace of mind. His roaming
was crowned with the holy pilgrimage. Back in Baghdad he composed his masterpiece, Ihya‘ ‘Ulum al-Din
(revivification of the sciences of religion). His experiences he recorded in al-Munqidh min al-Dalal (the deliverer
from going astray).
Having passed in his own life through the main religious experiences of Moslems, he was uniquely qualified to
find common ground for varying sects and schools of thought. He made aspects of philosophy palatable to
theologians, partially reconciled Sufism with orthodoxy and completed the edifice of scholastic system founded
by al-Ashari. He made use of the Gospels and, of all Moslem theologians, his ideas come nearest to Christian
views. Thomas Aquinas and other Christian scholastics bear marks of his influence.
Within the scholastic shell constructed by al-Ashari and al-Ghazzali orthodox Islam has been held to the
present. Theological circles multiplied. The “why” and “how” of the would-be inquirer were stifled. Intellectuals
in general, philosophers and rationalists in particular were viewed with increased suspicion.
Mysticism provided a means of escape.
*
Mysticism in Islam took the form of Sufism, so called from the woolen (suf) garment used by its devotees.
Wool was chosen in imitation of Syrian Christian monks’ garb. The movement arose in response to natural
spiritual urge on the part of the worshiper to establish warm personal relationship with the worshiped. The
relationship involved reciprocity. Negatively it arose as a reaction against the rigidity of the Qur’anic concept of
God as a transcendent, infinite being and the pedantry of theologians. Sufis followed the Christian monastic way
of obedience, poverty, humility and contemplation as leading to God. But the ideal of celibacy was not generally
accepted. Islam discouraged it.
Sufis held that knowledge of God and communion with him can best be attained not by reason, tradition or the
acquisition of second-hand information but by intuition, love, emotional expression and the inner light (illumination). God is the only reality. He is beauty and the only path to beauty is love. An early woman mystic of al-Basrah, Rabiah al-Adawiyah (d. 801), when asked whether she hated Satan, replied:
“My love for God has so possessed me that no place is left for hating Satan.” The Prophet appeared to her in a
dream and asked her whether she loved him.
“My love for God,” was her reply, “has so possessed me that no place is left for hating aught or loving aught
save Him.”
As a child Rabiah was kidnapped and brought up in slavery, but her master freed her when he realized that she
was one of God’s elect. She refused to marry, pursued a life of asceticism and otherworldliness, inculcating in her
disciples patience, penitence, poverty and dependence upon God. A biographer describes her as “a woman who
lost herself in union with the Divine, one accepted as a second spotless Mary.” Rabiah heads the list of Sufi
hagiology.
The mystic way led to the perfect state, union with the Godhead, absorption by him ( fana, self-annihilation,
counterpart of Buddhist nirvana). This led to extreme, dangerous positions: self-identification with the Deity,
theosophy, pantheism or monism.
A Persian mystic, al-Hallaj, claimed the ability to read men’s secret thoughts and was therefore called Hallaj
al-Asrar (the carder of secrets). He went so far as to identify himself with God—no more heinous sin in Islamic
eyes. Two couplets of his composition condemned him:
I am He whom I love, and He whom I love is I.
We are two souls dwelling in one body.
When thou seest me, thou seest Him:
And when thou seest Him, thou seest me.

By order of the Abbasid inquisition (922) al-Hallaj was tortured in Baghdad, exposed on a gibbet, decapitated
after his death and burned.
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Another Persian, al-Bistami (d. 875), who bears the name of his native town, gave Sufism a turn in the
direction of pantheism. He was an ascetic, given to solitude and contemplation, but his influence was far reaching
in time and in place.
Before the close of the twelfth century, circles of devotees, centering on a shaykh, began to coalesce into
fraternities which developed into self-perpetuating fraternal orders. Orders often had buildings of their own, the
counterpart of monasteries, where meetings with elaborate rituals were held. Rituals involved bodily movements
in unison and repetition of God’s name chantingly to the point of inducing ecstasy, even self-hypnotism.
As in the case of individual Sufis, certain orders went to such extremes that they were considered heterodox.
One of the earliest was al-Rifa’i, founded by Ahmad al-Rifa’i, who lived in Iraq and died in 1183. His followers
performed such strange feats as swallowing glass, glowing embers and live snakes. They could pass needles, even
knives, through their bodies without flinching.
Another order, al-Mawlawi, instituted the mystical dances and music—both un-Islamic practices. This was
evidently the beginning of the Dancing Dervishes. The dances were said to represent the revolution of the planets
around their sun. The order’s founder, Jalal-al-Din al-Rumi, was born in Balkh but brought up in Konieh (Konya),
Asia Minor (Rum, whence his last name), where he died in 1273. He looms high as one of the greatest mystic
poets in Persian. The superior of the order enjoyed the privilege of girding the new sultan of Turkey with his
sword.
The loftiest flights in Moslem literature to spiritual space were undertaken on Sufi wings. But Sufis rendered
other services. They were the main carriers of Islam into southeastern Asia and central Africa. Unlike Christianity,
Islam—though aggressive—carried its missionary activity on an individual unorganized basis. Merchants, tourists
and travelers contributed their share.
With the spread of Islam Sufis popularized the cult of saints, stemming from their exaltation of the Prophet and
veneration of the shaykh-founders of their orders. They also spread the rosary. This instrument of worship
originated in India and was borrowed by Syrian Christians who passed it on to Sufis and also to Crusaders who
introduced it into Christian Europe.
*
In other fields of intellectual endeavor—such as history and biography, geography, jurisprudence, linguistics
and belles-lettres—Moslems added to the storehouse of humanity’s knowledge. But such material did not or, by
its very nature, could not find its way into the Western market. It does not therefore concern us in this study. The
literary essay, however, may be worthy of some consideration.
By the tenth century, Arabic had developed a new style of writing, elegant and polished, rich in similes and replete with rhymes. It marked an era in which humanistic eclipsed scientific studies. It culminated in the rise of a
new genre, al-maqamah (the assembly), a dramatic anecdote in which substance is subordinated to form. Occasionally this form of literary expression was employed as a subtle and indirect way of criticizing some phase of
the social order.
The man credited with the creation of the maqamah was al-Hamadhani (d. 1008). So impressed were alHamadhani’s audience by his literary production that they entitled him Badi al-Zaman (the wonder of the age).
His work served as a model for al-Hariri (1054-1122) of al-Basrah.
Al-Hariri excelled his predecessor. Down to the late nineteenth century al-Hariri’s maqamahs were still studied
in schools and esteemed, after the Qur’an, as the chief treasure of the Arabic literary tongue.
*
The question arises as to how much of the scientific knowledge discussed above seeped down into the lower
strata of society. The answer is simple: not much. As a literate religion Islam did encourage study of the Qur’an
and memorization of prescribed prayers, but, other than for the mere elementary study in connection with
mosques, facilities for education were largely inaccessible if not unavailable. The masses must have lived in utter
ignorance, poverty and misery.
An elite of highly educated men and women did exist in eastern Islam around the twelfth century, after which
Islamic culture started on its decline. The answers given by the slave girl Tawaddud at the comprehensive and
exacting test by specialists in the then known fields of knowledge and recorded in the Arabian Nights may be
taken as an index of the level of knowledge of the educated Moslem in the eleventh or twelfth century, although
the scene is laid in the court of Harun al-Rashid.
The seat of intellect, according to Tawaddud, is the heart. There are 360 veins in man and 140 bones. His body
is compounded of four elements: water, earth, fire and air—an ancient Greek theory given wide currency by
Galen. The stomach lies in front of the heart, to which the lungs are attached. The stomach is the home of all
disease; diet is the source of all healing. The liver is the seat of compassion; the two kidneys, of cunning; spleen,
of laughter. The two lungs are a fan. There are twenty-five names of prophets mentioned in the Qur’an and nine
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flying animals. There are seven planets: the sun, the moon, Mercury, Venus, Mars, Jupiter and Saturn—the same
planets as in the Ptolemaic system.
1920
178.35 Excerpt from Abu Jmeel’s Daughter and Other Stories: 1. “The Patient Woman And the Peevish
Prince” 2. “The Black Goat” 3. “The Midwife’s Daughter And The Bandit” 4. “Never Betray The One Who
Trusts You” 5. “The Cat Of Cats” 6. “Prince Naas” 7. “Hajji Brumbock”\fn{by Jamal Sleem Nuweihed (19071991)} Lebanon (F) 20
1
There was once a peevish prince, famous for his bad temper. One day his mother reproached him.
“You’ll live alone, son,” she told him, “and be wretched your whole life long. You’ll never find a woman to
endure that temper of yours, those fits of rage that often flare up for no reason at all! If you’ve any wish to lead a
normal life, then learn to control yourself. If you won’t, then abandon all hope of a bride to share such an
impossible life.”
“I’ll search through the world if I have to,” the prince replied, “and put the patience of any woman that pleases
me to the test. Then, when I find a patient woman to endure my temper, I’ll marry her. And she, be sure, will be
happy enough to live with me.”
“You’ll find no wife,” his mother insisted, “and no peace in your life either, until you mend your ways. Even
the patience of saints has its bounds.”
The prince searched high and low. Whenever he learned of a woman fit to be his wife, he’d go to her with his
hopes high, telling her of his character, of the boundless patience she’d need if he was to marry her. And still the
women refused, one after the other, to take up such a burden.
In the whole city there was just one woman dauntless enough to put the matter to the test. She was known for
her patience, and blessed, too, with both beauty and good breeding. Her name had once been Saffiyya, but, after
all the trials she’d endured in her life, she’d given herself the name Sabira (meaning “the patient one”). She’d
been raised among four lazy, good-for-nothing sisters who envied her cleverness and beauty, and a vain, boorish
brother who strutted through the house like a warrior on a battlefield.
As for the mother, she was a spineless woman quite unable to deal with her children, and with her own dreary
lot of caring for a husband whose long illness had left him disgruntled and hard to please. And so Sabira was left
to manage the house all alone, to be the brain of the family and make the decisions for everyone.
At long last the burden of the brother was placed on the shoulder of a wife, with whom he went to live in
another house. This wife was, by good fortune, a strong woman able to handle him and turn him, with time, into a
better man.
When the prince’s old nurse came to ask for Sabira’s hand, telling her of his impossible character, she accepted
at once. Surely, the poor girl thought, anything must be easier than life within the walls of that house!
The prince, though, had a most unusual condition to make. For three whole years she must live by herself in a
lonely, secluded palace, raised on colossal pillars like the ancient columns you see among the ruins of Baalbek or
Petra! Within this palace she was to have no contact with any person, nor must she do anything useful with her
hands. She was never to read a book or listen to music. Food would be brought to her by a mute servant, in a
basket he’d place on a platform beneath her window—this basket would be fixed to a pulley by a rope, which
she’d pull to draw the food up to her own sill.
She’d lack nothing at all for her comfort: the food would be abundant and appetizing and varied, and she’d
have, within the palace, every single thing a woman might need and desire, from fine clothes to toiletries and
perfumes and aromatic herbs. She wouldn’t, though, be allowed even a cat to pet or a dog to keep her company.
Only if she could endure this harsh life, until the full three years had passed, might she become the prince’s bride.
If she could stand the life no longer, she had simply to slip a note into the empty food basket asking for her
release, and her freedom would be granted at once.
Strange as the terms seemed, Sabira accepted them. She had, though, a request in her turn: to be allowed a tree
no higher then the height of a man, which should be felled from the nearby park and placed within the palace. It
must, she added, have a thick trunk and full branches.
Puzzled as he was by her request, the prince saw no reason to deny it. Indeed, he carried the tree in for her in
person, placing it in a corner of the room exactly as she’d asked. Sabira had just one further condition to make,
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which the prince must fulfill if she were to survive the ordeal without losing her wits. When, though, he asked
what this condition was, she refused to tell him.
“All in good time,” she said. “It’s a request I’ll ask you to grant on our wedding night and not a day before. It
will, I promise, be something simple and easy, costing you nothing.”
With undaunted resolve and an iron will, Sabira survived the three years in full—a miracle indeed! Robinson
Crusoe had found pleasure in hunting and wandering his island, working the land with his hands and devising
ways to do things. As for Sabira, who was strictly forbidden to touch anything, she took her pleasure in the cooing
of doves and the chirping of other birds on the branches of her green tree. She’d talk to the tree, and confide
things to it, as she might with a human friend who had real ears to hear. She had, too, the blessing of knowing the
Qur’an from memory, having heard her father recite it over many years. Often she’d pray to Almighty God, reciting verses from the Qur’an aloud and singing hymns and rhyming verses she’d composed in her mind. To pass
time further, she’d wander the empty rooms of the palace and, from the windows, contemplate the park with its
flowing river and its fascinating wild creatures.
Then, one day, the prince unlocked the door of the palace and appeared inside. She was astonished at this, for
she thought she had still ten days to endure as a prisoner. She’d kept careful track of the months and the weeks,
but she was, it seemed, ten days off the mark.
“Well done, Sabira,” the prince said, pleased to find her appearance unchanged. “You’ve passed the test. But
what comfort did you ever find,” he went on, “in this old dry tree here? Why didn’t you fling it out when it dried
up?”
“And why,” Sabira asked, “should. I fling out a companion and bosom friend, to whom I’ve poured out all my
heartache and chagrin? A person who fails to release anguish will simply burst and die!” The prince laughed.
“Well,” he said, “you no longer need it now.”
With that he seized the tree to drag it outside, and found it fall apart in his hands, the thick, rotting trunk simply
collapsing like someone kneeling to pray. The prince was taken by surprise.
“How amazing!” he said. “I felled this tree with my own hands, and it was green and strong. It should have
dried out, agreed, but not rotted and fallen to pieces as it has!”
“Let this tree be a lesson for you, Sir,” Sabira said. “Do you see now how constant peevishness and complaint
can eat at the heart of anyone hearing it, even a tree or a rock? Have you never noticed how the ropes of a well
furrow the stones they’re drawn against for so long?”
“True, wise Sabira,” the prince agreed. “Now, I’ve been cruel to you, I know. Won’t you lay your condition on
me?”
“Not yet,” she replied. “My condition will be set on our wedding night.”
“And suppose,” he said, “you’ve prepared a trap for me?”
“Have no fear, sir,” she answered. “My request is a very simple one, and will cause you not the least harm.”
And so the prince at last found a wife who would, he thought, be ready to endure his boorish manner, who’d be
patient beneath his coarse language and his regular outbursts of fiery temper, trained as she’d been by the test to
which he’d subjected her. Surely anyone able to survive a solitude so harsh and so long would be eager for the
sound of a human voice, even one that yelled and cursed!
The wedding was celebrated with due splendor, and the king and queen were delighted to see their son wed at
last, after such a long time unmarried. The whole kingdom joined in the festivities.
When, finally, the prince found himself alone with his wife in her elegant room, he made to embrace her, but
she held him off.
“Wait, my prince,” she said. “First you must hear my condition!”
He was struck with fear, but for a moment only. Driven now by his passion for Sabira, he took courage. How
could he possibly find the heart to disappoint her? She asked him to swear an oath, in the name of Almighty God,
that he’d grant her request before knowing what it was, and to this he agreed.
“This is still not enough!” Sabira said. “I wish both your parents to witness the oath.” The prince brought in his
parents, and the king asked:
“What then is your condition, Sabira?”
“My condition, uncle,” she said, “will be stated in private between myself and him. I wish only for you to
witness his oath, so I may hold him to account should he ever break his word.”
The prince, whose patience was running out, could hardly wait for his parents to leave the room.
“Now,” he said, “out with it! What is this condition?”
“The condition, my prince,” she said, “is that whenever you burst out in anger, or curse or yell, or even argue
peevishly with me for no good reason, I shall lock you in a room where you’ll be left alone—all alone—for a full
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half hour. This is my condition. Three whole years you imprisoned me, and I endured you. Now your turn has
come—to endure your own company and be silent for half an hour.” The prince broke into a smile.
“I agree to this,” he said
Sabira put her plan to work, locking up her husband, whenever he flew into a rage, for a full half-hour. And
then his anger would cool, and, coming to his senses, he’d reflect on the causes of his behavior—coming to see,
unfailingly, how trivial they were, when they even existed at all. And over time, little by little, he learned to tame
his fury and master his temper. Indeed, he hardly ever grew angry, except over some very grievous issue, and even
then he’d ponder just what his anger might lead to, and use tact and wisdom, too, in his dealings.
And so ends this tale of the patient wife, who was blessed with the gifts of discernment and wisdom, and was
able to put into action the Prophetic saying:
“If any of you is angry, let him hold his peace.”
2
There was once a king who tired of the burdens of his kingdom. When the realm was at peace at last, he grew
weary of leisure, wretched that he could never know the freedom common people enjoyed. Unable to go about
alone as he wished, he was the prisoner of his palace and his glory.
The king longed for true freedom, for the wilderness and mountains, and the company of people content
merely to find pleasure in life. He wished to see more than his servants and maids. One day he addressed his
faithful minister.
“Mahmoud,” he said, “let’s change our dress and travel through the land for a month. Let’s see different folk
and enjoy the delights of nature.”
“Those are my wishes too, Your Majesty,” the minister replied. “I too have longed to see the world through the
eyes of others.”
They accordingly took the garb of the darwish,\fn{Wise man} and, carrying with them money and food and
clothes, rode off on their mules, visiting cities and villages, moving from place to place as they wished, delighted
to be free of the weight of the kingdom. At last they reached a mountain spring, where they washed and drank,
surrounded by a green world that was like Paradise. Leaving their mules happily grazing, they stood by the spring,
struck dumb by the beauty of God’s creation.
“Do you note God’s blessings, Your Majesty?” the minister said. “I seem to see Him in every tree, in every
bird and streamlet. He’s more apparent here, it seems, than back in the city.”
“God is everywhere,” the king replied. “He exists for one and all, but we see Him larger here, because of our
joy at being apart from people’s clamor and complaint. Look at those sheep and goats, grazing on the hills. How
lovely their bells sound! Do we see or hear such things in our grand palace? And there’s the lad who herds them,
approaching now. Do you see his flute? Look, he’s about to sing!”
A few moments later, the lad, as though he’d heard their words, began to play on his flute with practiced fingers. The king was filled with joy, while the sheep and goats, as though summoned by the tunes, began to move
toward the water, gathering around the spring in their dozens. Finally the herd-boy was there in front of the king
and the minister.
“Welcome to you, good wise men,” he said, smiling, “and God’s blessings upon you.” With that he invited
them to join him on a patch of pasture near the spring and opened his bag, asking if they’d like to share his food.
“Your bag,” the king said, “has food for one person only. How can there be enough for three?” The lad
laughed.
“Sir,” he said, “there’s an old saying, that one man’s food is always enough for two. Let mine be enough for
three, for my mother always packs more than I need, in case I should grow hungry again, or someone should pass
by and I can invite him to join me. Please, be my guests. God’s bounty is great.”
The food was bread, kibbeh,\fn{A deep-fried, spiced dish made of bulgur, minced onions and finely ground lean beef, lamb, goat
or camel meat} yogurt, cucumbers, and cooked figs. The two men relished the meal. Then the king turned to the boy.
“You seem well contented, lad,” he said.
“Indeed I am,” the herd-boy replied. “I’ve two brothers and a sister. My father tills the land, and my brothers
help in planting and harvesting and picking the fruit, while my sister helps our mother with the work of the house.
In the evening we all milk the goats, and my mother makes yogurt and cheese. Then, next morning, my brother
and sister take these to the town close by and sell them to the dairyman. God’s blessed us with good health, along
with love and harmony and more than enough to live on. That’s the reason why I’m so contented.” He paused,
then went on:
“And yet my happiness can never be complete because of that black goat\fn{ “Black goat” is used to mean a family
member noted for bad behavior} you see there, up on that rock.
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“It’s always alone, always apart from the rest of the beasts. I have to herd it constantly, from place to place, to
keep it with the rest—it would run off but for this stick of mine. The black goat brings me constant wretchedness
and trouble.”
“But why don’t you sell it?” the minister asked him. “Or simply be rid of it?”
“If only I could,” the lad replied, sighing deeply. “But my mother won’t let her be sold, for she has twin young
each year and gives plenty of milk. As for slaughtering her, it’s forbidden to kill beasts in milk. It would mean no
more lambs or kids, and it brings misfortune too, so they say. Slaughtering, it seems, is only for males. Don’t you
see how the men go to die in wars, while the women stay behind?”
The “wise men” enjoyed the herd-boy’s talk. In the afternoon the lad gathered his animals, then insisted on
inviting them to his home, so they could meet his parents and the rest of his family. They gratefully accepted his
offer.
On their way there the black goat strayed constantly, wandering off into the nearby hills, while the herd-boy
followed her, shouting and swinging his stick, suffering endless trouble until he brought her back onto the track.
Meanwhile the great chief billy-goat walked proudly, his neck ringed by a bell, followed by all the other beasts.
“Look at that billy-goat!” the herd-boy said. “He walks as proudly as Antar\fn{ A legendary Arab warrior, regarded as
the epitome of chivalry} at the head of his armies!” The king laughed at the simple image.
“Perhaps,” he thought, “I’m the billy-goat of my kingdom!”
The family welcomed their guests, serving them a most delicious supper, then making up for them clean beds
that had a perfumed fragrance. The finest room in the house had sculpted blocks beneath the window sills, on
which grew leaves of basil and carnation. The hospitality went on for three days, in the best Arab tradition.
On the third day the king, finding himself alone with the herd-boy’s father, revealed his true identity and asked
if the lad, whose name was Hussein, might be given the chance of an education with employment afterwards. He
was, the king said, a very clever boy and might have a bright future if only given schooling.
“It’s a great misfortune,” he said, “that Hussein should be a mere herd-boy.” The father began to insist how he
needed his son, but the king broke in once more.
“I shall,” he said, “offer him a wage above that of a herdsman who simply tends his sheep and goats.”
Hussein’s mother was upset at this, and his sister wept, for they knew him for a loyal and happy lad. His brothers, though, wished a prosperous future for him. And so the king and the minister returned with their precious
prize.
*
Hussein went to school under skilled teachers, and showed such aptitude that his studies were soon completed.
Finally, when he’d carried out a number of tasks to full satisfaction, the king so trusted his competence and
honesty that he placed him in charge of his treasury.
Hussein’s duties were to keep careful track of all expenses and collections, while keeping the king informed of
everything that occurred. All this Hussein performed to perfection, showing no interest in reveling with companyions but devoting all his time to his work.
Now Hussein had brought from his village a leather bag in which he kept his flute, the flute he’d taken such
delight in playing and using to gather the animals. He had a smaller bag inside, in which he kept his food, along
with his old stick and clothes and cap and shoes. These things had precious memories for Hussein, and sometimes, when he was alone, he loved to gaze at them. He allowed no one to touch the bag, keeping it in a locked
closet.
In time the minister began to envy Hussein’s high standing with the king. No one was permitted to enter the
treasury but these two, and each had a key, but Hussein it was who was charged with keeping a record of the
money that flowed in and out. The minister himself could draw nothing unless it was first registered and recorded
by Hussein.
The minister waited until Hussein had made an inventory of everything in the treasury, then took money, and
some jewelry too, without Hussein’s knowledge, and kept them in his house. When, in due time, Hussein found
the money and gems were missing, he was deeply perplexed, for to tell the king of this would mean accusing the
minister, and this he didn’t wish to do. The wicked minister, though, acted first, telling the king there was money
missing from the treasury.
“What do you mean?” the king replied. “Surely Hussein’s honesty is beyond all doubt.”
“Sire,” the minister said, “let us not forget his origins. Hussein was, as Your Majesty knows, a peasant, a mere
herd-boy indeed. Did you think he’d become a true nobleman? With my own eyes I saw him open the treasury. He
had a large bag with him, the one he keeps in a closet, and he keeps the door of his room closed.
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The king couldn’t believe Hussein would turn traitor, after he himself had given him such trust and affection
and guided him to his high rank. Many times he’d put Hussein’s honesty to the test, and Hussein had proved
himself honest and true. How could he betray his master?
Anxious now, the king had the money counted, in his presence, by two trusted men, and the missing amount
was found to be no small one. Hussein regretted now not telling the king at the first opportunity. He knew this was
the work of the minister, who’d done it to bring him into disfavor.
“Sire,” he told the king, “I’m no thief and I haven’t betrayed your trust. Someone wishes to see the blame
placed on me.”
“But why do you close the door of your room?” the king asked. “And what do you have in the bag you hide
there?”
“Permit me to invite you inside, Your Majesty,” Hussein said, “and show you my closet and my bag.”
The king entered Hussein’s room and flung the closet door wide, to find Hussein’s clothes hanging there.
Hussein then pulled out the drawers, but there were only smaller clothes and kerchiefs. Finally he pulled his bag
from the closet and opened it, letting its contents tumble out onto the floor.
“Did you bring these things from your cottage?” asked the king.
“Yes, sire,” Hussein answered. “They restore glad memories, recalling happy days with my sheep and goats,
and my parents, and my joyful childhood. Indeed, I long for the tunes of the flute, but would be ashamed to play
here, for fear someone should mock me. And here’s my bed, sire.”
The king was deeply moved by Hussein's words, and his longing for his old home. Hussein, he was sure now,
had been wronged. But who could have stolen the money?
“Hussein,” the king asked, “who do you think rifled the strong room in the treasury?”
“Your Majesty,” he said, “the culprit is the one who told you of the matter, and who could that be but the
minister? I’ve no wish to slander him. I feel, though, that he came to hate and envy my standing and position in
your palace, and wished to be rid of me. If you thought good, sire, you could go to his house and seek the missing
money and jewelry there.”
And indeed, the money and jewelry were found at the house of the minister, who was plunged into disgrace
and infamous shame.
From then on Hussein enjoyed still greater standing with the king, who asked to listen to tunes on the flute and
to village songs. Hussein was pleased by the request, and in time taught some young people the dabkeh,\fn{A traditional folkdance of the Palestinian countryside, also found in Syria and Lebanon } which they brought to perfection and danced
to his flute, to the king’s rapturous delight.
The king was, though, wounded and distressed by the minister’s treacherous acts, for the man had long been
his friend and companion. Hussein sought to soothe his feelings.
“Do you remember, sire,” he said, “the black goat that made me so wretched in times past?”
“I remember it, Hussein,” the king replied.
“The minister,” Hussein concluded, “was the black goat in Your Majesty’s palace. In every home, and in every
group of people, there must needs be a black goat to spoil happiness!”
3
Umm Sara was a skilled midwife, who’d brought hundreds of babies into the world. Her smile beamed reassurance, and she always had words of encouragement for new mothers. Women felt quite comfortable in her care,
especially the young and inexperienced. Their labor pains somehow felt less severe, because she was so competent and made them feel so safe.
All this meant Umm Sara was in great demand, and she often had to spend an extra day or two by her patients’
bedsides, leaving her only daughter alone at home.
This daughter, Sara, was sixteen years old and of dazzling beauty, but her mother never felt anxious because
there were so many good neighbors around her. Indeed, the houses were almost too close for comfort. It was common in those days for people to build their houses packed together, for, with no radio or television to entertain
them, they relied on one another’s company to escape the loneliness of the long winter nights. Often, too, neighbors were related to one another and would make a kind of small community, with their homes built in a circle
around a large courtyard. Usually they’d have a common well, places for washing clothes, and a few stone
benches to sit on.
Umm Sara and her daughter had, as it happened, no relatives around them, but their neighbors were as close as
any family could be, ever dependable and always eager to help—her daughter had only to call out to one of them
and they’d all come running to the rescue.
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One coal-black night, when the crescent moon was barely visible in the sky, Umm Sara was called out by a
patient who lived a good way off, and so she alerted her good neighbors and made sure her daughter locked the
door behind her. This time, though, she had cause to be anxious about Sara—good reason, indeed, to be fearful,
for it so happened a suitor had asked her for Sara’s hand. Umm Sara had rejected him, saying her daughter was
just too young to be betrothed—though in those days a girl of sixteen was considered a young woman and
perfectly fit for marriage, especially one as grown-up as Sara, who thought and acted like someone in her twenties.
In any case, a midwife’s daughter is usually more mature by virtue of her upbringing, and the wisdom coming
from all those scenes unfolding before her eyes.
If Umm Sara had rejected her daughter’s suitor, it was for a very good reason: the young man was a bad lot,
well known as a trickster and bandit fit for every kind of wickedness. Now Umm Sara was terrified he’d kidnap
her daughter while she was away, especially as he’d once, in disguise, waylaid Sara and knew where to find her.
As for her own safety, she had no fears at all, for usually someone was sent to escort her to the house where she
was called. On that particular night, though, she happened to be alone, and on a pressing case too.
As she was walking along, she stumbled over an old woman with a veil and a large shawl over her head and
shoulders.
“I’m a stranger here,” the woman pleaded, literally cringing as she spoke. “I came to visit my daughter, only to
find she’s gone off with her husband to another town. I don’t know anyone who I can stay with. Couldn’t you
please give me shelter, just for this one night? You’ll be truly rewarded in heaven. Three times I’ve been to Mecca
on pilgrimage, and I know the Holy Qur’an by heart. I’ll pray to Almighty God to keep you and yours safe and
well.”
So the woman pleaded, in a hoarse kind of voice, weeping out loud as she spoke, and the compassionate Umm
Sara took pity on her.
“Come with me,” she said. “You can stay at my house tonight, with my daughter, until I return. I’m in a great
hurry, as you can see.” Returning home, she knocked at her door.
“Open up, Sara,” she cried. “It’s your mother. I’ve a woman with me, who happens to be a stranger here. Be
hospitable to her and keep her good company.”
The moment her daughter opened the door to admit the woman, Umm Sara left, without so much as looking at
her visitor’s face. She trusted the stranger blindly, and felt, besides, her daughter would be much safer in her
company than there all alone. The woman wasted no time at all. The second Umm Sara walked away, she locked
the door from the inside and slipped the key in her pocket, while Sara was occupied for the moment, running to
save the dinner from burning on the stove.
When Sara returned to welcome her guest into the living room, she found the stranger’s face staring back at
her—unveiled now, with big mustaches, thick brows and round eyes that sparked evil. The mouth, wide as a
whale’s, was painted with a brutish, sneering smile, and the words it uttered darted out like destiny:
“Your mother refused to give you to me in marriage,” he said, “but I’ll have you with her agreement or not. No
one denies me anything!”
Chilled with dread, she recognized him immediately as Siraj al-Din, the fearless, much feared trickster who
found his way into houses, robbing and beating, even killing when necessary; the bandit who attacked travelers on
deserted roads; the man the government, with all its many spies and informers, had failed to capture. Sara was
stricken with terror, as anyone would be.
*
And yet fear affects people in different ways. Some are literally frightened to death, some faint away, while
others scream helplessly. To the bold fear brings rashness and rage, driving them on to senseless actions that
jeopardize their safety still further.
With Sara fear spurred her to something different again: to shrewdness and a coolness of nerve. It prompted
her to rely on ruse, as the only way out. If she cried for help, the bandit would snatch her and flee in an instant,
before any of the neighbors could hear. He might even be driven by panic to kill her before fleeing. Sara had a
different plan altogether. Striving hard to control the quiver in her voice, she welcomed him, smiling all the while.
“Why should you think,” she found herself saying, “that I was happy at my mother’s refusal? You’re the
bravest of the brave in this country. So often I’ve dreamed of a strong, bold husband who’d spread fear around
him, fearing no one himself, not even the police. Why don’t you take off that holster and make yourself comforttable, while I prepare a delicious dinner for the two of us? My mother won’t be back tonight. Perhaps not even
tomorrow.”
He was delighted by her words, which worked on his pride like a spell.
“Come here and sit by me,” he said. “Let’s talk and come to know one another better.”
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“Don’t you think,” Sara answered, “we should eat before we enjoy our talk? Speaking for myself, I’m
starving! Why not rest, just for a little while, and I’ll fetch you a glass of cool juice.”
“I’d rather have a glass of wine,” he commented.
“I’m sorry,” Sara answered. “We never have wine in the house.” The bandit soon remedied this.
“Well, I do,” he said, pulling a small flask of liquor from his pocket. “Bring me a glass, will you, half full of
water.”
She brought him this, then left the room, shutting the door behind her. She ran swiftly to the front door, hoping
to open it and slip off to safety with the neighbors, but it was locked and the key nowhere to be found. She had no
illusions now about the danger to which her mother, all unknowingly, had exposed her. And so, as she prepared
the dinner back in the kitchen, she hatched her plot.
For any plot to succeed two things, she knew, were necessary: time and his complete trust in her—and men
like him were suspicious even of their own mothers! As she talked with him at dinner, she took pains to use just
the right words, in a tone suggesting her real pleasure in his company.
With dinner over, she cleared the table, took the dishes to the kitchen, then returned in no time at all.
“I’ve rinsed the dishes,” she told him, “and left them in the sink until tomorrow. It would be such a shame to
spend time on chores in the kitchen, when I could be enjoying myself talking to you.”
The man was naturally delighted.
“I really like you, Sara,” he said. “Your words are music to my ears. You were telling me how you dreamed of
a beautiful wedding. And then, what after that? Tell me more about your sweet dreams.”
Taking a comfortable cushion and an elbow rest, she tossed them toward him, then sat down opposite, bent on
winning him by her talk. As she spoke, she made little coquettish gestures, tossing back her braid, pretending to
be clever but coy. So captivated was the bandit, he never noticed how, little by little, she was drawing ever closer
to the window!
“Oh, don’t make fun of me, please, Siraj al-Din,” she said. “I never thought I might one day have a husband
like you. When I was twelve, it’s true, I had my share of dreams. I often imagined the scene on my wedding day,
with all my friends gathered around me, and the night of the henna. I’d dream about it down to the smallest detail,
even the songs they’d sing for me, and how they’d go with me next morning to the public bath, saying:
“‘May happiness be yours, lovely bride, with your charming groom by your side.’ They’d prop me up on the
bridal canopy, for the groom to feast his eyes on me.
“‘Dazzle us,’ they’d sing, ‘as you sit so elegantly, like a beautiful rose in the rose garden!’
“Then, at last, my groom would walk up to me and lift the gauzy veil from my face; and I’d lower my gaze and
blush. Then I and my husband would live happily ever after. I’d prepare him the best of meals and attend to his
every last wish. And he’d buy me the finest of clothes, and necklaces and bracelets, and whenever he went to the
market, he’d return with an armful of fruits and sweets.”
Still she gestured, spinning her whimsical dreams, until he was quite enchanted by her movements.
“What a simple, artless girl,” he thought, “saying all these things. And yet she’s so pretty, quite irresistible!”
And so he spurred her on.
“Go on,” he said. “Tell me more. What’s going to happen next?”
“We’ll have our first son,” Sara went on obligingly, “and we’ll call him Ali. Next, we’ll have a second boy.
We’ll call him Mahmoud. Then a third. Now, what shall we call the third?” She pretended to give some thought to
the matter.
“I know,” she said, “I’ll call him Jamil, and the fourth shall be Abd al-Karim. I’ll let his father choose the name
for the next.”
“Wonderful,” he said, still coaxing her on. “And what happens next?”
“Soon,” she said, “the boys will start growing and play together in the courtyard. They’ll be so brim full of
mischief I’ll hardly have them in the house. Instead I’ll send them out to play with the other children in the
quarter. They’ll start fighting and shouting until the din gets on my nerves. When their father comes home, I’ll call
them to the table, but they won’t listen. I’ll call out louder and louder”—by this time Sara had moved as close as
she dared to the window—“I’ll call out:
“‘Ali! Mahmoud! Jamil! Abd al-Karim! The food’s getting cold. Come in here!’”
*
By now our friend was quite smitten with her silly, childish talk, not realizing she’d cried out so loud for a very
special purpose. He had no idea those four names she was calling at the top of her voice were the names of her
neighbors! As for Sara, fear seemed to lend her imagination a pair of wings to fly with. She went on to describe
how the boys would come inside, how she’d make them wash their hands before dinner, how their father would
tell them to sit down and eat properly. She even described every dish of food on the table.
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And still our friend lounged there at his ease, suspecting nothing, honestly dreaming of being her lawful
husband as she promised, dreaming her mother would no longer object to the union.
Sara’s neighbors weren’t used to hearing her call them by their first names. Either she’d address them
respectfully as “uncle” followed by their first name, or else as “Abu” whatever.
Now, hearing her shout out their first names like that raised an instant alarm. Each found the same thought
springing to his mind: our neighbor’s daughter must be in real danger, and her mother’s away. Each picked up a
weapon for protection and soon all four found themselves together at her door. Finding the door locked, they
didn’t knock, but instead tried to work the lock with the tip of a dagger; then, when that failed, they thrust with
their shoulders to force the door, and it yielded.
Sara knew well enough what was happening outside. Our friend, though, suspected nothing at all, right up to
the moment he saw four strong men approaching. One of them, glancing over toward the chair, seized the bandit’s
gun in a flash, while the other three circled him and pinned him down, yelling to Sara to fetch some rope. She
hurried over with some thick rope, which the men then cut in two, tying the man hand and foot.
The bandit’s eyes were ready to pop out, and he grated his teeth. If looks could kill, the one he shot at Sara
would have done the job. Relaxed now, she pointed to the neighbors one by one.
“Please meet Ali,” she said casually, “and Mahmoud, and Jamil, and Abd al-Karim. Do you see how strong my
boys are? Full of mischief, aren’t they? Just as I told you!”
One of the neighbors then went to fetch the police, who were overjoyed to find him there, all ready and
prepared for them to handcuff and take off to prison.
For all the legendary fame Sara gained from her heroic scheme, the poor girl had to stay a whole month in bed,
recovering from her ordeal. Her cure came at last in the form of a bridegroom, a smart young man of twenty who
was the son of their neighbor Mahmoud, and a perfect match for her.
And when she was propped up on the bridal canopy, and the groom uncovered her lovely face, her old dreams
were fulfilled indeed, in reality and without fear.
4
There was once a young man who inherited a fortune from his father, but squandered it all through extravagance and failure to think of his future. When he realized how poor he’d become, he bewailed his thoughtlessness
and ignorance too late. He decided to go and live in a foreign country, where he could work as a laborer without
meeting people who knew him or face the gloating of those who’d envied him in the past.
Besides, poverty usually sets people apart, and a poor man’s likely to be a stranger in his own country. And so
he left, with just three dinars in his pocket, along with some food.
On his way he met a long-bearded shaykh, whose gray hair gave him a reverent and venerable air. The lad
greeted him, and, when the shaykh asked him where he was going, told him the whole story.
“Son,” said the shaykh, “I’m an old man who’s seen much in the world, and I sell adages for a dinar apiece.
The man who memorizes my saws and puts them into practice will be safely anchored against life’s misfortunes.
You’ll do better to have three of them for your three dinars than spend them on things without value.”
The lad was persuaded and bought three adages. The first said:
“Never betray the one who trusts you, though you be a traitor.” The second advised:
“Love your beloved, even though she be old.” The third declared:
“When your soul hungers, give it the least of food and never lose an hour’s happiness.”
The lad memorized the saws, took his leave of the shaykh and moved on. When he reached the town he was
heading for, he was famished and without the smallest coin to buy a loaf of bread.
“I wasted that money I had,” he thought ruefully. “How am I to eat and drink now until I find a job?”
He stood, dazed, before a shop that sold soap, rice, sugar, flour, and suchlike things. The owner of this shop
was a wealthy man who had no children, and he owned, too, a factory for making soap. He saw this lad with the
troubled eyes and realized from his dress he was a stranger.
“Do you want something, son?” he asked. “You seem at a loss. Are you a stranger here?” The tears rolled
down the lad’s cheeks.
“Yes, sir,” he answered. “I’m a stranger. But my story’s stranger still.” And he recounted his sad tale.
“God blessed you,” the shopkeeper said, “when he sent you to stand before my shop. If you behave well and
heed what I tell you, God may grant you a new father.”
“I’ll do whatever you ask,” the lad replied. “If you’ll give me work, then, God willing, you’ll have no
complaint with my services.”
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“I’ll give you work, and I’ll adopt you too. You’ll live in my house and help me with my business. All I ask in
return is honesty and loyalty. What’s your name, son?”
“My name’s Sharif, sir. Sharif ben Ashraf.”
“Well, from now on you’ll be Sharif ben Mikdad aI-Saleh.”
The man closed the shop, treated Sharif to a meal, then bought him new clothes and took him off to the public
bath house, where the lad bathed and got rid of his old, dusty clothes. When they .returned to Mikdad’s house, his
wife quickly began to veil her face, but Mikdad stopped her.
“This lad’s no stranger, Bahija,” he said. “He’s the son God’s blessed us with in our latter years. Take good
care of him and treat him as your son.”
*
Sharif spent a year and a half with Shaykh Mikdad, practicing the trade and working with the laborers at the
soap factory until he’d mastered everything. He became a true son to Mikdad, the most loved and cherished of all
his family. When Mikdad felt able to trust Sharif, whether he himself was there or not, he decided to go on pilgrimmage to Mecca. He told Sharif to look after the house and shop, to visit the soap factory from time to time, to
check the overseer’s work there, and to obey his mother Bahija, supplying her with everything she needed for the
household and herself.
All this Sharif promised to do, praying that God would keep Mikdad safe and successful in his trip. And soon
Mikdad left with the other pilgrims,
In those days it took several months for someone to perform the pilgrimage and return. Sharif carried out his
duties in fitting fashion, taking good care of the house and soap factory and shop. He was very happy with this
fruitful, prosperous life of his, realizing now how true wealth lay in work and in money honestly earned. The
world smiled on him, and there was no cloud in his sky.
Bahija was nearly forty now, ten years younger than her husband, but she still carried the feelings of a young
girl in her heart. Sharif was quite handsome, and, since she’d never borne children, her feelings toward him were
not those of motherly love, but physical desire and a longing for the flings of youth.
Now her husband’s absence gave her the chance to try to seduce the trusty Sharif, just as Zuleikha, the wife of
the Egyptian Aziz,\fn{Named Potiphar in the English version of the Biblical account (Genesis 39:1-20) } had done with the
honorable Joseph, when she tempted him with her coquettish ways and elegant adornment. Bahija nearly
succeeded, too, in leading Sharif astray. But, young though he was, he held back and reproved himself,
remembering the first adage he’d bought for a gold dinar:
“Never betray the one who trusts you, though you be a traitor.”
Sharif, indeed, wasn’t treacherous by nature—though, inwardly fired by Bahija’s words of flattery and
seduction, he almost gave in to his youthful impulses. He checked himself and reproved Bahija firmly.
“Remember,” he told her, “you’re the wife of an honest man who’s treated you with love and generosity, holding back from taking another woman in your place despite his need to father children. And as long as I’m your
husband’s son in spirit and love, I’m regarded as your son too. Come to your senses and keep your dignity. I’ll
never betray the man who enriched my life and who’s been a second father to me!”
After this Sharif began avoiding her, giving her anything she needed, then leaving for the shop, while at night
he slept on the roof after locking the door—it was summer, so this wasn’t too difficult. He even enjoyed being
alone, reflecting and thanking God for saving him from sin.
So matters continued until the pilgrim came safely home. Sharif welcomed his father’s return with joy.
“My congratulations, sir,” he said, “on your holy pilgrimage. I thank God a thousand times for your return.”
Bahija, though, was filled with fury and malice, and feared, too, that Sharif would reveal her secret to Mikdad,
telling him of the attempted seduction. So she acted first and accused him to her husband, just as Zuleikha had
accused the prophet Joseph before—she was a dull-witted woman, unable to see how Sharif loved his father too
much to hurt him by revealing her betrayal. First she quoted to her husband the famous words from the Sura of
Joseph in the Holy Qur’an:
“What is the penalty of one who intended evil for your wife?”
Then she added many further words the devil prompted her to utter.
The whole thing crushed Haj Mikdad, whose happiness was turned to utter misery. How, he thought, could he
have been betrayed by someone he’d trusted like a son?
He believed his wife for two reasons. First, she’d always been loving, faithful, and honorable throughout their
life together. And second, Mikdad knew how arrogant and headstrong youth could be. His absence, he felt, had
made it easy for the lad to revolt, when he saw such an alluring woman living under the same roof.
And so he decided to kill Sharif by subtle means.
*
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Mikdad knew of a tumbledown house in which lived a devilish old jinni, ugly and fierce, who’d kill anyone
who went there without a second thought. As a way of protecting himself Haj Mikdad would send him food every
so often, and now he sent Sharif with a roast chicken, feeling sure the jinni would kill him.
Sharif arrived there at noon, with the chicken and bread and a sweet, to find the creature scowling horribly and
seated with an old wrinkled crone on his right and a beautiful young girl on his left.
“God’s peace and compassion and blessings on you,” Sharif said quickly.
On hearing God’s name the jinni felt humbled, replying with an angry mumbled greeting.
“Sir,” Sharif said, “this is a gift from my father, Haj Mikdad. He says you’re to do that which you’re able to
do.”
The jinni realized Mikdad wanted him to kill Sharif. But how could he do that when the lad had been so quick
to utter the name of God before him? Seeking a pretext for the deed, he decided to test the lad’s wits by asking
him a question—then, if he gave the wrong answer, to kill him.
“Lad,” he said, “which of these women is the more beautiful? Give me the right answer, or I’ll kill you.”
A blind man would have been dazzled by the young girl’s loveliness and seen she was more beautiful. Sharif,
though, realized the jinni loved the old woman more than the girl because she was sitting on his right. He
remembered, too, the adage he’d bought for a dinar—“Love your beloved, even though she be old”—and God
prompted him to utter it now.
“Well said, lad!” the jinni exclaimed. “You’ve saved yourself. Go back to your father in peace.”
*
It’s hard to excuse the action of Haj Mikdad, good man though he was, for he knew divine Law forbade him to
kill Sharif. He had the right, agreed, to whip him a hundred times; but the Haj wasn’t concerned with Law. He
was driven on by jealousy and fury toward a boy he’d saved from hunger, whom he’d adopted and cherished.
How could the lad betray him?
Still, Mikdad feared a scandal, and this was why he preferred to kill Sharif secretly, and so satisfy his wounded
feelings while covering up the scandalous outcome.
He was astonished when Sharif returned safely from the jinni, and felt a pang of guilt too. Could the boy be
innocent after all? He questioned his wife once more, but she, to revenge herself on Sharif for the way he’d
frustrated and rebuffed her, simply repeated her accusations as before. This time the Haj decided to kill Sharif in a
way so ugly even a madman would never have thought of it! He told the soap maker to boil the appropriate
ingredients in a cauldron, then added:
“Tomorrow morning I’ll send you someone from my shop. The moment someone arrives, fling that person in
the boiling cauldron. And keep this strictly secret between us!” The man promised to carry out the order.
That evening, accordingly, Mikdad spoke to Sharif.
“First thing tomorrow morning,” he said, “you’re to go to the factory and bring me a bag of soap for the shop.”
“Indeed I will,” Sharif answered. Mikdad then told his wife of the fearsome death he’d prepared for Sharif, and
she waited in happy expectation.
Sharif woke at dawn, put on his clothes and headed for the factory. On the way he heard the sound of singing
and dancing and music, and realized some men must have spent all night celebrating a wedding. He was attracted
by the singing and longed for an hour of diversion.
“I’m early in any case,” he thought. “Why don’t I spend an hour with these men and join in their celebration?”
Suddenly he remembered the third adage he’d bought, with his last dinar:
“When your soul hungers, give it the least of food and never lose an hour’s happiness.”
Deciding he should make use of the adage, he joined the happy young men, who welcomed him to take part in
their joyous celebration. The rejoicings went on until some time after sunrise, and Sharif left feeling cheered and
happy. At the factory he asked for a bag of soap, which the overseer handed to him. When he returned to the shop
with it, the Haj was amazed to see him still alive.
“Wait here,” he said. “There’s something I have to do.”
The Haj then went to the factory to inquire why the overseer hadn’t obeyed his order. He found the man
emptying the cauldron into a pit he’d dug outside.
“I told you,” he said, “to fling in the first person who came. Why didn’t you do it?”
“But I did, sir,” he replied. “Your wife was the first to come, and I threw her into the cauldron!
Bahija had been so eager to assure herself of Sharif’s death, after the way he’d defeated her with his goodness,
that she’d put on her abaya and hurried off to the factory. And because Sharif had come late, she’d been the first
to arrive! So God killed the betrayer, while the innocent young man knew nothing of the matter.
“Twice now God’s saved him from death,” Haj Mikdad murmured to himself. “Could it be my wife was the
traitor after all?”
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Supposing the lad innocent now, but wishing to be doubly sure, he summoned him, told him what had
happened to Bahija and made him swear to give a truthful account of what had passed before.
“Father,” Sharif said, “I swear by your good name I kept this secret out of compassion and respect.” Then he
recounted what had happened with Bahija, how his refusal had angered her, how he’d taken to sleeping on the
roof.
“God be praised,” the Haj said, “for guarding you from death and me from sin. God killed Bahija,” he went on,
“for her crime. What a fool I was to believe her! I swear I’ll never marry again, after being betrayed like this. I
thought she was faithful to me, and I held her in high esteem, preferring to stay childless rather than divorce her or
take a second wife.”
The Haj decided Sharif should marry, and he was betrothed to the daughter of one of the Haj’s friends. He also
made Sharif his heir and lived with the couple, cherished and well respected. And God willed to complete his
happiness with Sharif’s children, Mikdad, Asma, Munther, and little Walla.
5
There was once a king who had three sons. They’d learned the sciences, and the art of horsemanship, and
everything else fit for princes to know, and, as they approached the suitable age, their father the king asked them
to prepare for marriage, so that his eyes could light on his grandchildren, both girls and boys.
The sons responded to their father’s wishes. The eldest son chose his cousin, and the middle son chose the
daughter of the minister. As for the youngest son, he thought long and hard about it, but couldn’t make up his
mind. At last he decided to speak with his teacher, who was called Shaykh Abd al-Haq.
This teacher, he believed, was not only able to discern truth and wisdom but had insight into things to come.
He was a man who knew every good thing, both the teachings of religion and the sciences of the universe. And so
the youngest son went to consult him.
The teacher gazed at him for a long time, then looked into his palm and examined his lines. Then he prepared a
special vessel filled with water, in which he could see the future with crystal clarity, and gazed into its depths.
“Listen to me, son,” he said at last. “You’ll have a more successful marriage than your brothers, but it won’t
come at once. If you’re patient, though, you’ll find happiness in the end.
“Now, take this ball of wool, leave your palace, and tie one end of the wool to the column by the doorway.
Then take the ball and walk south, unwinding it as you go. Walk on until you reach the end, then stop. You’ll see
the remains of a building, and inside that you’ll see your reward, the sole reward you’re to have.”
The youngest son followed his teacher’s directions. He walked and walked south, unwinding the ball of wool,
until at last there was none left to unravel; and he found himself, holding the end of the wool, before the ruins of
an old building. He entered and looked around him, but there was nobody there.
*
Then he saw a beautiful white cat, plump and with black markings on her neck and back, as if they’d been
drawn there. Her coat was clean and felt like velvet. She was quite tame, and she gazed at him with her green
eyes, as if to say:
“What is it you want from me?”
The poor man was downcast.
A cat! Yes, that was his destiny. A cat bore his fate—or rather, he thought, his disaster. The great trust he had in
his teacher was shaken. Then he remembered the man’s words:
“If you’re patient, you’ll find happiness in the end.”
“But what did he mean by that?” wondered the youngest son.
He simply stood there, as if waiting for a woman to come out of the ground. But there was nothing under the
ground, or on it, except for this cat.
He picked up the cat and walked away, and she began to purr happily, feeling safe in his arms. He took her to
his palace, which was grand and luxurious but not equipped to suit its grandeur, because he was still unmarried. It
had a cook and a few servants, and there was an old woman as well, who’d once been his nurse and had gone on
to oversee affairs at the palace.
He told her to take care of the cat, and ordered his servants to feed it. The cat ate the best food, walking away
from anything she didn’t like without a second glance.
“She must be a royal cat,” he reflected sarcastically.
Every time he came to his room he’d find her fast asleep on his bed. And whenever he tried to take her off,
she’d resist, meowing at him softly.
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His brothers married, first one and then the other. But what was he to do? Growing distraught, he began to talk
to the cat.
“Oh cat of cats,” he said.
“Meow, meow,” she answered.
“Are you my destiny?”
“Meow, meow.”
“Can you understand what I’m saying?”
“Meow, meow.”
He lost patience finally, ready to go out of his mind. He tried to search out his old teacher, to complain of this
disaster come upon him, but the man wasn’t to be found. He had, so the servant told him, departed for Mecca on
pilgrimage.
*
To take his mind off his worries, the prince decided to go off on a hunting trip, along with all his servants,
leaving no one at the palace but his old nurse. He told her to look after the cat of cats and feed her well.
He was away for ten days, returning with deer and rabbits and quail, and he found his palace blazing with
lights. It had been painted, the doors and windows and walls all bright blue with gilt moldings and decorated with
pictures of birds and flowers in gold. The main hall and reception room were covered with rich Persian carpets,
and there were costly and beautiful objects of the most wondrous kind, along with lovely, soft seating and
cushions and coverlets that were a joy to behold. The dining room was decked with the most splendid ornaments,
and there was an oval table there large enough for fifty sitters, with a yellow covering made from thick silk,
decorated with flowers and, in the middle, a picture of a deer with great antlers, painted in the proper colors as if it
were real.
The walls of this room were lined, left and right, with cabinets of gleaming wood overlaid with gold, and on
their upper parts were clear glass doors, behind which was a full set of silverware, along with the most beautiful
chinaware.
The bedrooms had carpets of dazzling brightness, and the beds were made of oak carved with delightful ornaments, topped with apples of gold and branches of silver.
The kitchen floor was of streaked marble, and all the utensils and stoves had a splendid gleam. The curtains in
the rooms were a feast for the eye, each matching the carpet in the particular room. The ornaments on the rails
were made from gold and silver.
He couldn’t believe his bare, neglected palace had been so transformed. Why, even his father’s palace had not
half this elegance and opulent richness!
“But who did all this?” he asked his nurse.
“I don’t know, son,” she answered. “You can’t be more astounded than I am! Every night I’d sleep and wake to
find new things in place. Every night there was something new. The first day I woke to see the painted walls. The
second day I saw the hall and the reception room the way they are now. The third day I saw the dining room and
the kitchen. The fourth day I saw the bedrooms with their new beds and the most beautiful velvet spreads. The
fifth day I saw the windows, like brides at their wedding. The sixth day the garden seemed like paradise.
“I was amazed at it all! In two months even, with the aid of every craftsman you could find, there’s no way of
doing so much. This, I thought to myself, is the work of the jinn.”
He went around the palace once more, utterly dumbstruck.
*
Then he remembered the cat of cats. Could this be her work? Was she one of the jinn, who’d assumed the form
of a cat? Where was she? He looked for her and found her sleeping in the most beautiful room, on the most
luxurious bed.
“Good evening, cat of cats,” he said.
“Meow, meow,” she answered.
“How are you?” She stretched, then rolled her eyes.
“Meow, meow,” she answered.
Sure now that she was a magician or jinni, he began watching her day and night. And at the end of one night he
saw her, as she rubbed her paws together, transformed into a lovely young woman. She had around her ten jinn
helpers who did the work of the palace with unbelievable speed, turning the bag from the hunting trip into
splendid food. But when they sensed his presence, they vanished in a flash, and there was the cat of cats curled up
asleep on the bed. He gave no sign he’d discovered her secret, waiting for her to reveal it herself.
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The king asked his three sons to invite him to dine one by one, so as to see the brilliance and skills of their
wives. He knew nothing of the “cat” wife of his youngest son. All he knew was that this son was happily married
but hadn’t wanted a wedding.
First the king dined, along with his retinue, with the eldest son, but he didn’t much enjoy the occasion. Princes’
wives don’t, it’s true, prepare the food themselves, but at least they should take proper charge of the preparations!
Next day he dined at the middle son’s. The dinner wasn’t too bad, but still it wasn’t the very best. When the
turn of the youngest son carne, the prince addressed his cat.
“Oh cat of cats,” he said, “my father’s coming to dine here with his ministers and the dignitaries of the kingdom. What will you prepare?”
“Meow, meow,” she answered.
He went off for a while.
“Can I really depend on her, he wondered, or have I been deluding myself about her skills?”
He slipped back into the house unnoticed, and went to the kitchen. There he smelled the delicious aromas of
the cooking, and, seeing the pots on the stoves, he felt reassured.
The king came that evening with his retinue, and found, there at the palace of his youngest son, ornaments and
decorations and elegant furnishing he’d never seen at his other sons’. Indeed they were more precious even than
his own. But the king said nothing and asked no questions.
Then, when he entered the dining room, he was dazzled by the sumptuous variety of dishes, dishes never
prepared at his own palace, and the guests were attended by young servants unmatched for beauty, cleanliness and
shining gifts, both at table and after the meal. The sweets and the fruit arrived, in every kind of color and shape,
then the coffee; then, when they moved to the reception room, water pipes were brought for those who desired
them, and the king drew happily on tobacco of the most refreshing fragrance and taste, while the most delightful
touch-violets danced on the water each time the king breathed in.
“Your wife, my dear Majid,” the king whispered as he left, “is better indeed than the wives of Alunad and
Amjad!”
Majid sighed sorrowfully at this, for to him this shining wife was just a white cat with black markings.
*
When he went to bed at last, there was the cat purring on his bed
“Thanks to you, cat of cats,” he said. “My father was delighted with his dinner. But when will you become
human?”
“Meow, meow,” she answered.
A week later the king invited his sons and their wives to dine, so he could meet all his daughters-in-law.
“My father,” Majid told the cat, “is inviting you for the evening. Will you attend, cat of cats?”
“Meow, meow, meow,” she answered.
Next morning the cat of cats sent a servant to her sisters-in-law, with a very strange request: that they should
send her a piece of chicken meat to rub the hair on the side of her head. The sisters-in-law granted her request;
and, having heard so much of her brilliant skills, and her matchless refinement and taste, they thought the chicken
meat must be a mark of elegance and a key to beauty. They rubbed their own side hair with chicken meat, then
dressed themselves in the most elegant clothes in readiness for the royal event. Each of them walked into the
palace, attended by servants in fine clothes, their own smell a reeking offense to every nose. As for Majid, he
asked:
“Will you change your clothes and come with me, oh cat of cats?”
“Meow,” she answered, shaking her head.
*
So off he went to the palace alone, with hesitant steps, his head in a whirl. And there he saw his brothers and
their wives sitting with his father and mother.
“But where’s your wife, Majid?” the king asked. Majid swallowed painfully.
“She’ll be here in a while,” he answered, “with her servants.”
An hour later there was a general noise and bustle among the maids, and a beautiful maidservant entered to
announce that Majid’s wife had come. Majid turned pale, for he supposed she was about to appear in her usual
guise, as a fine furry cat.
The king rose forthwith to welcome his daughter-in-law, whose home and food and taste he’d so admired.
Then a young woman entered as though she were the shining sun, wearing a white silk gown decorated with
mauve flowers on its hems and sleeves. Her eyes were the color of violets, and her hair was like yellow silk, tied
with a pin of gold and rubies.
“Welcome!” said the king. “Welcome to my young daughter-in- law!”
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As for the queen, she opened her mouth in amazement.
Prince Majid felt dizzy, like a man saved from drowning. His wife (whose name was Anwar) had a perfume
able to conquer the smell of chicken, but her sisters-in-law were covered with shame, furious at the way Anwar
had tricked them.
After they’d settled themselves and eaten and drunk their fill, the king asked his daughters-in-law to sing and
dance before him. They all did so, but Anwar’s dancing was utterly dazzling to the mind. And as she danced, a
chicken with six chicks, all made of gold, dangled from her gown. Still she danced, along with the chicken and
the chicks, which themselves danced delightfully to the sound of music coming from their layers of gold leaf.
When the dance was over at last, Anwar presented the chicken and chicks as a gift to the king and queen. The king
then asked her name and her father’s name.
“I’m called Anwar,” she said, “and my father is Morjan, from the land of Turkman.”
“And what brought you to my son?” the king asked then.
“The Merciful God brought me here. I was born for your son, and so my father put me on the way to my
destiny, and all his wishes came true.” When she’d returned with her husband to their beautiful palace, Majid said:
“Where’s the skin and fur of the cat of cats? I’m going to burn it!”
“Indeed you’re not!” she answered. “I’ve stuffed it with powdered gold and set it on top of the closet as a
keepsake. I shall never wear it again. But if you look at it and say, ‘ah cat of cats,’ it will answer you, ‘meow
meow.’”
And they lived happily ever after and had many sons and daughters.
6
There was once, tucked away behind the splendid royal gardens of the king’s palace, a small, shabby cottage in
which lived three orphaned sisters who gained their livelihood by spinning yarn. They’d spin all day, and late into
the night too, selling their yarn next day at the market and buying more raw yarn to begin spinning once more at
their wheels, along with just enough food to keep themselves alive.
“Girls,” the eldest said one day to her sisters, “our gowns are worn out. We must have some new clothes. What
are we to do?” The youngest and most beautiful of the sisters, whose name was Jana, was sharp-witted too and
full of energy, and she it was who said, without hesitation:
“We must work day and night!”
And this they did, working harder and longer than ever, into the small hours of each morning. One night,
though, Jana found she could stay awake no longer.
“I’ll take a nap,” she told her sisters. “Then I’ll rise before dawn to finish my spinning.”
Her sisters tried to dissuade her, but Jana was too drowsy to listen to reason. And so, two hours later, she
forced herself from her bed, splashed some cold water on her face, rolled up the wick of the old oil lamp and
settled down behind her wheel to spin.
With no one to talk to, now that her sisters had finished their daily portion and gone to bed at last, she could
hardly keep her eyes open. Resolved, even so, to defeat her drowsiness, she decided to talk to it aloud, as though
it were a real person.
“Naas,” she said (this being the word, in her language, for “slumber”), “leave me be. Have pity on me, Naas!
Have compassion on poor girls like me, who need to toil so hard to live, with barely enough food to eat. Leave me
now, find someone else.
“Go to the girls in splendid mansions and high-fenced palaces. You’ll find a welcome there, be sure of it!
Those idle girls love to sleep long, then spend their days in idle pursuits. They have nothing to do but cram themselves with food, and sing and be merry.
“Why seek out me of all people? Why love me, when I don’t love you? Release me, Naas. In the name of God,
stay away from me!”
*
Now it happened that their neighbor the queen was wakeful that night, consumed with anxiety, for some
months before her son had vanished suddenly without trace. And it happened too that this prince had a most unusual name. Neither soothsayer nor the mother herself knew what had possessed her to give the name; but he was
called none other than Naas.
There were various rumors about this. Had it been to fulfill a vow perhaps? Or had the mother been overcome
with sleep when the pains of labor began? Did she mean to protect her son from the evil eye—as some mothers
name their infants “fox” or “wolf” as omens to keep them from harm? Might it be that the mother was of Bedouin
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stock? Bedouins, after all, were known to give their children names inspired simply by the season, or the weather,
or the place, like “apricot,” or “grass blade,” or “green,” or “wintry,” and suchlike odd names.
No one knew, finally, why this prince was called Naas. But Naas he was, and that is that.
The restless queen chanced to be wandering in a distant corner of the palace gardens when she saw the light of
an oil lamp shining faintly through a window. Day hadn’t broken yet, but the first blush of dawn was enough for
her to find her way toward the flickering light. As she approached the window, she heard Jana speaking with this
“Naas” who was still so eager to close her eyelids; and of course she supposed the young woman was addressing
her missing son, whom she believed seized and imprisoned by the jinn. She waited by the window just long
enough for day to break, then greeted the girl.
“Good morning, child,” she said.
Jana, startled, stopped spinning and raised her head, to find a courtly, dignified lady she recognized as the
queen, for she’d often caught sight of her in the gardens from the roof of her cottage.
“Good morning to you, Your Majesty,” she replied respectfully. The queen pleaded with her gently.
“Why are you rebuking Naas, child?” she asked. “I beg you to stop. He’s my only son, who’s vanished, it
seems, from the face of the earth. We believe the jinn have seized him, or it may be he’s fleeing them and seeking
refuge with you. If so, won’t you welcome him? Where is he now?”
The resourceful Jana saw her chance.
“The queen,” she thought, “truly believes her son was seized by the jinn, or that he’s trying to flee them. Why
don’t I make this heartbroken mother believe her son’s seeking my company? Some good might come of it and
bring our poverty to an end.”
“Yes, my lady,” she answered tearfully. “Each night he comes to visit me, while my sisters are sound asleep.
He wakes me from my slumber, to tell me how much he loves me. And yet, Your Majesty, I never met him before,
and had no notion he was the king’s son. I’m a poor girl, barely able to live, along with my sisters, on the pitiful
sums we earn from spinning wool. I have no time for the soft words of love.”
Once more the queen began to plead.
“Don’t, I beg you, send him away. Speak gently to him. And if ever he asks you to marry him, then do accept
him. It may be he’ll return to us on your account.”
“Alas, my lady,” Jana replied, “he’s in God’s merciful hands, and can only return when God Himself wills. He
must, so he gave me to understand, remain in hiding, apart from you, and from his father and his palace. He’s
asked me to keep his secret from everyone, or else he’ll vanish forever. I’m telling you this only to reassure you
he’s alive and well. Will you keep his secret too, for his own sake?”
“I’ll keep it even from his faither,” the queen assured her. “This I’ll do for his sake, in the hope that one day
he’ll return to us. As for you, child, since he’s revealed himself to you, and since it seems he’s fallen in love with
you, won’t you be loving and gracious to him in return? Support him in this, and I’ll reward you for it. I’ll provide
you and your sisters with all you need, so you no longer have to toil so hard.”
As for Jana’s sisters, they’d been woken by all this and heard enough to understand their sister’s scheme. They
held off until the queen had left, then began to reproach her for deceiving the poor woman so shamelessly. Jana,
though, was quick to defend herself.
“Where’s the harm?” she said. “Is this some kind of mortal sin? Think! While we benefit from the generosity
of this queen—who has wealth enough and more!—we’re kindling the spark of hope in a mother’s heart, to warm
her spirits a little.”
This forceful argument laid her sisters’ objections to rest.
*
Just an hour after the queen’s visit, a maidservant entered with a large bundle of new clothes, and at noon she
returned with a heavy tray of food and refreshments. Each day for the next month the queen sent them every sort
of delicious food. And once a week, at dawn, she’d come to watch Jana through the window and listen to one
contrived tale after the next, about her son who was, it seemed, alive and well, but in hiding and appearing to no
one else, not even to Jana’s sisters. If he let anyone else catch sight of him, Jana explained, he’d be putting his life
in danger and might never be released.
“Do you desire any special thing?” the queen asked Jana one day. “If there’s anything at all you wish for, you
have only to name it. You’re so dear to me now, I’ll grant whatever you ask.”
“Since you’re so kind,” Jana replied, “what I truly desire now is roast chicken stuffed with almonds, pistachios,
and pine nuts. And for dessert pastry smothered in syrup.”
“Consider it done, my dear,” said the queen. “You have special cravings, it seems!”
Jana spoke neither to confirm nor deny the queen’s remark, but shyly bowed her head (this new lie was an
addition to the plot, which had just come about—she hadn’t planned it all). The queen left beaming with
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excitement at the thought of the grandchild she’d soon have. After that she became still more attentive and earnest
in catering to Jana’s every whim, while the scheming girl took full advantage of the queen’s soft heart; the more
she relished her new way of life, the more she exploited the queen’s kindness. Still her sisters scolded her, but she
paid not the smallest heed.
Soon she began to wrap towels around her belly, which swelled and swelled as the months passed, while the
queen was almost out of her mind with joy. To make the royal treatment complete, the queen began inviting Jana
to the palace. These visits were, though, known to no one at all except the queen herself and her maid.
*
Now behind the palace there was a secluded spot which had been the prince’s favorite private garden. The
queen had allowed no one to enter it since he vanished, but now Jana was accorded this special privilege.
In the midst of this secret place stood a fountain, large with low edges and completely dry. One day, as Jana
was strolling in the garden, as she often did now, she stepped into it, hoping to learn why it had dried up.
In the very center was a brass ring that caught her eye.
Why, she wondered, was it there? She quickly noticed, too, a round tile beneath it, which, until she looked at it
very closely, seemed part of the base of the fountain. Jana tried to lift the tile, but the ring was too rusty to use.
Next day she came armed with an oily rag, which she used to remove the rust from the ring. Then, mustering
all her strength, she pulled as hard as she could, and at last the tile lifted to reveal a spiral stone staircase below.
Very cautiously she began to descend, pulling the twin ring beneath the tile to set it back in place. At the
bottom of the staircase she found herself in a house so beautiful it had almost a heavenly beauty and air. She
explored a number of its rooms. In one she found a gold bed, with a mattress stuffed with ostrich feathers and
covered with a bedspread of pure silk. On this a young man was lying asleep, alongside a lovely young woman.
His beauty shone out like the full moon, hers like the sun.
Astounded, she left the room and entered another, in which she found a newborn baby crying. Pity stirred her
heart, and she picked up the baby, who soon grew quiet. She changed his damp clothes, dressing him in new ones
she found in the room—she even put some kohl on his eyes.
The moment she’d done this the beautiful young woman appeared from the next room, throwing Jana an
approving glance and thanking her for what she’d done for her baby. She took the child back and began to nurse
him.
“You’ve helped me in this,” she told Jana, “and I’ll surely repay you.”
*
From that day on Jana never failed to visit the place and care for the baby with the woman’s permission. She
hid from the queen’s view for several days. Then she told her she’d given birth to a baby son, whom she’d named
Yaqthan. The queen, overjoyed at the news, asked to see the newborn child at once.
“His father,” Jana said, “wishes no one to see the infant, for seeing him would be as dangerous as seeing the
father himself. But be happy: he’s a fine, healthy baby.”
The queen brought her a bundle with all the clothes a baby could ever need, and constantly sent good,
nourishing food too, fit for a nursing mother. In fact the make-believe baby was just a pile of old rags folded
around a bamboo stick, but when covered it looked like the real thing from a distance. In any case, Jana felt deep
down that the deception wasn’t a total lie, for Yaqthan was clearly the child of the jinn woman and the prince. One
day her eldest sister, Mona, said:
“Surely your lie will be discovered soon, and then we’ll all be ruined. We may be flung from our house and
thrown on the street.”
“Have no fear,” Jana reassured her. “None of this will ever happen.”
After twenty days the queen suggested going with Jana to the public bath, as was the custom with new
mothers. She secretly hoped Jana might bring her grandchild too, so she might see him, but of course Jana left the
false baby behind at home.
“Have no concern about him,” she told the queen. “I’ve bathed him and fed him to his heart’s content. Besides,
Naas doesn’t wish us to take him to the public bath.”
And so the helpless queen was quiet once more, trusting God would soon reward her patience. Jana, though,
received a shock; for, just as she’d finished her bath and was putting on her clothes, her sisters arrived with the
false baby and dumped him on her lap.
“Your son’s hungry,” they said. “Feed him, go on!”
The poor girl was dumbfounded, unable to believe her sisters hated her so much as to shame her in public like
this.
*
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But lo and behold, at that moment a great mist like a white cloud instantly rose and covered her from sight. In
the twinkling of an eye the rag baby was snatched from her lap, to be replaced by a real baby as lovely as an
angel.
The jinn woman, realizing what Jana’s scheming sisters were capable of, had come to thwart their wicked plot
and rescue Jana, who’d loved and cared for her baby.
The queen was filled with delight to see such a beautiful grandchild.
“Nurse him, child,” she told Jana. “He must be hungry.”
The sisters, filled with spite, stood to one side, curious to see how Jana would escape from this new corner. But
by a wonder, beneath the eyes of all, Jana’s firm breasts began flowing with pure milk, and she fed the baby to his
heart’s content. When they’d returned home, the queen asked Jana to move into the palace, to a set of rooms
specially prepared for her and her baby; and Jana, fearing further treachery from her sisters, agreed at once.
After returning to Naas, and entrusting her baby to this loving and tender girl, the jinn woman realized her
sacrifice must be taken to its furthest limits if she was to bring full happiness to the prince she loved, and to his
parents, and to Jana, whose downfall would be complete if the lie were ever discovered. And so she wisely decided to reveal the whole truth to the prince.
“I release you now, Naas,” she concluded. “Return to your parents and your kingdom. You must, though, marry
the girl your mother believes to be the mother of your child. Love and honor her, for to her you owe your return to
your family and your old life.”
*
And so one day Naas arrived unannounced at the palace, and there were instant festivities to celebrate his
return. He asked his mother about his “wife,” Jana.
“She’s fine and well,” the queen told him, “and patiently waiting for you to appear on this earth once more.”
The prince was charmed by Jana’s wit and beauty, and by her evident fondness for his son. Accordingly he
made secret arrangements for them to be married by a judge. They all lived happily ever after, and Jana bore him
further children.
She was kind, too, to her sisters, forgiving them for what they’d done. A fresh page was turned in their lives,
and each found a good match in her husband.
As for the good jinn woman, she’d appear from time to time to visit Naas and Jana, and see her baby.
7
Of King Nawwaf’s seven children only his daughter Dunya survived childhood, and she was the solace and
happiness of her royal parents. Dunya grew up a quite dazzling beauty, hearing nothing but words of admiration
and flattery and praise from her maids and governesses.
And so, little by little, she grew vain and haughty, regarding nothing as worth her notice or approval.
Her father the king wished her to marry a prominent man, who’d one day inherit the kingdom as though he
were his own son; but, to his despair, Dunya rejected her suitors one after the other, finding in each a flaw none
but she could see. At last her cousin traveled to court her from a distant country.
Now, though Dunya’s uncle ruled that distant country, the royal brothers saw one another very seldom, as each
was engaged in the affairs of his own people and kingdom. His heir was also his only child, and when he came of
age his father counseled him to go on a visit to his uncle with the aim of being married to Dunya, whose fame as a
beautiful young woman had spread throughout the world. Doubtless this king also thought such a marriage would
help unite the two kingdoms.
The prince listened closely to his father’s advice. Then, with a company of soldiers commanded by one of his
closest friends, and loaded with gifts and money, he set out on the long journey.
*
King Nawwaf rejoiced at the visit of his beloved nephew, receiving him in the warmest possible way and
providing him with a palace of his own. After resting for a few days, the prince addressed his uncle:
“I’ve come to your palace, dear uncle,” he said, “in the hope of marrying my cousin. My father’s encouraged
me in this, so as to strengthen the ties of blood uniting us; but I’ve heard much, too, of my cousin’s beauty and
grace, and of the way she constantly rejects her suitors. I myself, I thought, must be the proper person for her
hand. What do you say to this?”
“You, dear nephew,” the king responded happily, “are my desire and my hope. I have no male heir to my kingdom, and you should become mine as well as your father’s. Yet I’ve sworn an oath to my daughter never to marry
her to anyone against her own will. I hope with all my heart she’ll consent, for you’re not just her cousin but have
every desirable quality too.”
55

The king consulted the intended bride and, when she learned there were no bad qualities in the bridegroom, she
gave her consent. All went smoothly, and the marriage was concluded, according to the precepts of God and His
prophet, with songs and dances. The wedding ceremony itself was to be in ten days’ time, since royal celebrations
always need a good deal of time to prepare.
The bride, though, wished to see the groom before the wedding. Her father therefore invited him to lodge in his
own palace so as to bring this about. There the maids spied ceaselessly on the bridegroom, and one of them
approached Dunya.
“Madam,” she said, “come with me and see him. There he is, in that room. I’ve glimpsed him through the
crack in the door.”
*
Dunya peeped through the crack in the door of the room her maid had shown; and, after carefully fixing her
gaze, made out a well-dressed young man whose face was unknown to her, eating a pomegranate. She saw a seed
from the pomegranate fall on the rug, then saw the young man pick it up and pop it into his mouth.
Furious, Dunya withdrew and immediately summoned her father, who hastened to comply, fearing one of his
daughter’s well-known outbursts. And indeed she was trembling with rage.
“Is this the man you wish me to marry?” she burst out. “Why, he’s no more than Bug son of Bug, who picks
seeds from the rug. With my own eyes I saw him take the pomegranate seed from the ground and eat it. This man
is no husband for me. He behaves like a beggar, or like a beast rather.”
“Calm yourself, daughter,” the king said. “Don’t excite yourself so. Why all this fuss? If he picked up the
pomegranate seed and ate it, it shows he’s humble enough to be thankful for God’s bounty.”
“No, sir,” she retorted. “He’s not humble but mean. What he did in no way accords with royal behavior. I shall
never marry him, not if you should hack me in pieces.”
“But he’s already your legal husband, my dear,” said the king. “Go back to him and discuss the matter. Try to
see his view first.”
“That I shall never do,” she replied simply.
Sad and perplexed, the king went to his nephew and told him the whole story. The young prince’s pride was
hurt, but he suppressed his anger.
“Very well, uncle,” he said. “I’m Bug son of Bug, who picks seeds from the rug, while she’s the honored,
noble lady, lofty and proud in her untouchable rank. Let her stay as she is, in all her pride. I shan’t divorce her. I’ll
rather marry another girl who’ll appreciate my worth. Your daughter must remain without a husband for all her
life to come.
“Such is my decision. I thank you for all your kindness and hospitality, and we’ll always remain, I trust, on
cordial and friendly terms. One day I’ll come to visit you with my other wife, and thank you once again.”
*
The king said not a word to all this, understanding his nephew’s wrath. Early next morning, Prince Safwan set
off for his home at the head of his guards and soldiers, leaving the king anxious and rebuffed. And of course he
spoke sternly to his daughter.
“So,” he said, “go and reap the reward of your presumption and pride. For the rest of your life you’ll be neither
single nor married.” With that he assigned her a small palace with an ample garden, placed a retinue of servants
and maids at her disposal, and walked back to his palace, pondering aloud.
“This,” he said, “is what comes of pampering daughters. Had she any sense, she would never have been so
haughty and presumptuous. She’s made me bow my head in shame. By God, I’ll leave her without love or care.
Let me think of her as dead, like all her brothers and sisters.”
Not only did he carry out this design, but he also forbade the queen to visit her daughter. The lesson had to be
complete.
*
Prince Safwan traveled for a whole day, then stopped among some flat meadowlands, where he ordered his
soldiers to pitch their tents. Then, calling his captain Dergham to him, he recounted the story from beginning to
end. Dergham, already perplexed at the hasty journey, was ordered to stay with the men, however long his
prince’s absence should last.
“I shall go back to her in disguise,” the prince said, “and avenge myself on this haughty, presumptuous girl. I
shan’t concern myself with time. It’s spring now, and soon it will be summer. This is a fertile valley, well protectted by high mountains. You can provide for yourselves by buying food in the villages around.
“But not in your soldier’s uniforms. Take care. No one should know we’re here. Should someone pass by,
pretend you’re peaceful travelers and bestow money and food on him.” And with that the prince dressed himself
in simple clothes and bade Dergham farewell.
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“Are you going on foot, Your Highness?” the officer asked.
“What’s wrong with my legs?” retorted the prince. “They’re as strong as a horse’s!”
*
Prince Safwan walked for more than two hours, back toward the city, pondering the best way to carry out his
plan. But fortune was on his side, for, to his joy, he met a gypsy carrying a rabab\fn{A traditional stringed instrument,
played with a bow, and named no later than the 8th century} he played on to earn his living.
“Look,” he suggested to the gypsy. “Suppose you were to sell me your rabab and change clothes with me? I’ll
give you five dinars as well.”
The gypsy was delighted to strike such a bargain, and took off his tattered clothes and dirty cap without further
ado. Safwan was fond of music, and ever since his childhood he’d loved the songs sung by the many gypsies who
roamed his country. He knew how to play the rabab, and he was expert in singing gypsy songs, to which he’d add
compositions of his own. His mother, he recalled, had often scolded him for such ways.
“Well,” he thought, as he prepared the plan for taming his haughty lady, “there’s a use for everything you
learn.”
When he reached the city, he rented a room at an inn and, on the advice of a druggist, prepared to wash his
body with a certain kind of grass which, when boiled, would give his skin the proper dark tan. The druggist gave
him the exact amount he needed, to be used as often as necessary, and he darkened his eyelids with kohl too, the
way gypsies do, and cut his hair in the gypsy style.
And so he began to visit coffee shops and taverns in his canvas sandals, playing the rabab and singing to the
customers. He took to calling himself Hajji Brumbock.
When he returned to his inn after his evening rounds, he began to compose love songs he knew would be
attractive to young women. And very soon he arrived at Dunya’s palace, where, so he learned, she lived alone
with her servants and maids, a good distance from her father’s palace. Everything, by God’s grace, seemed right
for his purpose.
*
The new “Hajji” sang to the people crowded by the gates of the palace, and wherever he walked people would
follow to listen. Some of the palace maidservants heard his songs too, and would gather by the gate to the garden
the moment they knew he was there.
Dunya, concerned at finding them absent so often, questioned her favorite personal maid Massada, who’d
gained her trust, and Massada told her of this handsome gypsy who played the rabab and sang with a voice to
take the listener’s breath away. And so Dunya ordered her to bring the man to a bower in the garden, and Massada
went to him accordingly.
“Come with me,” she told him. “Her Highness the princess wishes to hear your songs.”
“I’m at her service,” he replied. He followed the maid and, when he found himself in the princess’s private
bower, began to dance around and sing aloud:
Hajji Brumbock, by God’s grace
Entered in this royal place.

Three times he repeated these words, then stood respectfully before the princess and greeted her. The royal
lady left her maids to answer the greeting. Then she asked him:
“What’s your name, gypsy?”
So haughty was she, she scarcely addressed him like a man of the human race. “Gypsy” was the word she
used!
Swallowing his contempt, he gazed at her with the greatest feigned respect, and said:
“My name, my lady, is Hajji Brumbock.”
“Come on then,” she answered. “Let’s hear what you’ve brought with you.”
He tightened the strings of his rabab, fixed his gaze on her face, and then began to play a delightful melody
and sing a song full of praise for her dazzling beauty. Overwhelmed as he was by this, he doubled and redoubled
his efforts to delight her, until she, utterly entranced by his voice and music, decided he should remain at the
palace and sing for her alone.
“But,” he protested, “Your Highness will prevent me from working and earning my living. Release me, I beg
you. I make a good amount of money from my business.”
“How much do you earn?” she asked. “Whatever it is, I’ll double the amount, then double it again.”
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“May God bless you,” he replied. “But still you’ll prevent other people from hearing me, because you want to
keep my songs for yourself. You’ll keep me as a prisoner, whereas I’m a free man, who goes wherever he pleases
and sleeps wherever he wishes.”
“You’ll have other benefits. The garden, the servants, delicious food and comfortable sleep, and the money you
earn. What more do you want?”
“I’m at your service, Your Highness. Who could look into such a lovely face and dare to leave?”
“Don’t be insolent, gypsy!” He bowed very gracefully, then said by way of apology,
“Don’t rebuke me, my lady. I’m simply an artist who prizes the secrets of beauty.”
*
The princess ordered the servants to lay a mattress for him in their quarters, and for three nights he slept there,
spending the day singing to her and talking with her too, mixing his talk with jokes and stories and anecdotes to
fill her mind and spirit. For all his dark skin and simple clothes, she felt herself attracted to him, and by and by
began to depend on his company. This pleased him, naturally, for he seemed destined to reach his goal more
quickly than he’d supposed.
They’d meet in a private living room to which only the favored maid Massada had access. On the fourth day,
as Hajji Brumbock ate his breakfast, he found the food was tasting better all the time. Then the servants brought
him a new suit of clothes, of the same style as his old clothes but made from a better cloth.
“My lady,” he was told, “orders you to take a bath, then put on these clothes. Her Highness will be waiting for
you.”
Sending his thanks to the grand lady, Hajji Brumbock did as she’d ordered, trimmed his hair and mustache and
beard, then walked steadily to her private sitting room.
*
At the beginning he’d greet her and she’d answer. Gradually, though, she came to see Hajji Brumbock as a
friend, as someone on her own level. One day she was the one to pronounce the morning greeting, which he
returned with a somewhat bemused air. Thereafter it was always the lady who greeted, while he even dared to
answer at his leisure. Finally, one morning, he ventured to rebut the greeting:
“May your greeting fall back on you. Hajji Brumbock’s displeased with you.”
“Why? Whatever’s wrong? What have I done to displease you?”
“You, princess of beauty and elegance, regard me as one of your servants. Why must I sleep with the servants
and you on the upper floor?” She smiled in spite of herself.
“Very well, Hajji Brumbock,” she answered. “Tomorrow you shall sleep on the second floor.”
They spent the day between songs and music, recitals of poetry and easy conversation. Then, when night fell,
Hajji Brumbock was led to one of the chambers set aside for visitors of ordinary rank. But next morning she saw
the same angry look on his face. Again he rebutted her greeting:
“May your greeting fall back on you. Hajji Brumbock’s displeased with you.”
This time she didn’t resent his rebuke, for he’d already found a way into her heart. A young woman, living
alone among maids and servants and womenfolk, was ready enough to fall in love with the first man she stumbled
on. This proud princess had fallen in love with this handsome young man, who knew how to reach her heart with
his company and engaging talk. Soon she forgot her royal status.
“But why, Hajji Brumbock?” she asked, in the tender voice known only to lovers. “Didn’t you spend the night
in the room set aside for guests?”
“Indeed I did, my lady. But it’s a mere room for villagers and common folk who come to your palace, a room
on the middle floor.”
“Very well, Hajji Brumbock. Tonight you shall sleep in the guest chamber on the upper floor.”
And yet, next morning, it was the self-same story.
“Good morning, Hajji Brumbock.”
“May your greeting fall back on you. Hajji Brumbock’s displeased with you.”
“But why, Hajji Brumbock? You sleep on a comfortable bed now, in the best guest room of the palace.”
He looked her straight in the face.
“And how can I enjoy my sleep,” he asked, “when my room’s so far from yours?”
“Very well, Hajji Brumbock. Tomorrow I’ll have you moved to a room closer to mine. Will that make you
happy?”
“Perhaps. As you wish.”
The maids were beginning to murmur, especially now she’d had him brought to a room next to her own. They
never stopped their winking and whispering, while Massada, the princess’s faithful companion, would scold them
and tell them to hold their tongues.
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As for Hajji Brumbock, he began to talk of lovers, and of the long separations they endure before finding the
happiness of love. His poems became ever more passionate, his protestations ever more honeyed. But for Massada, they wouldn’t have thought even of dinner that evening!
Next morning he talked in the same strain. And now his protests overflowed, that he couldn’t sleep in one
room and she in another.
Truly, love is blind. The princess at once ordered Massada to have a mattress laid for him in her own room.
This time Massada spoke up.
“This isn’t proper, my lady. The man’s a stranger to you.”
“Are you questioning my orders, Massada?” the princess rejoined. “Do as I tell you.”
Massada did as she was ordered. And so the stranger slept in the room of the princess, who was sleepless
through the whole night, except for one short hour around dawn.
*
And yet, early next morning, as she greeted him with the traces of sleep in her eyes, his answer was
immediate:
“May your greeting fall back on you. Hajji Brumbock’s displeased with you.”
“But didn’t you sleep in my own room?” she asked, perplexed. “What more do you wish from me?”
“But,” he answered, “you're the princess. You sleep in a golden bed, while Hajji Brumbock sleep on the floor.”
“Very well. You shall have a bed like mine.”
And so it was. The gypsy spent the next night like a prince. Next morning she raised the edge of her net and
greeted him in sweet tones.
“Good morning, Hajji Brumbock.”
“May your greeting fall back on you. Hajji Brumbock’s displeased with you.”
“I just don’t understand you, Hajji Brumbock. Your bed’s just like mine, and still you complain.”
“What good is that to me? Why should I sleep in one bed and you in another?”
And so Safwan married his bride with no wedding in between. Only the melodies of his rabab.
*
Hajji Brumbock stayed by her side for two months and a half. Then suddenly, without warning, he donned his
old clothes, picked up his rabab and entered the room to bid her farewell.
“Goodbye, my lady Dunya. I’m leaving now.”
“Leaving? But where are you going, Hajji Brumbock?”
“Back to my country, to my own people. You didn’t think, did you, I’d spend my whole life here? I feel the call
of my home country. I miss it and I miss my people.”
Her voice trembled.
“But how can you leave me here alone, Hajji Brumbock?” she said in a pleading tone.
“We met, and now we have to part. That’s the way life is and the way people are. I’ve been with you for three
months or so now. I’m tired of life in a palace.”
“Don’t leave me alone, Hajji Brumbock. It would be a crime! I’m going to have a child, Hajji Brumbock.”
“What?” he cried—feigning surprise, though really he knew well enough. “But this is a serious matter. I never
dreamed of such a thing. Well, I’ll leave my child with you, to be raised as a prince. Far better that than growing
up to be a gypsy like his father. So, good-bye.”
She rose, clutching at his tattered clothes.
“No, wait! You can’t just leave me here. My father will kill me when he knows.”
“And if I stay,” he retorted, “he’ll kill us both. That’s why I have to flee.”
“Then I’m coming with you.”
“With me?” he answered, as if unable to believe his ears. “With a homeless gypsy like me? Where to? To
gypsy tents or the open streets? You, a royal daughter? Could you endure poverty and hunger and the gypsy life?”
“And why should we live like gypsies, when I have jewelry to support us as long as we live?”
“No, Madam,” he replied. “The bride doesn’t provide for the groom. I can only live as a gypsy, in the way I
please. I don’t wish to be married, to be bound by a wife. Goodbye, Dunya.”
“No, wait. You must take me with you. Hunger and poverty I can bear, but not the shame before my family and
people, and to be killed finally as a sinner.”
“Well,” he said, managing to keep his cool manner, “aren’t you a sinner after all? Whose fault is it but yours?
You fell in love with a gypsy, though you were legally married to your cousin. You, a princess, a royal daughter.”
“But you tempted me. You stole away my thoughts and made me sin. Will you desert me now? No, Sir. Never!
A thousand times no! I shall go with you, even to hell.”
Still he managed to keep his composure.
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“I’ve no wish to be bound by a wife, who throws the burden of her child on me.”
Still she entreated him. At last he said:
“Very well. Go and take off those precious clothes of yours and put on an old gypsy gown. And take off all
your jewels. We’ll leave under cover of darkness, with no one to see us.”
She did all this, weeping. Massada ushered them to the gates, hiding them from the sight of the sentry. The
palace gate closed behind them, and the princess found herself on the bare street.
“What am I to mount?” she asked. “Where are your beasts?”
“What are you thinking of?” he answered. “Since when did gypsies own beasts? We’ll go on foot. You’ll do as
I do.”
She was surprised at this rough way of speaking, after so much courtesy and love. She felt, suddenly, that
she’d fallen into the grasp of a man suddenly returned to his gypsy origins.
The pair walked and walked, through the dead of night, until they reached a place quite distant from the city.
Then they sat down for a brief rest and ate some food he’d brought with him. An hour later they were back on
their feet again, but she was feeling very tired now. She was, after all, a lady accustomed only to strolling in the
palace and garden, among columns and balconies and roses.
They moved on nonetheless, now walking, now resting, until they reached the place where he’d left his
soldiers and guards. She ventured to plead with him now.
“Have pity on me, Hajji Brumbock. I’m almost dead with hunger and thirst and weariness.”
If he felt pity for her, he managed to conceal it with a show of indifference.
“I have an idea,” he said, “some of my countrymen may be here in this valley. Wait here. I’ll go and fetch some
food. Perhaps I can even lay hold on a mount for you.”
*
He walked on to where his captain Dergham would hear his horn, then blew the agreed signal. Almost at once
Dergham came galloping up on his horse, eager to receive his master’s orders.
“Strike your tents now,” Safwan said, “and begin the journey home. But first bring me food and a donkey to
ride.”
After eating his fill, he mixed the food—meat, rice and vegetables—all together in one dish, and took it to her
with a canteen full of water.
“Here’s your food,” he said. “Eat it.”
“What do you mean, eat?” she said. “This food’s all mixed together.”
“It’s food. Isn’t that enough? Eat it if you want it, and if you don’t like it, throw it away.”
And so the poor lady had to eat the food with her fingers, with no spoon or fork.
After resting for two hours, Safwan could be sure his men had left. He told her to mount the donkey, and
started leading it. For many days they traveled, and again and again he gave her the same old, mixed-up food
whose sight and smell she loathed, but which she had to eat, while he seemed thoroughly pleased with himself. At
last they reached the capital city of his father’s kingdom.
He led her to a cave he knew very well and spread the donkey’s mounting gear out for her as a mattress.
Luckily he’d brought a pillow too. He left her some dry bread and cheese and the canteen of water, then told her:
“Wait for me here until I return. I’ll go straight to the queen, who’s heard me sing and loves my voice, and I’ll
beg her, in her kindness, to lodge us in some old room—or, failing that, the old stable. There I’ll have to leave
you, while I go out to earn some money.”
“Do as you please,” she answered helplessly, utterly broken by weariness and despair, but deeply wounded,
even so, by his rough treatment and words. This man, who’d begun by appealing to her feelings, had now, it
seemed, come to look on her as some kind of insect.
He did nothing but complain and curse her presence. He hated, so he said, this marriage he’d been forced to
take on, after living as free as a bird before. The rope he felt around his waist must, so he’d say, be untied. Then
she’d scold him in her turn, for not allowing her to bring her jewels. And where anyway, she’d say, was the money
he’d earned by singing at her palace? Why should they have to bear such a wretched life? Was he simply used to a
life of misery and poverty?
*
Prince Safwan went to the house of his captain Dergham, and there he bathed and put on his royal clothes.
Then he sent word of his return to his father. The king was delighted to receive his son, kissing him tenderly on
the forehead. Then, when all the formalities of reception were over, and in the presence of the queen, he inquired
about the results of the trip to his brother’s domains. The prince conveyed his uncle’s love and good wishes,
describing in detail the reception he’d received.
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“But what of your uncle’s daughter?” the king asked. “Surely you had the time to be married? I expected to see
her here with you.”
“As fortune would have it,” Prince Safwan answered, “I found her already married to one of the princes of the
kingdom. 1 had no choice in the matter.”
“Then why did you stay so long?”
“I stayed to please my uncle, who took a liking to me. And I enjoyed my stay in his country. The climate suited
my health and my mind.” The king gazed seriously at his son.
“You’re quite right,” he remarked. “You look very healthy and fit. You did well to stay there so long at your
uncle’s side.”
*
The old man realized now that his plans had failed to bear fruit. Still, he was happy and thanked God for the
safe return of his son.
Safwan, though, as soon as he had the chance to sit alone with his mother, told her the whole story, sure that
she wouldn’t reveal the truth. The queen understood, and felt pity for the poor girl her resourceful son had
managed to lead astray. Who but a mother would know how her son could invent such tricks, how he could make
himself attractive to women, as a web attracts flies?
“You mean,” she asked anxiously, “you left her there in that cave? Alone?”
“Have no fear, mother. Now, I wish you to have the servants clean out the stable at the back of the palace. An
old straw mattress and a worn-out carpet will be enough. A thin mattress perhaps, with two pillows and a blanket.
Should you come across her, treat her merely as the gypsy wife of Hajji Brumbock.”
The queen was taken aback.
“You’ve no right,” she said, “to humiliate her like this. She’s your cousin and your wife under God’s laws.
Haven’t you tormented her enough? You’ve had your revenge now. Isn’t it enough for you to take her out, in
shame, from her own palace? And what of all the miseries on the way? No, Safwan. This is a base vengeance.”
“Listen, mother,” Prince Safwan answered. “I know her to be my lawful wife, but she has no knowledge of it.
She’s earned her debasement. I’ve sworn to humiliate her, so she can know her true worth. Please, lay your pity
aside and come along with me. If not, I’ll leave her with you and go off, never to be seen again. My father mustn’t
learn a word of all this until everything’s done.”
“And when will that be, son?” she asked sadly.
“When she gives birth to her child. There’s nothing more to say.”
*
When Hajji Brumbock returned to the cave, with some food for her stuffed in a loaf of bread, he found her
weeping and lamenting.
“Eat this,” he ordered, in the rough voice she was growing used to now. “After I’ve taken some rest, we’ll
move to the royal palace, where the queen’s consented to lodge us in an abandoned stable. Eat it, go on.”
She managed somehow to swallow the food through her choking tears. She had no choice, for in her womb,
she knew, there was a child who needed food to grow.
The dark stable at this royal palace had, she saw, been deserted even by the beasts who’d once lived there.
There was a barred window that gave a sense of permanent twilight and a rickety old rack barely cleaned, with
dust and earth still clinging to the edges.
She lay down on the old mattress, utterly exhausted, but pleased to find it was clean at least, and soon she was
sound asleep.
The man went out to earn his living, as he said, only returning in the evening with some food in a broken dish,
a jug of water and a small lamp lit by olive oil.
After a few days she longed to eat some sweets, but couldn’t summon up the courage to ask. Finally she asked
for a simple pudding.
“Please, Hajji Brumbock. I beg you.” He nodded sarcastically.
“All right, my fine lady. You want sweets because you’re with child. Haven’t I had to put up with your whims
enough?”
“It won’t cost you anything. Just a simple pudding. Flour and sugar and water.”
“All right. You shall have your pudding.”
He told the palace cook to prepare the pudding, which was brought to him on a dish with a spoon. But he threw
the spoon away. The cook couldn’t understand the behavior of this strange gypsy, who was to be provided for on
the orders of the queen. Hajji Brumbock took the dish to the cave, then spilled the pudding out onto the rock.
“The royal household needs the dish,” he told her. Unable to bear his manner any longer, she retorted in the
same tone.
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“Oh! The king’s household needs the dish, you say?”
“You’d better eat the pudding up,” he said, ignoring her words, “before it runs right down the rock.”
The poor woman started to pull the pudding off with her fingers, trying not to touch the parts that stuck to the
rock’s dirty surface, which meant she had to eat faster and faster; while he, still mindful of how she’d called him
“Bug son of Bug, who picks seeds from the rug,” said to himself:
“And how about you? Lady Brumbock, Lady Brumbock, who licks the pudding off the rock?”
Having seen her humiliated there, in his country, he finally started to take more care over her food, bringing
her delicious and nourishing dishes, along with fruits and sweets, saying the queen’s cook had chosen to be kind
to them.
But for all that, he still shared with her the rough mattress on the hard ground.
*
When she neared the seventh month of her pregnancy, he came and told her:
“Look. The royal household has a dressmaker who’s making clothes for a child expected by the princess. The
king’s daughter-in-law is seven months pregnant, just as you are. Here’s how to find the dressmaker. Go to the
second floor and you’ll find her room on the right. Offer to help her, then, when you see she’s not watching, put a
cloth under your cushion and bring it over to the cave, to make clothes for your baby. Or didn’t you think about
the child’s clothes?”
“I’m willing to beg for food,” she said, “but not to steal clothes. No, sir,” she said finally. “I’m no thief. I can’t
bring myself to face the king’s household.”
“And why not?” he demanded. “Aren’t you a human being just like them? The queen, you know, is very kind
and not at all haughty. Tell her who you are and she’ll admit you on the spot.
“As for being no thief, you must forget your fine upbringing now. Gypsies are thieves, everyone knows that.
And you’re a gypsy’s wife. So why shouldn’t you steal? How do you think we can survive if we don’t steal? This
child you’re bearing, is it all my responsibility? No, my lady. You’re my wife and you must help me. Isn’t it
enough for me to put up with your problems? Do I have to put up with the problems of your child as well?”
In the end he even began shouting at her, so as to make her put on a gown and walk painfully up the stairs.
There, next to the dressmaker’s room, she met the queen.
“Who are you, daughter?” the queen asked. “And what’s your business here?”
“I’m Hajji Brumbock’s wife, Your Majesty,” she replied. “I’m here, with your leave, to help you prepare the
clothes for the prince due to be born.”
The queen, knowing who she was, almost wept from tenderness, and she wondered, too, at Dunya’s radiant
beauty, which her humble clothes only seemed to make greater.
“Come in, daughter, do,” the queen said. “You’re very welcome.” As she said this, she ordered some fresh
drinks for her and talked to her gently. The dressmaker welcomed her too, handing her a piece of cloth to sew.
Choosing a moment when she was left alone, Dunya drew out a new piece from the heap of cloth and put it under
her cushion.
That evening the prince came over to supervise the dressmaking. His mother, the queen, tried to stop him
coming in, but he shouted:
“Who’s that there with the dressmaker?”
“The wife of Hajji Brumbock’s with her,” the queen answered.
“Why have you let that woman in?” he protested angrily. “Don’t you know what thieves gypsies are? She’s
stolen some of my child’s clothes. You can be sure of it.”
He thrust his way in.
“What have you stolen?” he cried. As he was speaking, he raised the cushion and produced the piece of cloth.
Then, cursing and abusing her, he ordered her out of the palace. Twice more he forced her to go and steal, to be
humiliated afresh as he lectured her on gypsies and their thievish ways. She was married to a gypsy and had to
abide by the rules of the game.
*
When the time came for her to give birth, he lavished attention on her.
“Now don’t you worry,” he said. “The king’s daughter-in-law’s giving birth today as well. The midwife’s here
already. I’ll go and call her.”
The midwife duly did her work with the help of two maids, and the baby was safely born. The queen sent some
of the clothes she’d prepared for her grandson, while Hajji Brumbock came over dancing to show his pleasure at
the birth of a child for Prince Safwan. To celebrate the happy event, the queen gave Hajji Brumbock’s wife a clean
room in the quarters reserved for her own ladies, and there the maids bathed her and her child, changed her
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clothes and laid her down on a comfortable bed, with her child in a crib beside her, serving her soup and chicken
and fruit.
Twenty days later Hajji Brumbock announced:
“The midwife will take you to the bath today. She’s done it for the princess. Now she’ll do it for you.”
Dunya found nothing to say. She enjoyed the way she was being treated, of course, but she didn’t understand
why it was happening.
After a full bath, during which she was perfumed and her baby carefully powdered, mother and child were
driven in a luxurious carriage to the royal palace. There the midwife helped her climb the stairs, while a maid
carried the boy wrapped in a silk blanket hemmed with gold thread. She was laid down on a wide bed whose
mattress was stuffed with ostrich feathers, the legs made of silver, the heads of red gold, all beneath a silken net.
The child’s crib was made of ivory.
Dunya was struck with wondering astonishment, but chose to ask no questions. She, who’d been the one to
lead before, was now used to being led.
*
God is the only Being that never changes.
*
Soon it was the queen’s turn to come by, and to kiss and congratulate her. A further surprise! Then she heard
the fearful voice of the prince, the same who’d caught her stealing. He filled her with dread, as he screamed:
“Who’s this woman lying in my bed?” He tore off the blanket, while she tried to cover her face with her two
hands.
“God!” he went on. “Who is this? It’s the wife of Hajji Brumbock. In my room! In my bed!” His mother broke
in gently.
“Don’t frighten her, Safwan. She’s just given birth.” He went laughing up to Dunya. .
“Yes,” he said. “I’m Bug son of Bug, who picked seeds from the rug. And you? Why, you’re Lady Brumbock,
Lady Brumbock, who licked the pudding off the rock.”
Suddenly she saw the whole thing, realizing this Hajji Brumbock had been none other than her cousin and
legal husband Safwan.
*
It was God’s will that he was attracted to her. If he took vengeance on her, it was a stern vengeance he took.
She thanked God from the depths of her heart and gazed straight into his face. Happiness and modesty joined
to lock her tongue, as he sat by her side, caressing her long hair as it floated on the pillow.
“Forget the past, Dunya,” he said. “Now we’re the happiest pair on earth.”
“I shall sing all Hajji Brumbock’s songs for you, and play on the rabab. I mistreated you, I tormented you. But
it had to be, Dunya, to pluck that vanity and haughtiness from your heart. It wasn’t easy to wipe out those seeds!
“I suffered greatly, too, and tried to share all the punishment I inflicted on you. Please forgive me.”
The king, who’d been told the whole story after the birth of his dear grandson, came to her room to comfort
and kiss her.
Finally, an envoy was dispatched to Dunya’s father, with a brief letter advising him that Dunya was now his
nephew’s wife, as both had wished, and that a new prince was grandchild to them both.
254.114 Excerpt from Flight Against Time\fn{by Emily Nasrallah (1931- )} Kfeir, Nabatieh Governorate, Lebanon
(F) 11
The “problem” began at the Canadian Consulate in Beirut. It was the second day of September, 1975.
The appointment was written down on a piece of paper that he held tightly in his hand. He kept feeling it every
so often lest it should fly away, slip from his hand or melt in the burning heat of his palm.
The appointment was written down. He had repeated it to himself so many times that he now knew it by heart:
“Eleven o’clock before noon.” It was now five minutes to eleven. Radwan found himself before an amazing box
which would do his bidding at the press of a button, at your service, on the double. This was no legend or myth.
This was reality, here in modern Beirut.
He tried to remember the year he had last been to the constantly changing city. His memory failed him but he
recalled very well that this amazing invention was not known at that time. Press a button and move from the earth
to somewhere near the sky? What a wonder!
This was not a button—this was the ring of a genie. He did not dare touch it but left the task to Simaan AlAbras, his companion.
Like him, Simaan had come because he had been given an appointment. He too had papers from the Consulate.
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“God help us!” Radwan exclaimed as he stepped through the opening. The door closed and the box shot
upwards like a rocket.
“God help us!” His heart beat in a strange way. He whispered,
“What is the matter with you, man? Not even beasts of the forest can frighten you. Why are you afraid of this
interview?” He laughed at himself and answered.
“Your fear of the interview is a future fear. The cause of your present fear is this rocket.”
True. His knees were shaking. It was a new experience.
“Lord, deliver us from tribulations!” he said and turned to Simaan. He saw him standing calmly like a statue.
*
From where did Simaan summon that courage, he wondered. He knew him to be a coward who trembled at the
flutter of a partridge. He remembered his cowardice during a nocturnal hunting trip. The boy had practically
passed out from fear. Since that day, he had begun telling stories about Simaan and making fun of him in anecdotes which he told among circles of friends as they sat on the stone benches of the village.
And yet, here was Simaan in front of him: a young man, the same age as his youngest son, standing in this
amazing box and not batting an eye, appearing as if he were right at home.
There were people who showed courage in desolate forests, Radwan thought, on dark nights, in storms. And
there were others who did not experience the life of the wilderness but were tamed by the city until they became
its suckling children. Simaan was of the latter group. Radwan felt satisfied with that equation—and with the
unexpected opening of the door. Simaan interrupted his train of thought.
“Uncle Radwan, we get off here.” Radwan followed him with a jump as if the cursed box had given him a
farewell thump on the back.
Is this how you bid your guests farewell, O people of Beirut? His question remained unspoken within his heart.
Simaan went forward and stood in a long line. He asked Radwan to stand in front of him.
“We will wait our turn, Uncle Radwan.”
Radwan’s lips parted to ask a question but he changed his mind. Simaan understands these matters much better
than I do, he thought. He passed the time by watching the strange faces around him and the backs of the heads
lined up in front of him. Soon afterward he heard the sweet sound of someone calling his own name.
“Radwan Abu Yusef!” He answered in a loud voice,
“Present, here. Yes, I am ready.”
His response was spontaneous. He did not wait for Simaan to signal to him but stepped out of the line and
hurried toward the corner. The person who had called was sitting behind a glass wall that had a little opening so
he could talk with people on the other side.
*
“Are you Radwan Abu Yusef?” He answered enthusiastically,
“Yes, I am Abu Nabeel.” The voice asked in a rebuking tone,
“Abu Yusef or Abu Nabeel?”
“Both. Abu Yusef is my family name and Abu Nabeel, my familiar name. My eldest son is called Nabeel, may
God protect your children and mine.”
He said nothing more and fell silent, for he did not meet with any encouragement from the official. The man
had not even raised his head from the paper in front of him.
“Are you ready to meet the Consul?” the man asked abruptly. Radwan puffed up his chest.
“By all means. I am ready and prepared.”
“Enter through this door.”
“Thank you. May God give you long life and increase your blessing.”
On his way to the door, he remembered to look for Simaan. He saw him still standing in his place and received
an encouraging smile for him to go on.
“Alone?” Radwan asked in bewilderment.
“Yes,” Simaan answered.
“The secretary will help you.”
“As God wills. We trust in God.” He said it aloud as if the people around him had vanished and he was left
alone, facing the “problem” and the closed door.
*
Suddenly the door opened wide Radwan was terrified.
The two halves had opened from inside as if by a magic hand, one to the right and one to the left. A fair-haired
young man looked out and eyed him intently, then signaled for him to enter. Would this be the Consul, Radwan
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wondered. He regretted not asking about the color and shape of the Consul. But the hand beckoned insistently and
the young man muttered a few words which entered Radwan’s ears but did not make any sense.
The man motioned to him again. Radwan moved forward, in spite of the confusion he felt. He moved with firm
steps, but once inside his heart beat rapidly. At the same time a voice within was quick to chide him:
“Shame on you, man. Look at him. He is just like you, a mere human being. He is neither a lion nor a hyena.
As for you, even wild beasts don’t frighten you, and …”
The young man left him no opportunity to continue his musings. He started to wave a metal instrument around
Radwan’s head, then ran it down his sides and under his armpits before passing it be tween his legs. What was the
man doing?
He felt tears coming and wished Simaan was next to him. If he was here, he would explain what this man was
doing with this silver stick, whether he was the Consul himself, whether he was sane or insane, whether this was a
greeting in the Canadian way, and what sort of country this could be that Radwan was traveling to.
The man turned his back to him, motioning for him to follow. Radwan walked after him obediently. The game
was not over yet—there would be more surprises. God help us.
He had hardly finished his thought when an elegant and graceful young woman appeared at the door, her face
as bright as the sun. He smiled in admiration and stretched out his hand to her. The young woman shook his hand
and spoke to him in Arabic.
“You’re an Arab, ma’am?” he asked. He had wanted to say,
“Sister of my soul, my rescuer, my blessing from heaven: save me!” She answered briefly,
“I am the Consul’s secretary. Do you speak English or French?”
“Your humble servant can barely cope with Arabic, let alone—” She suppressed a smile.
“That’s all right. No problem, I will act as interpreter between you and the Consul. Please, come with me.”
“Thank you in advance, daughter of goodness.”
The echo of the last word fell on the ears of the unknown man behind the desk. He did not stand up when
Radwan approached, nor did he stretch out his hand, but merely gestured for him to sit down.
Radwan was not surprised at this indifference. As he did not know their language, they had to speak to him
with signs. But this guardian angel was next to him. She must have come down from heaven. An angel, indeed.
*
“The Consul asks you, Mr. Radwan, why are you going to Charlottetown?”
Aha! The Consul, then, was interested in him. He must have misunderstood when the Consul did not rise up
from his chair and welcome him warmly.
“Tell him, in order to visit the young ones.”
“And who are the young ones, Mr. Radwan?”
“My children: Nabeel, the eldest son, may God keep him and other people’s children; Hassan, the owner of the
biggest restaurant in Charl’ton; Jameel, who has a hairdresser’s salon; Lamya, she is married to the son of the
mukhtar or headman from our village; and Nawal, she teaches at the university.”
“The Consul says, may God keep them. How many years have they been in Canada?”
“Tell him, my daughter, they have been there for twenty years. Nabeel left in the harvest season when he was
seventeen. He had several jobs there and when God helped him prosper, he began taking his brothers and sisters,
one by one. Tell him, my daughter, that they used to help me here in difficult times. After they went off to school,
the land could no longer support us.”
“The Consul asks you, how long are you going to stay in Canada?”
“May God bless the Consul’s home. The children said six months. It’s just a visit that my wife, Um Nabeel,
and I will pay to get to know our grandchildren. Do you think the grandchildren speak Arabic?”
“The Consul would not know that, Mr. Radwan. But he asks you, how much money are you taking?”
“From God’s abundance, and the Consul’s, there is enough money. The young ones have been generous.”
“Mr. Radwan, the Consul is asking about the figure, the quantity.”
“We have one thousand dollars. When we arrive, the young ones will be responsible for our expenses.”
“Very good. The interview is over. Here is your passport with the visa, and this is your wife’s. The Consul has
stamped them and he wishes you a happy trip.”
“May God bring you and all people happiness.”
*
Radwan took the two passports and felt that all the burdens of the universe had been lifted from his shoulders.
He leapt up with the agility of a playful child. He bade the Consul farewell by shaking his hand, unconcerned
about the surprised look on the man’s face. He shook hands warmly with the secretary and wished her all the
goodness of the earth. Then he hurried out.
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*
Where was Simaan?
When he did not see him in line, he almost shouted in despair. Did Simaan leave him and go? No, that was
impossible. What would he do if this did happen? Where would he go, he who did not know the city? He had put
all his trust in Simaan.
Just then, Simaan came out of an adjoining room carrying papers. Radwan’s face gleamed as he announced in
a loud voice the good news.
“We’ve got the ‘bazzbort’ and the Consul’s interview is over. A great man, may God keep him and his family.”
Simaan was not yet finished, so he led Radwan to a nearby seat and asked him to wait until they could both leave
together.
*
It is true that the first action was at the Canadian Consulate in Beirut. But every beginning has another beginning. The first one came with a registered letter addressed to Radwan Abu Yusef. It was from his eldest son, Nabeel, which said:
I
Dear Parents,
After greeting you and kissing your hands, I am writing to inform you that I met with my brothers and sisters, and
we agreed that you should visit us in Canada for at least six months, so we may see you and you may get acquainted
with your grandchildren. We corresponded with the Canadian Consul in Beirut regarding this matter and sent him all
the required documents. All that is left for you to do is to go to the Consulate when you are summoned to obtain the
visa and then decide when you will travel.
Enclosed you will find a check for one thousand dollars and your tickets for the trip. Please let us know the date
when you will leave and we will meet you when you arrive.
Remain in peace and safety.
Your loving son,
Nabeel

*
The letter struck Radwan and his wife like a thunderbolt. The idea of traveling had never crossed their minds.
Travel was for the young people. As for the middle-aged and the old, they stayed behind. They lived their lives
waiting: waiting for letters and the return of the loved ones. The old hardly ever traveled.
At sunset, they would lean into the edge of the horizon and watch the sun move along the path drawn millions
of years ago. It moved in its daily journey, from East to West, from East to West. Radwan and his wife were
traveling to the West, to the Gharb. That is why Oriental Arabs called emigration ightirab (going West, becoming
alien) and ghurba (being in the West, being in alien lands).
For outside their homeland, they were ghurabá (aliens). Here, they were in their own homeland, the homeland
of their fathers and forefathers, and of their children and future grandchildren.
“But where are the grandchildren? Where are the children?” the man asked himself, not believing his present
reality, as though the children had just left him that very moment and not twenty years earlier. His inner self
answered,
“They left. They went away. You bade them farewell at the edge of the village. You were afraid and did not go
down to Beirut to see them off. Um Nabeel accompanied them one by one to the sea, the last boundary, while you
remained here, implanted like a post in solid ground.
“That day, you were a coward, man.”
Radwan bent his head as if the years had gathered their troops to invade him, to conduct a vengeful surprise
attack on him, unarmed as he was and bereft even of words.
*
He pushed a chair to the edge of the porch, then sat down with his head propped up on his hands. He let his
eyes roam about as he looked at the surrounding scenery.
Here was the village forest and there, scattered over the hill, were the homes of Al-Khalwat, the quiet and
peaceful village which was the neighbor of Jurat Al-Sindyan.
And over there, in the bosom of the hillside ascending toward Mount Hermon, were ancient monuments that
went back hundreds of years and were proof that this part of the world was planted in the heart of history. Yonder
was Tallat Al-Sheykh covered with fresh pine trees. And towering behind it was the chief of all mountains, Mount
Hermon, proudly looking around as if to challenge everything that surrounded it.
“How can one who adorns his eyes with the light pouring from your peaks ever forget you?”
He turned to one side and saw the remains of the neighbor’s roof tiles and a wall about to collapse. That was
the wall of his neighbor, Um Said.
“How often have I warned her! How often have I said to her:
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“‘Um Said, the wall exposes the neighborhood children to danger. Its stones are unsteady, a breeze would send
them flying off.’”
But Um Said would turn a deaf ear and walk away. Then one day she broke her silence.
“How can you ask me to pull down the wall? Don’t you see that it props up the vine?” In anger he laughed,
and silently heaped curses on her.
“That gray-haired, ill-omened witch! To her the vine is worth more than the children!”
*
And now, here he was, about to go on a trip. He would leave behind him the roof tiles, which now resembled a
honeycomb because of an air raid attack by the Israeli air force. It was a direct hit on the house that did not spare
even the trees of the garden. The family was saved by God’s grace alone.
God, may He be praised and exalted, did not want him to depart this life so early and saved him from a piece
of shrapnel that grazed his forehead. Now he was going on a trip and leaving this wall that was about to collapse.
After much deep thought, he arrived at a solution: he would not leave until the wall was pulled down, even if it
was against the will of Um Said. He would get the young men of the neighborhood to help him. He would urge
them to attack the wall with their sledge hammers and pickaxes on a moonless night, and Um Said would have to
accept a fait accompli and the opinion of the majority. Before he had finished making this resolution, he heard Um
Nabeel calling,
“Your coffee is ready.”
“Bring it over,” he said. “And come here, let’s drink it together.”
In an instant she was next to him carrying the Aleppo brass tray that held the coffee pot and cups, the air rich
with the aroma of cardamom.
*
“I see you are lost in thought, husband. What is the matter?”
His wife was surprised at her own boldness, startled by her daring question. Normally, she was the one who
waited for his questions and then answered them, for his requests and then complied with them, for his motions
and then accompanied them. To dare break the circle with a question … that was a rare event, especially when he
was lost in thought as he seemed to be now.
He raised his eyes and looked intently at her as though seeing her for the first time. In her face he saw
contentment and peace, in her eyes, goodness and love. In her depths he perceived she was waiting for his answer.
“I was thinking, Um Nabeel. Just thinking.”
“Surely,” she continued, “you must have been thinking of the trip. Since the letter arrived, I have not been able
to sleep.”
“You miss the young ones … Well, of course, that’s natural, wife.”
“The young men and the young women, light of my eyes. Do you think I will live to see them?”
“You will, by God’s grace. May His name be praised and exalted.”
*
God’s graces poured forth onto Radwan through the children’s letter, but he felt that there was something
missing. He asked himself what this could be. He soon found it: it was a feeling deep inside, which had taken hold
of him ever since the children left, a feeling that he was cut off forever with his wife in the most difficult days of
their lives.
The young ones had taken with them their energy, their future, their very life force. If only one of them were
here, only one, he would not have the burden of preparing for this trip. As for him, Radwan, he did not know
where to start.
*
He used to run away from home whenever one of the young ones decided to leave. He used to go out to the
field, to the olive groves, to the vineyards. He used to find a thousand reasons not to stay at home and watch the
preparations for the trip.
That was why he was completely in the dark as to the steps he should take. He remembered, among other
things, the night his eldest son, Nabeel, left them.
Um Nabeel went with him to Beirut while he, Radwan, remained home.
“What would you call these actions other than cowardice?” he asked himself. “Admit it, man, and enjoy
torturing yourself. Yes, you’re a coward.” On that day he had said to Um Nabeel,
“You are educated, you know how to go about things in the city. As for me, travel upsets me, and so does
Beirut. I don’t know how to get about in its streets crowded with people and cars.”
Beirut still annoyed him, to this very hour. Memory took him back to that night when the eldest of his children
was ripped out of his heart and the first of the rosary beads came loose.
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On that day, he felt the house become empty. Darkness fell over the paths and the open areas of the village. All
movement stopped, and even the winds subsided and took refuge in hidden tunnels.
He went to bed early, broken-hearted and downcast. He tried to sleep after smoking too many hand-made cigarettes. But how could he sleep. His pillow was all thorns. His mattress was a block of ice. His heart beat in a way
he could not describe. Finally, he surrendered to sleep in the last part of that night.
It was not sleep but some kind of dark delirium that drowned him in a sea of nightmares. It was as if he was in
a deep coma.
That’s the best description of what happened to him. When he woke up in the morning, his pillow was wet.
All night, his pillow had been drinking his tears while he was unconscious. In this state, his tears ran and ran.
He got up and walked with heavy steps. He carried the pillow and put it in the sun. He put on his clothes and
went out to the field.
*
Um Nabeel was eager to travel and, like her, Radwan deeply missed every feature of the children’s faces. But
he would not weep now.
He would face reality with strength, with all the vigor and manliness he could command. He would not be a
coward. He would not stay behind. Life was turning and the sun was about to set. If he did not seize this opportunity, he might not be given another. From inside the house his wife’s voice interrupted his thoughts.
“I heard that Simaan Al-Abras is going to Canada. Go and ask him, perhaps we can travel with him.”
A great thought! Um Nabeel always provided him with practical and helpful ideas. Why did it not occur to him
that Simaan was also traveling and in the same direction? The mukhtar of their village had told him so when he
went to ask for a residence certificate. Simaan, who worked in Beirut, knew the ins and outs. And, more important
than that, he knew how to speak with the Consul. He answered his wife enthusiastically,
“A great suggestion, Um Nabeel. Simaan is clever and he’s a good person. I’ll go see him and discuss the
matter with him.”
*
He hurried through the narrow alleys of the village, treading softly on the ground lest he harm the grains of
soil. He used to walk along these familiar streets without the burning feeling that now possessed him.
Suddenly he felt waves of strange tenderness that flowed from his heart, welled up in his eyes and ran down in
tears. He felt he was attached to everything he saw and heard: the tree that was turning from the freshness of
summer to the yellow of autumn, the gray stones of the houses (he even thought he knew the number of stones in
each house), the faces of the children playing in the curving lanes and the alley-ways. Even the atoms of dust
flying around him and settling on his shoes were as dear as gold.
He raised his eyes to the sky now patched with the first signs of autumn, and his sight remained suspended
there for a moment, fixed on the edge of a cloud moving hurriedly to the North. These familiar scenes and paths
were planted in his heart, painted on the retina of his eyes. And now he was going to leave them.
Here he was, looking for a traveling companion, willingly and consciously. He was going to travel. He cringed
at the thought.
“But I will return,” he assured the stone walls of his village. “I am going for a short time and I will return.
There is no need for all this sadness, no need for this confusion and anguish.”
He said the last words aloud as he knocked at Simaan’s door. The younger man welcomed Radwan and invited
him in for coffee.
“We heard you are going on a trip, Simaan?”
“Yes, indeed, Uncle Radwan. When the papers arrive, we will go together to Beirut to collect them.” Simple
words that took away the heavy burden on his shoulders and opened up the gate of hope.
“May God bless you and give you long life, my son.”
*
A week passed during which the Consul’s letter kept moving in Radwan’s hands. He would examine it carefully, fold it up, give it to his wife and take it back from her, remembering what Simaan had translated for him:
“Please present yourself to the Canadian Consul’s office in Beirut. The appointment is at eleven o’clock on the
second day of September.” It just so happened that Simaan’s appointment was on the same day.
“Matters have been made simple, Um Nabeel,” Radwan said in a jolly voice. “Quite simple. The Consul has
asked me to represent you and act on your behalf.”
*
His mission successfully accomplished, he went out carrying the visas and the two stamped passports. He
walked with Simaan, shoulder to shoulder, so he would not lose him if he was a step behind. He was afraid to be
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lost in the wavy crowds, in this noise strange to his ears, in the mixture of clothes worn by men and women that
made them look to him like clowns.
He laughed to himself, wonder showing on his forehead and in his blinking eyes. His laughter was suddenly
replaced by anxiety when they arrived at a roadblock where several armed men stood.
“Simaan!” he whispered, placing his palm on his companion’s shoulder.
Simaan understood Radwan’s fear and calmed him in a low voice.
“Don’t be afraid, Uncle Radwan. The young men are here for security reasons.”
“Weapons don’t frighten me, you know,” Radwan said. “It is the look in their eyes. I thought everyone said,
two rounds and the war will be over. Ha! Beirut remains the city of surprises.”
*
They then went to a travel agent to make reservations. Radwan followed his companion silently, submissively.
He had no way out. Going on the trip had become certain. The ax was approaching the base of the tree, and the
tree was unable to escape.
He turned his thinking to the brighter side and saw the faces of his children and grandchildren looking at him
from behind years of emigration and alienation, looming from color photographs of all sizes.
*
The office was crowded with people, all of whom wanted to travel. They stood in line, most of them young
men. They carried papers and waited. Radwan looked around searching for a gray-haired head like his, but was
disappointed. The would-be emigrants were all young.
Suddenly, he felt that what he heard on the radio—and from those returning from Beirut to the village—was
happening in front of his eyes: there was the beginning of war in Beirut. It made no difference whether two or
three rounds were over.
Young men did not emigrate in times of peace and stability. And it did not appear that they were leaving to go
on a visit.
He read the signs of war in their anguished faces and unsteady eyes. He suddenly missed his own children and
could no longer bear being so far from them. Let them hurry and make a reservation for him so that he might
travel. Please let them hurry!
He stood in line and waited for what seemed an eternity. Simaan stood in front of him like a shield. Eventually,
the younger man did all that was necessary. He reserved seats for three passengers on an airplane leaving Beirut in
seven days.
“Praise be to God, wife. We’ve returned in safety.”
He greeted Um Nabeel as he got out of the taxi. She was waiting for him at the outside gate, her eyes full of
expectation.
“Everything is ready. Prepare yourself. We leave in a week.”
Travel was always a surprise. Although she expected such news, she could not get used to the idea. She began
to mutter,
“In a week? In a week?” Then she jumped up with the agility of a young woman and cried, chanted,
“O apples of my eye, wait for me!”
*
The children chose for them to travel by air. He would have preferred to travel by sea. That was not because he
had had experience traveling by sea but because of the idea. People had always traveled by sea, even in ancient
times.
His brothers, Yusef and Saad, and his sister, Adla, had left before the First World War. They left when he was
only eight years old. He could not picture their faces now, but he did remember their names from fragments of
stories that his mother had often repeated before she passed away.
His brothers and sister had been in the prime of youth. Conditions at home had been ones of poverty and
suffering. The earth grew only thorny bushes.
And they left. The brothers and sister no longer thought of their homeland after their parents died during the
First World War.
His son Nabeel traveled by sea, and so did Hassan later. When Jameel’s turn came, travel by air had become
available and it was much quicker. Yet, the sea filled him with awe.
O Sea, calm down your waves.
Our loved ones are in your cradle.
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He thought of part of a mejana song which the mothers at Jurat Al-Sindyan repeated from the depths of their
hearts as though the loved ones were ever roving the waves and were always traveling, never to set foot on land.
O Sea, calm down your waves.
Our loved ones are in your cradle.

*
The airplane swayed as it moved, like a ship floating in space. His seat was near a window, a window that
connected him to the universe, to the highest limit the eye could reach.
His heart shivered at the thought that he was suspended between heaven and earth. What if some mechanical
trouble should befall the engines? He quickly chased that idea from his mind, and called on his faith.
“I trust in You, Omnipotent Power of the universe.”
Then he turned to check on his wife. He found her sleeping.
Um Nabeel was good-hearted. Anxiety showed just around the edges of her eyes, he thought, but her face was
softened by her faith and peaceful nature.
But how could she sleep on the airplane? He could not even close his eyes. He reviewed the reel of moving
pictures stored in his memory. He took pleasure in recalling all that had happened since he had awakened that
morning.
*
They had gathered to say good-bye to him. This time, he was the one who was departing.
Lifetime friends. Men and women. The old, the children.
They came to his house at dawn. Some of them asked him to convey their love and greetings to their loved
ones. Others brought him bundles of different sizes and contents: pounded thyme with sesame seeds and sumac,
pine nuts, raisins, dry figs, dry sour milk chunks …
He did not refuse any of their requests. His suitcases were full and about to burst, but he could not reject anything.
He knew what a handful of thyme meant when culled from the wilds of Jurat Al-Sindyan, pounded by affecttionate hands, and filled with a mother’s loving care.
He knew what the taste of pine nuts from the enduring pine trees on the Eastern hills meant to the immigrants
in that unknown distant country. And likewise, the dry figs and raisins which still preserved the fragrance of
summer with its abundant sunshine.
He had finished packing his suitcases and was saying good-bye to the neighbors and relatives when he saw
Crazy Roseanna standing at the door with a little bundle in her hand. The sight of Roseanna always used to make
him laugh. He had often teased her on purpose in order to listen to her absurd ramblings. Sometimes she heaped
insults on his head and anyone else who taunted her in order to strike up bizarre conversations.
Now, he was not smiling and he had no desire to tease Roseanna. He tried to guess what the woman was
carrying, and to whom she could be sending the gift. She had no relatives to remember and she lived alone in a
hut resembling a hermit’s cell, cut off from the world and its inhabitants. She only went out to disturb the peace
and quiet of the villagers.
“What are you carrying, Roseanna?” he asked seriously. “Thyme or anise?”
The woman did not answer. She took two steps forward, then cupped her palms around the little bundle as she
gave it to him.
“A handful of soil. I gathered it from the vineyard overlooking the valley. Take it to the young ones, Abu
Nabeel. I thought the young ones might miss the scent of the soil of Jurat Al-Sindyan.”
*
This woman was crazy, really crazy. He looked around for someone to be a witness to this strange event. His
well-wishers were occupied with Um Nabeel in the guest-room. He was alone with the suitcase.
Did Roseanna guess that he would be alone, and so chose the time and place to corner him thus? Or was it a
coincidence, a mere coincidence?
But his heart beat a tune different from that of his mind. He felt that his chest was being squeezed, as though
Roseanna’s words were spearheads that penetrated his ribs and hit the most sensitive part of his soul.
A handful of soil! He would carry it from Jurat Al-Sindyan to Charlottetown and present it as a gift to his
children! What would their reaction be? What would they say?
He raised his eyes to the woman and saw her standing firmly in her place, waiting for him to open his suitcase
and add her gift to the others already crammed in. And that was what he did. It was as if she had cast a magic spell
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on him which took him out of his normal self, stopped his logical thinking, kindling his emotion alone. What
power this woman had!
He used to think she was crazy. The villagers had labeled her as a lunatic. He tried to rescue himself from the
heavy atmosphere between him and her eyes.
“Your gift is the most precious one of all, Roseanna. I hope we will return in safety. I shall bring you back a
worthwhile gift from the young ones.”
“All I wish is your safety, Abu Nabeel.”
She said these words, then turned her back, satisfied that she had accomplished her task. She did not linger to
say good-bye to Um Nabeel, and she ignored the babble of the children standing in the courtyard, ever-present
witnesses to every event that took place in the village. She turned her back and hastened away as she always did,
turning neither left nor right. He continued to follow her with his eyes until she disappeared behind the twisting
path that led to her hut.
He locked the suitcase and stood for a few moments thinking. Finally he made a decision. I will tell nobody, he
thought, not even Um Nabeel, about what Roseanna brought.
Deep inside he felt the place where no falsehood existed. The woman had shown a wisdom that was far superior to those in full possession of their faculties. A handful of soil! How many symbols within Roseanna’s handful
of soil!
*
The sound of a car horn brought Radwan back to reality. The sound was like the fall of the curtain between two
acts of a play. The commotion that had subsided a few minutes earlier returned. Well-wishers spread out between
the door and the garden, and a group of them surrounded the car.
The children rushed to carry the suitcases and bags. Um Nabeel was moving from a neighbor’s shoulder to a
friend’s saying her good-byes, wiping her tears and unconsciously mumbling traditional words.
He maintained his composure, smiling to avoid the tears. He occupied himself with petty matters to distract his
mind from the dramatic scene, until he got into the back seat of the car next to Um Nabeel. Simaan sat in the
front.
“Go in peace and safety, neighbors.” Um Said’s voice, louder than all the others, spoke for everyone the
traditional good wishes which had often been repeated in this open space.
“A thousand good wishes for your safe trip.”
The voice echoed in his ears and the world turned into a cloud. Heavy fog descended like a curtain, screening
off the outside from his sight. And his tears ran down.
He wiped them furtively, swallowing the lump in his throat. To get rid of it, he reminded himself of what was
waiting for him on the other side of the globe, of the beloved faces implanted there.
*
The car wound through the paths. His eyes leapt in all directions trying to store up an image from every
vineyard, terrace and grazing ground. The images racing before his eyes were in color, embroidered with the shy
morning rays of the September sun.
In a few minutes, the car crossed the lands of Jurat Al-Sindyan and entered the boundaries of the neighboring
villages. There loomed the houses of Hasbaya, an ancient town with buildings older than memory. Its quiet houses
with their red tile roofs made it look like they were firmly rooted to the ground as though they had been there
forever.
How many friends he had in this town! But he had no time to stop and say good-bye. To a flock of pigeons
flying above the houses, he called,
“We’ll meet when I return, God willing!”
As the car crossed the marketplace of Hasbaya, he raised both hands in greeting to every face he knew and to
every look that silently asked,
“Where are you going?”
To Canada. Yes, I am going to Canada. He wished he could put his head out of the car window and spread the
news so that everybody would know!
“I’m going to Charl’ton. Just a short visit to the young ones, then I’ll return with Um Nabeel. Yes, we will
return.”
He repeated the same sentence when the car passed a group of armed men stationed at the Hasbani River
crossroads. The young men smiled. They understood the situation. In unison they yelled,
“A happy and safe trip!”
*
The reel of pictures rolled on in his consciousness.
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The Hasbani River and its silvery waterfall disappeared from sight. How often he had sat there on the floating
docks! How many pleasant nights of joy and happiness were stored up in his memory!
Pain squeezed his heart as he saw the park empty and the docks destroyed. This fountain of abundance, the
groves of pomegranates, olive, apple and quince trees, had become the victims of bombardment and destruction.
In the last raid launched by the Israeli planes, incendiary bombs called napalm bombs were used and, later, cluster
bombs came too. What shame grape clusters must have felt at this name!
A napalm bomb burnt the grove of his younger brother, Naaman. In addition to his trees, he had lost his herd of
sheep and cows. If it were not for God’s grace, he would have lost his life as well, for the fire reached his shirt and
the bottom of his trousers.
And how many children were victims of cluster bombs! How many songs were silenced, songs that used to
rise from the shepherds and their reed flutes which echoed through the groves and the hills.
But that was long ago. Now he was being whisked away from these precious places nestling in his heart.
*
Again he consoled himself with the idea that he would not be away for long, and that the absence of one person did not make much difference. Then he stopped short.
Yes. The absence of one person did make a difference.
The absence of one person might trigger another’s. That was what had happened to his children. In the
beginning, it was Nabeel who left. Radwan had thought that the others who still remained at home would take his
place. Then Nabeel began inviting them, one by one, and they accepted the invitations in spite of their father and
even in spite of what they felt in their hearts. There was an invisible power that threatened them and their future,
and lured them into the belief that going away from their homeland was part of man’s nature and this adventure
could improve their lives. Then they would return in a few years to cultivate the land and renovate the houses.
A few years! The number now was twenty. And life passed. Life was still passing.
The houses were still in the same condition they had been when they left. The number of deserted homes was
increasing year after year. The proportion of wasteland was rising. And the young men continued to follow the
route to the West.
It was a tragedy! He understood its meaning … he, Um Nabeel, Um Said and all the neighbors and friends who
rushed to say farewell to them that morning. Even Roseanna, in her seclusion, was conscious of the problem and
stretched out her hand to the earth to gather a handful of soil and send a gift to the young ones, as though it were
the last call for help from a land on fire.
*
Was the land really burning? What was happening to his homeland? He asked himself these questions again
and again, even as he got out of the car and walked with Simaan and Um Nabeel among the dense crowds of the
airport.
Beirut International Airport: the network which connected his homeland to the world. A place of endless
activity. From here, people traveled to the farthest corners of the world. Three of his children had left him at these
gates. And now, the airport was crowded with young men.
He felt that these young men resembled the ones who had stood in line with him at the Canadian Consulate and
at the travel agent’s office. The face of one of them was repeated in ten or even a hun dred faces. They were almost all of similar height and color, and their eyes were filled with anxiety.
“What do you think, Simaan? Are all these people leaving?” And Simaan, who worked in Beirut, tried to give a
soothing answer.
“Yes, most of them, Uncle Radwan. Those within the gate are leaving, but those outside have come to bid them
farewell.”
“God bless them, God bless them!” He wanted to ask Simaan another question, to relieve the sud den fear
which overtook him and ran through his veins, sending a cold shiver through his body.
*
“Is this a new phenomenon? Or has this always been the state of affairs?”
It was as though Simaan had read his thoughts or felt instinctively that his earlier response was incomplete. So
he said,
“The situation is still unsatisfactory, Uncle Radwan. Two rounds of the war have ended, but there are
predictions …”
“And what do the predictions say? What do people in Beirut think?”
“Most conversations revolve around the next war. People are pessimistic, and those who are able to leave do
not hesitate.”
*
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Indeed, he was able to leave, but he had neither chosen the trip nor the timing. It was the young ones who
chose. This trip was their choice.
They finished at the airline counter and went through security, ending up in the departing hall. He could not
believe what he saw: people lying on the floor, sleeping on suitcases, bags and blankets.
He looked around to find a seat for Um Nabeel. But how would he find such a seat? Where would a man find a
resting place for his head these days?
It was like the Day of Resurrection. The scene brought tears to his eyes.
In all his life, he had never seen people so resigned. It was as though they had placed themselves in Fate’s
hands. His own fate was an airplane that was due to take off in a few minutes and save him from this horror. And
what did he see?
If he was able to read, he could have perhaps studied the newspapers and better understood what was going on.
If he was able to read, he would not have been satisfied with the drone of the radio, nor would he have bothered
Simaan with his many questions. If …
But the word “if” came too late. For a voice announced, above the din, the imminent departure of his flight to
London.
*
“How the world has changed, Simaan!”
Radwan’s words were spoken over his wife’s head. Simaan had just finished reading the newspaper and placed
it in the pocket in front of his seat. He prepared himself for lunch and asked Radwan to pull down the little table
in front of him. Um Nabeel followed suit.
“It’s lunchtime,” Simaan told them.
“How the world has changed, Simaan!” Radwan repeated.
He could not conceal his surprise at what he saw and heard. Signs of wonder had showed on his forehead and
in his eyes ever since he had climbed the stairs to the airplane and fastened his seatbelt. He put himself in the
flight captain’s hands and resigned himself to the whim of Fate.
And here they were now, preparing his lunch. This was an event he would tell the neighbors about back home
—if Fate spared him, that is. He would tell them,
“I’m telling you, friends, we are living in an amazing, strange world. When had man ever dreamed of flying, of
overtaking eagles in the air? He not only flies like birds, but also sits comfortably while flying and is served by
beautiful and pleasant young women. He gives them orders and they obey.”
He thought, what more could I ask for? Nothing. His desires had all vanished and he had no wish to ask for
anything. He was content to sit, just like that, comfortable in his seat. He was suspended between heaven and
earth, looking from the window and feeling that he could reach out and touch the edges of the universe with his
fingertips. On top of all that, they were serving him drinks and a delicious lunch. What an amazing world today’s
world was! What other strange things could possibly be lying ahead of him?
He took the tray from the hostess and put it firmly on the table in front of him. He asked Um Nabeel to do
likewise, then they both fell silent as though they were performing a worship ritual.
*
That was how he appeared on the outside. But on the inside, his world was in turmoil. It was as if there was a
kettle in his chest, simmering and then boiling over.
At times he was ecstatic, but most of the time he was simply bewildered. He had been turned into a child who
was just entering the world of adults to face an unfolding universe that was inviting him to gaze.
In all his life, which had spanned seventy years, he had seen nothing of the world but that small spot, Jurat AlSindyan and its immediate surroundings. The longest trip he had ever taken was to Beirut. Fear was his shadow
whenever he was obliged to go to that amazing city. He never got used to its noise, its hustle and bustle, the fast
traffic of its crowded streets, the dialect of its people.
He had never allowed his imagination to leap from the earth and fly to dizzying heights, where a winged silver
machine soared through the blue sky, gently disturbing the tranquility and shining like an unreachable star. Planes
had rarely passed over Jurat Al-Sindyan; the village was not on the regular flight path. So they remained an
enigma which he did not dare think about or imagine.
Then suddenly everything had changed and the silent dialogue between him and what he thought was a gentle
dove came to an abrupt end. One day …
*
He remembered it now. He remembered it well. It was an ordinary September day.
He had prepared himself for a hunting trip. It was one of the many trips in which he had foraged on the slopes
of Mount Hermon. He gathered around him his companions for the trip: Stella, his hunting dog; Sricca, the
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deceitful female partridge that he kept in a cage to lure the males with her tender cooing; Dusty, his donkey; and
the double-barreled shotgun which was his mate on desolate paths.
Everything was as he had known it for half a century. The winding, stony path, which he traveled with Dusty,
had not changed for centuries and continued to wind upwards among the narrow mountain trails worn down by
the donkeys ever since humans had domesticated the animal.
Dusty carried a saddlebag on his back inflated with empty baskets. The orchards of the mountain pass were
heavy with fruit that season. He had assured Um Nabeel that he would return with bas kets overflowing with the
orchard’s treasures.
And up there, at the foot of Mount Hermon where he could reach out his finger and touch the clouds, Radwan
improvised his hunting barricade. Little gaps among the jagged rocks provided a good peephole for his gun. He
began to camouflage them with terebinth and wormwood branches.
From this fortress he could observe the partridges as they vied with one another to reach Sricca, who wooed
the unknown knights of her dreams, singing to them of desolation, loneliness and loss, and stretching out to them
melodious paths that led the poor males astray.
He laughed in secret when he thought of Sricca’s trick. He could not help comparing her with humans, for
women acted much the same. He was about to curse their gender, but then he remembered Um Nabeel. She had
been beside him all her life, a model of loyalty, love and sacrifice. No, no. Her name was sacred and he did not
allow himself to put her on the same level as other women.
Um Nabeel was a princess among women, the mother of his young ones. How easily man’s thinking could be
distracted!
What a dark world the human heart was! …
252.84 & 252.91 Excerpts from The Druze Of Belgrade: 1. “Hanna Yacoub’s Story” 2. “The Belgrade
Fortress”\fn{by Rabee Jaber (1974- )} Beirut, Lebanon (M) 10
1
“I’m jolted awake by the sound of rumbling and tremors in the ground. Where am I? In the Herzegovina
Prison, or the Belgrade Fortress? The iron shackles prevent me from getting up, but I crane my neck and without
thinking nearly shout the way I used to in those faraway years in my faraway country:
“‘Eggs! Eggs! Boiled eggs!’ I hear running, screaming, then frightful pounding above me—on the floor above
ground—as though huge mythological creatures were racing around, then falling and dying.
“A terrible lowing fills the air and I smell the stench of burning flesh. Horror pierces my mind like the edge of
a sword. Ice-cold sweat drenches my body. I freeze the way I do in nightmares—the way I did at the moment that
preceded the crack of the rifles and Qasim’s falling with his brothers onto the moist sand—knowing that I might
never get out of here. Why should I die in this place without seeing my wife, my little girl and my house ever
again?
?I went out one morning to sell eggs. The sun hadn’t yet risen behind Mount Sannine. Ten years ago, eleven
years ago, twelve years ago.
“Dirt is falling on my head. Is it written in the Preserved Tablet that I’m to be buried alive in this strange land
as a prisoner who’s done no wrong?
“Where is justice? How can the Lord do this to me? And Haylana? And the little one: how much has she grown
without my being able to see her or hear her voice? Fire and smoke. The com motion behind the walls. The
screeching above me and below me. I wasn’t sure before, but now I know: there are prison cells below me too,
another level below.
“My mind is divided into two halves: a terrified half that sees hands and feet trying in vain to break free from
the shackles in the darkness, and a calm half that doesn’t care and goes wandering into the distance. After all, if
this is my final hour, then what I want to see before me is the old faces that I love, not these faces. They threw me
in here seven months ago, and I haven’t befriended a single other prisoner since. They shackled me to a rust-eaten
stake in the empty corner where the floor slopes downward and the water collects when it rains.
“‘You won’t get thirsty,’ said the red-haired guard with a smirk as he left, his countless keys jangling at his
side.
“‘But you’ll get hungry!’ said a voice in the darkness. Then the place was filled with laughter that sounded like
shrieking. I heard the grinding of teeth and the rattling of chains and, as always when I’m transferred, I lost
control over my bowels and soiled myself. I lifted my face upward and paid no attention to the others, since it was
completely dark. I had thought they spoke the same language as the guard in these parts—a language I had
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learned little bits of in the White Fortress. However, when they were shouting insults at me, I discovered that they
came from different places and spoke more than one language. They asked me what my name was, where I came
from, and why they’d locked me up.
“I didn’t answer, so that they wouldn’t know from my choked-up voice that I was crying. When it was mealtime, the door opened a crack and they placed food in the pot next to the door. But I went without food, since I
was bound in the corner farthest away.
“My bones are heavy in this bag that my skin’s become. I try to lift them, but I have no strength. They’re all
bound together, and I hear the sound of bodies, chains and heads colliding. Then I hear a shrill voice crying out to
the guards. Smoke is filtering in here. I cough, as do others, and when someone bumps up against me, I realize it
may be possible to escape. I reach out and grab hold of a leg or an arm. The timbre of the sounds in the underground vault changes, and I notice that the door has opened, though the darkness hasn’t changed. Maybe it’s night
outside.
“A bone strikes me on the face and I fall back and hit my head. Blood fills my mouth and my throat the way it
did at the Beirut port twelve years ago. I don’t know how my wrecked, famished body finds the strength, but
somehow I stretch my limbs out again, and like a dumb animal, I cling to the terrified man who is trying to
escape. I dig my fingers into him, and for some strange reason I get an erection.
“He hits me again, and this time I use my teeth. I sink them into flesh and bone, unwilling to be left to
suffocate.
“The keys rattle. They have a powerful aroma, and on the man’s clothing I smell the scent of the outdoors.
Somebody pulls on me and I fall. I know I’m dead. Even my teeth have fallen out of my diseased gums. My head
has fallen limp onto my neck, and brackish water has got into my nose and eyes. The clothes of the man who has
opened the door smell of bread, sugar and apples.
“I swallow my blood and lift my face. It’s the smell of the apples that enables me to do it. Without hope I open
my mouth and say:
“‘I am HannaYacoub.’”
*
This is the story of Hanna Yacoub, his wife, Haylana Constantine Yacoub, and their daughter Barbara. It
recounts the tragedies that befell this small family from Beirut on account of hard luck and the fact that this man
—an egg vendor of medium build with a wheat-colored complexion, black eyes and black hair—happened to be
in the wrong place at the wrong time.
Haylana would worry about him when he went out early every day during that period of time because of all the
soldiers and strangers in the country. There had been a civil war on the mountain that overlooked Beirut, and after
battles and massacres that had lasted for three weeks, the Druze had defeated the Christians and taken over Mount
Lebanon. Spreading like a plague on people’s tongues and in the air, the murderous spirit had made its way to the
city of Damascus, where the Muslims had attacked the Christian quarter with shotguns and burned it down. The
blood even flowed into the waterways from which the riding animals drank in the middle of the roads.
Those who came out of it alive emigrated to Beirut. They came down between the rocks and thorns like herds
of livestock fleeing from wolves. First they surrounded the walls of the old city. Then they began pouring into its
centre until they outnumbered the city’s original inhabitants.
Haylana was frightened when she saw children who looked different from any she'd seen before—tall as reeds,
half naked, and so thin their bones stuck out—jump over the wall behind their house and approach the chicken
coop. She stuck her head out the window and they ran away. When her husband got home that evening, she told
him about it, and he asked:
“Where exactly did they jump?”
The next morning he went out without the basket of eggs and brought stones to make the wall higher. She
helped him work on the wall as Barbara hopped around the entrance, playing with the colorful butterflies. The
scents of spring were blowing in from the orchards with the gentle breezes. However, this year they weren’t
pleasant. Haylana went to the market to buy salt. When she got there, she found the narrow roofed alleyways be tween the Church of Our Lady of Light and the Jewish quarter clogged with disaster-stricken families sleeping in
the road.
She felt afraid as she tried to find a place to step. As she made her way down one of the alleyways, she stepped
on a bag of straw from which a hand emerged and grabbed her ankle. She didn’t scream, since the hand was soon
followed by a fair-skinned, exquisitely beautiful face. The grip then relaxed, and a girl who couldn’t have been
more than six years old got up, rubbing sleep from her eyes with stubby, fair-skinned fingers.
“Good morning,” she said, and from the tone of her voice Haylana could tell how hungry she was.
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When Hanna got home that evening, he was wet with perspiration. As Haylana poured water for him while he
washed, he told her that barges were blocking the port. They had arrived from Istanbul and Paris, and no one
knew what they would do. She in turn told him that she had seen women who spoke with a Damascene accent
tussling over a basket of bread in front of the Omari Mosque.
“Lord have mercy,” he said.
He was embarrassed to tell her how many baskets of eggs he had sold that day. He had been in the habit of
telling her how many eggs he sold. However, since the city had become so crowded with newcomers, he’d started
going out to the farms in al-Musaytba, Ras Beirut and al-Ashraflya to buy more eggs from there, since the
chickens in the coop behind the house weren’t enough any more. Prior to that, however, one basket had been
enough for the day, and sometimes he would even bring the basket home half full.
When he got up that last black dawn, he didn’t kiss Haylana as she clung to his neck, asking him to stay in bed
with her. She said to him:
“I dreamed that the basket fell and that the eggs fell out and broke.” He laughed the way he always did when
she said “eggs”.
“Don’t worry,” he told her. “I boiled them, and if they break they’ll be that much easier to peel.”
Unlike her, he was jolly and full of smiles on that last morning, and when he brushed a lock of hair off her face
with his long little finger, the happy current flowed from him to her and washed away her fretful thoughts. Then
he left the house with two baskets of eggs, not knowing he would never come back.
*
After arriving in the city on a white mule, Shaykh Ghaffar ‘Izz al-Din asked where he might find the residence
of Isma’il Pasha the Hungarian. He was covered with dust, and the sun that had beaten down on him that entire
long day had made his tongue heavy. Even so, the guards who stood in front of the gate felt in awe of him
somehow. Behind the white mule, which he had not dismounted, there appeared two gray mules that were smaller
than the white one. Or perhaps it was just that the loads they were carrying weighed them down so much that they
stood lower to the ground. One of the guards left his post and walked in front of the white-bearded, roundturbaned elder through the swarm of people, donkeys and merchandise, clearing a path for him and the three
mules to the A’soor Square, where an Ottoman army unit had pitched temporary tents.
Weary, Shaykh Ghaffar Izz al-Din swayed rhythmically from side to side on his elevated perch. He felt the air
leaving his chest but not returning. He had only been to Beirut once before, with a caravan from Hauran that had
gone down through the Chouf region to offer condolences to the Druze’s spiritual leader there, then continued on
its way to the coast on business. And this time, could he count the years that had passed in between? It might have
been fifty years!
But this was another country: houses upon houses, shop after shop, and people atop people. The noisy hustle
and bustle was frightening: the clanging of copper and so many mouths talking at the same time with no one
listening. The guard stopped at the bottom of a road that ascended a hill. He wiped perspiration off his face and
head, then shook it off his fingers onto the ground. This only made the elderly man feel more exhausted.
“Ask at the Qashlaq Gate, Sir,” he said as he gestured with his head in the direction of the large palace that
crowned the hill. He took the two piastres the elderly man had given him, thanked him, and uttered a prayer for
his success. Then he disappeared into the crowd.
At that moment the call to prayer sounded. The glow of the sunset lent people’s faces a red tint. Lengths of
fabric hanging in front of tailors’ shops fluttered in the breeze. Not once had Shaykh Ghaffar heard a call to prayer
in his village high in the mountains. As he ascended the hill to the Qashlaq, his lips moved instinctively, saying:
“O God, Most Gracious, O God, Most Merciful.”
That dawn, as he was loading the mules with the aid of his daughters-in-law, he glanced over at Umm ‘Ali—
his wife and paternal cousin—who was nearly doubled over at the doorstep, leaning on the door with one hand.
He was afraid she might fall on her face. Had he lived to this ripe old age just to lose his sons? Some of the
grandchildren were sleeping and some of them had woken. But even the little ones understood that on this
particular morning, running, jumping and shouting weren’t allowed.
As he was strapping the two jars onto the mule with ropes, his daughter Bahiya came up and began helping
him. She was thick-boned and stronger than a man. When she had finished fastening the two jars in place, she
patted the mule on the back and said something. His daughters-in-law were crying so much, he didn’t hear the
prayer she had uttered. Muffled sobs would suddenly escape from deep inside, then be drawn back in the way one
swallows one’s saliva. Bahiya circled around the mule, which was chewing on some barley, and came up close to
him. She kissed his hands. He held her close, and she kissed his shoulder. But she didn’t cry. Her tears had dried
up on the day she was widowed. Since the Battle of ‘Ayn Dara, she hadn’t been herself any more.
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She stood up straight again. He looked tenderly into her face, wanting to say something that would make her
feel better, but the situation was too much for him. The words he had been about to utter seemed inadequate,
awkward, flat. He turned his face away.
Then the youngest of his daughters-in-law, Sulayman’s wife, rescued him by falling into his arms. She was his
favourite. He loved her more than a daughter, and if he fell ill, he wouldn’t eat anything unless it was from her
hand. A warm, sugary fragrance emanated from her tawny neck and filled his nostrils. As she hugged him she said
a prayer for him, and she was soon followed, one by one, by the others. The little ones came too. After that they
all lined up like a row of soldiers on the raised patio. At that moment he nearly abandoned his plan and went back
in to sleep out of sheer exhaustion. Instead, though, he breathed deeply and, looking over at Umm ‘Au, said:
“Umm ‘Au, pray that the boys can come back with me. A mother’s prayers are dear to God.” Then he mounted
his mule, looked down at Bahiya and said:
“Pray for your father’s success, Bahiya. Pray for me.”
He knew she was angry and that she didn’t accept the idea of his going down to see Isma’il Pasha. She had
raised her voice the day before when she learned of his intention:
“How could you humiliate us this way, Father!”
He had silenced her with a forceful wave of the hand. She had stepped back as though she thought he was
about to strike her. She and he shared the same disposition. At first she hadn’t known why he would do such a
thing. But as he rode away on the white mule that dawn, she understood that he was doing it for Umm ‘Ali’s sake.
The mountain air was cold as night drew to an end, even in summer. He gathered his cloak about him and
began to pray as the road descended toward the river. As the sun began to come up over the horizon, one of the
two mules behind him stumbled and he heard some eggs breaking in a basket. He got off his mule and threw the
eggs that had broken onto the rocks beside the river. As he did so, he remembered how, in her younger years,
Umm ‘Ali had once said with a laugh that broken eggs were a sign that something good was going to happen.
*
His eldest son, ‘Ali, had met his end in an ambush outside Dayr al-Qamar, while Baha’ al-Din had been
wounded by swords in the Battle of Zahie, and had breathed his last near the Hasbiya Fortress. Shaykh Ghaffar
now had five sons left, and these were imprisoned and in the custody of Isma’il Pasha the Hungarian, waiting
along with 550 Druze for the ships that would take them into exile in Tripoli of the West and Belgrade. They had
informed him that Isma’il Pasha was open to attempts at mediation, and this was why he had come. However, on
his way up to the Qashlaq, as the sun was setting, he became distraught. He caught his breath when he saw the
guards eyeing him.
The large gate was closed, so he dismounted in front of the small one. As he uttered the Pasha’s name, he clung
more tightly to the reins. They informed him that the Pasha was eating supper, so he stood under the sycamore
tree in the Qashlaq’s courtyard.
Meanwhile, slaves carried some of the two mules’ loads into the kitchen. Shaykh Ghaffar gestured to them
with his carved walnut cane, using as few words as he could. A clerk came out of the palace and invited him to
come in and rest. Then a boy, come from he didn’t know where, placed water in front of the mules and sprinkled
some barley on the ground for them. The elderly man handed him some piastres from his bag of coins as he had
done earlier for the kitchen slaves. Nevertheless, he didn’t go in, but stayed under the sycamore tree. After
washing his hands, his face and his neck, he drank some water that tasted of salt and ate a few figs that one of his
daughters-in-law had deposited in his knapsack.
Night had fallen, and by the time they called him at last, the oil lamps had been lit and hung up. At the moment
he entered the stone edifice, the ringing in his ears went away. He realized that his sons were here, in the palace’s
underground chambers. He kissed the Pasha’s hand and the emerald ring.
“Come in, Shaykh Ghaffar,” said Isma’il Pasha, gesturing toward the hassocks beside him.
It surprised him that the Pasha should have addressed him by name. A man with a peculiar face, the Pasha
spoke in such a low voice that despite his sharp hearing, Shaykh Ghaffar had to strain to hear what he was saying.
The strangest thing about his face was his left eye, which looked half-asleep. The upper lid drooped down over
this eye, and was shriveled. He appeared comfortable and in good humor as he picked up the mouthpiece of the
water pipe and took a long puff. The hanging oil lamps lit up the domes and reflected off marble in the corners.
“What were you thinking just now as you were standing under the sycamore tree?” Isma’il Pasha asked him.
Flustered, Shaykh Ghaffar moved back slightly. He leaned forward when the Pasha’s lips moved in the hope of
hearing him better, but it did no good: had he heard wrong? Isma’il Pasha spoke again, pointing with the ivory
mouthpiece to a distant window that lay hidden in the shadows.
“I wanted to see what an elder of your stature would do when he was alone.”
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Before the Shaykh could speak, the Pasha gestured with his hand again, and someone who had been standing
in the hallway rushed over and began turning down the lamps. In one lamp after another, the wick grew shorter
and the flame shrank inside the glass.
“Speak!” the Pasha commanded him, this time in Turkish.
The Shaykh struggled to put sentences together in his head. The Pasha smiled and the hand that was concealed
beneath his tunic fidgeted as he went back to Arabic, saying:
“Tell me what you’ve come for!”
The Shaykh looked absently at the two jars he had brought with him. They were his family fortune: two jars of
gold, gold pounds that had gone on ringing in his head like terror all the way from the top of the mountain to this
muggy city. And now, how was he to begin? Lsma’il Pasha laughed and beat him to it again:
“Do you know that the charges being leveled by the Christians against your sons are worse than the charges
being leveled against Sa’id Bek Jumblatt himself? These gold pounds wouldn’t be enough to compensate for half
the charges, Shaykh Ghaffar. Shaykh Sa’id is in poor health, but your sons are in the prime of their youth. So how
can I let them go? If you made the same request of Fu’ad Pasha, do you know what he would do? He wouldn’t
exile them. He would set up gallows for them under the sycamore tree you were just standing under!”
The hand gestured again and the slaves came in bringing coffee, sweets, water and fruits. The Pasha was
eyeing him intently. Shaykh Ghaffar opened his mouth, but he didn’t know what to say. The Pasha’s features
changed, and his face turned glum. Then he shook his head and took a long puff on the water pipe as though he
were sighing.
*
“I know; I have sons of my own, and I know. I was born in a village on the bank of the Danube River in the
land of the Serbs. My father used to grow plums and make them into the brandy that’s so well known in Hungary.
Our village was on the border at that time and when it was burned down by Mustafa Pasha, my second father and
my benefactor, I was four years old. My father used to drink up half the crop he’d fermented, and he used to
behave towards my sisters and my mother the way I relate now to Circassian servant girls. As soon as one of them
is healed of the black spots, another gets them. Sometimes I notice that he and I are alike.
“They cut him up with swords as I looked on. His eyes were still open when his head went rolling over the
cropped green grass. It was green the way it is here this time of year, and the Danube hadn’t gone down yet. The
blood was gushing out black from two holes in his neck. Mustafa Pasha’s horse stopped right over me and the sun
disappeared. I kicked the head and saw it roll toward the river. Our village is higher than the Danube.
“Mustafa Pasha took me to his house in Istanbul and educated me along with his sons. In the summers he
would take me with him to his villages in Bosnia, Montenegro and Bulgaria to hunt. He treated me as though I
were his own flesh and blood, and when in the Morea they wounded me and I fell off my horse, before the news
about me had reached him, he came down with a fever while he was eat ing in the mansion in Ankara. A father
would put out his own eyes for his sons, they say. The Bedouins have a saying:
“‘Blood is red gold.’
“But I don’t own your sons’ blood so as to be able to sell it, Shaykh Ghaffar.”
The weary eighty-year-old man’s face fell, and he didn’t utter a word when the Pasha had finished what he had
to say. From outside the window there came distant sounds as though the city were traveling on the sea and
moving farther and farther away. The din of the crowds receded while the barking of dogs and the howling of
hyenas grew louder. The darkness grew thicker. The water pipe gurgled. Shaykh Ghaffar’s torso tilted forward
like a tree they had just cut down.
The Pasha wrapped the hose around the neck of the bottle, then lifted a finger. One of the clerks came and
handed him a piece of paper. The Pasha read what was written on it, and as he did so, the Shaykh’s ears flushed:
“Muhammad Ghaffar ‘Izz al-Din, 37 counts of murder, injury and arson. Bashir Ghaffar ‘Izz al-Din, 34 counts
of murder, injury and arson. Nu’man Ghaffar ‘Izz al-din, 31 counts of murder, injury and arson and looting.
Sulayman Ghaffar ‘Izz al-Din, 13 counts of murder, injury and arson. Qasim Ghaffar ‘Izz al-Din, 12 counts of
murder, injury and arson.”
Only once, at the mention of the charges against his son Nu’man, did the Shaykh look up in disbelief. Unless
he had taken someone’s sword during a battle and forgotten to return it! Looting? Theft? Yet his tongue remained
tied. He’d come to make intercession, and here he was, unable to speak!
“I’ll do you a favour, Shaykh Ghaffar. Yet I’ll give you what I give you, not for the sake of these pounds of
yours, but for the sake of your revered status among your people, for the sake of the respect you enjoy among
your fellow elders, who refused no request made by my father, Vizier Mustafa Pasha in his war against the
refractory Ibrahim Pasha al-Misri, and for the sake of your old age and your gray hair. Your gold pounds we’ll
distribute among Christian widows and orphans in the form of food and clothing, which we know will please you.
78

And in order for you not to return home alone, I will send someone to escort you. Choose one of your five sons
and take him with you from the cell. Go now, quickly, Shaykh Ghaffar, before I change my mind and you have
nothing but regrets. God be with you.”
*
The egg vendor Hanna Yacoub passed with hurried steps in front of the palace mosque. Out of the corner of his
eye he saw wooden clogs and Moroccan leather sandals crowded at the entrance. The lamps were lit inside the
mosque, and at the moment the worshippers rose from their prostration, the shadows suddenly lengthened and it
seemed as though they were racing with him along the road that led down to the sea.
He met pastry and salep vendors at the bottom end of the cotton market and exchanged dawn greetings with
them, advising them to hurry, as he generally met with them in front of the palace mosque. They hastened up the
road, and the salep’s warm aroma wafted over his face. As he was crossing in front of the Dabbagha Mosque, he
saw the coffee vendor Mansur Murad jumping back and dropping a cup that had burned his fingers. He hailed
him, then heard a voice he didn’t recognize returning his greeting from inside one of the sleeping houses. Before
the smile on his face was complete, another voice from behind a darkened window hurled an insult at him. He
returned the insult in a whisper and rushed across the sunken area whose stench was unbearable.
From the direction of the slaughterhouse he was assaulted by the sound of agonized lowing and what sounded
like a scream. In the semi-darkness he discerned the movement of camels and donkeys behind the row of
sycamore trees. He walked carefully for fear of slipping on the paving of the alleyway behind the new seaside
caravansary, and before coming out from under the archways and domes—the alleyway being akin to a tunnel that
was open on both sides—he heard a heated female-sounding moan coming from behind a wooden door that was
cracked and splintered. He hesitated for a moment, wide-eyed, then came out into the familiar torch light at the
entrance to the wharfs. The port gate had become his favorite morning location.
But before reaching his spot, he became aware of vigorous movement behind the row of warehouses, and he
heard voices. Without seeing the loading dock, which was hidden from view by the onion and watermelon warehouse, he could see that he was going to sell everything in the two baskets before noon. He saw a heap of flour
sacks that rose up, distended and heavy, like a mountain, and a soldier standing in front of it. The night guard
stood straight as an arrow, absolutely at the ready, which the egg vendor found strange in view of the fact that it
was still early in the morning, and most officers hadn’t come out yet. He stopped when he noticed a drop of black
blood in the middle of the flour-dusted road.
At that same moment, he heard a voice coming from behind him. He turned and saw European sailors in
strange-looking clothes. They spoke to him in gestures, and when they got out some coins he recognized, he
began to sell. In a flash he would peel an egg in such a way that the shell remained whole between his fingers like
an empty egg. This amazed them. There were seven sailors and they bought and ate more than half a basketful.
Whenever they looked at his hand they would laugh, finding a new egg freshly peeled and waiting. He laughed
too as their teeth took on the color of the egg yolks.
Meanwhile, it was getting lighter and lighter and ships could be seen dotting the surface of the water. Before
they left, one of the sailors gave him an approving pat on the shoulder. At the moment when the torches were put
out at the port gate, Hanna Yacoub raised his head and let out his first cry:
“Eggs! Eggs! Boiled eggs!”
He felt it was a blessed morning. He sucked on his fingers as though he were sucking the bones of a sparrow,
then moved, his tongue to clean what remained of the rich egg off his palate and the sides of his mouth. As he was
wiping his hands on his shirt, the sea churned and the small boats collided against the stone wall. He picked the
two baskets up again and moved on, crying:
“Eggs! Eggs! Boiled eggs!” As he passed the soldier, who stood stiff as a scarecrow, he kept his distance.
He looked over at the loading dock, and the frightening scene he beheld made him freeze in his tracks: men, so
many he couldn’t count them, knelt on the ground in a long line, their hands tied behind their backs. He knew they
were Druze from the way they were dressed, and from the white cotton skullcaps on their heads. One of them
would lean sideways, then straighten up again, moving his knees back and forth over the ground in order to keep
his balance, and when he fell forward and struck his forehead on the pavement, others leaned forward with him
and wobbled, then nearly fell as he had, since he was tied to them.
The egg vendor wanted to turn tail and run home as fast as his legs could carry him. Terror coursed through his
limbs at the sight of these mountain-dwellers this way: tied with rope like animals and kneeling at the edge of the
sea. He tried to move his legs, but he was paralyzed with fright. Heads turned in his direction, then he saw
soldiers coming toward him. He saw an officer with his hand raised over his eyes to ward off the rays of the sun.
The officer smiled at him and asked him what his name was.
*
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“You came at the right time, my son, Hanna. Don’t worry! These men are prisoners who fought on the
mountain, and a royal decree has ordered them to be exiled to the land of the Serbs across the sea. This ship here
—look at that big ship with three smokestacks—it arrived last night from Izmir to take them. But now we’re
waiting for the French consul to get out of bed and come and do a head count. If the number is not checked, he’ll
think we make it easy for prisoners to escape and register a complaint with the Pasha. The head count is very
important. Do you know Acre? Wonderful. Acre’s a lovely town. From here to Acre port it’s a two-day trip or less
on this ship. You’ve come at just the right time, my son, Hanna!
“How much do you want for the eggs you’ve got left? I’ll give you twice that amount plus three gold pounds
that you’ll get when you come back from Acre. The ship will stop to refuel with coal at Acre. You’ll get off there
and come back, and these other men will continue on to Belgrade. When the French consul gets here in a little
while, don’t open your mouth. Just do like the others so he’ll think you’re one of them. It will be really easy. Now
take this and put it on your head. Don’t talk unless the consul asks you for your name. Memorize the name:
Sulayman Ghaffar ‘Izz al-Din. Look over there: those four men who are looking this way are your brothers. Act as
though they’re your brothers. You kneel beside them now and put your trust in God. You’ll visit Acre, then come
back to us, and we’ll give you three gold pounds as well as the cost of your fare. Understand? Now memorize
your name: Sulayman Ghaffar ‘Izz al-Din.”
HannaYacoub didn’t feel the sun roasting his neck as the officer spoke. He remained silent, thunderstruck,
before the long face dotted with childlike freckles. He let them take the two baskets from him. A bony hand gave
him a Druze skullcap to wear on his head, and he took it with a mechanical motion. The strange voice asked him
whether he had memorized the name, and he pronounced the letters in a trembling voice as though he were just
learning to speak for the first time:
“Sulayman Ghaffar ‘Izz al-Din.”
The soldiers shoved him in the direction of the prisoners, and it was only at that moment that he recovered
from the state of shock he had been in. Twirling about violently, he flung himself at the officer’s feet:
“I kiss your feet, Pasha, don’t do this to me! My wife is young, only seventeen years old, and she’s got nobody
but me, and my little girl is just a baby that’s still nursing. I kiss your feet, take somebody else. I can’t go!”
He heard a word in Turkish. Then, without knowing how, he suddenly found himself flat on his back, pinned to
the ground as though they had nailed his limbs to a cross. There was searing pain in his mouth, and even after
seeing the knife, he didn’t comprehend. The officer was beating him with the hilt of the dagger, not with its blade.
Then he spoke to him in Arabic, commanding him to open his mouth and stick out his tongue. He turned his face
away and said quickly:
“I’ll do it, I’ll do it.”
Then he closed his mouth lest they cut out his tongue. Smiling, the officer got up.
“Bravo, bravo! And when you get back from Acre, you’ll get three gold pounds.”
They bound him and pulled the rope around his wrists so tightly that they bled. In no time, the skullcap on his
head was drenched with perspiration. He rocked back and forth as he knelt, his joints racked with pain. When he
noticed obvious looks of disgust on the nameless faces nearby, he realized that the tingling dampness that had
suddenly appeared between his tights wasn’t sweat. He was dizzy and swimming in fog. A strange muteness came
over him for a time. Then the fire was concentrated in his kidneys, and he thought they had injured him without
his noticing it.
After that he became aware of an extremely fair-skinned, blue-eyed man lean ing over him and saying
something. In the beginning he didn’t understand what was happening. Then, all at once, as the foreigner moved
away, his mind cleared. He wouldn’t have another chance. This man alone, the French consul, might be able to
save him. Hanna raised his head, craned his neck and screamed like someone drowning:
“I am Hanna Yacoub, a Christian from Beirut! My house is at the wall of the Mar Elias Catholic Church!”
By this time the consul was some distance away. However, he heard the scream and turned to look over his
shoulder. He asked the interpreter what the prisoner had said. Without hesitation the interpreter replied in excellent French:
“He says he murdered a man by the name of Hanna Yacoub, a Christian from Beirut whose house is at the wall
of the Mar Elias Catholic Church.”
The consul’s face turned scarlet with rage. The deportation officer came up to him and said:
“If Your Excellency wishes, we can cut out his tongue.” Curling his lips, the consul replied:
“No. We’re not barbarians. But make the criminal shut up.”
The officer grabbed a rifle out of the hand of one of the soldiers, raised it in the air like an axe and shattered its
wooden butt on Hanna’s jaw. He was holding the rifle from its iron muzzle and before giving it back shook it to
see how badly it had been broken. Then he wiped his hand on the soldier’s back. …
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… They had cast him into an underground chamber. For a long time he didn’t know where he was—“Is this
Akka?”—and wasn’t sure whether he would ever escape. He hadn’t been aware of either the journey or the sea.
Of the days and nights he had spent on the ship, the only thing he could remember was the aroma of the spices,
since the ship had been fitted out for trade with the land of India; the smell of the spices—which still lingered
from previous journeys—and a single human voice in the midst of the intermittent rumbling and the non-stop
roar.
At first he had thought that the noise was coming from inside him on account of the fever he had come down
with. He hadn’t realized it was the sound of the waves. He also hadn’t discovered the secret behind the voice; he
knew it belonged to the Druze man who had helped him on the boat, but could not understand why he had stayed
with him.
The fire had roasted his brain, yet this had caused him no torment. Rather, the torment had come from the cold
spells. He couldn’t bear the chill and had begun hollering for blankets. He knew someone had covered him up.
The chill had not gone away—his limbs were still shaking—but the blanket had helped.
Then his face had swollen up, and his tongue had grown so huge inside his mouth that it felt like some
outlandish creature that had found itself a burrow in the strangest of places. He had tried in vain to chew a piece
of bread; his jaw slipped and his molars sunk into his tender gums. Drops of water, which were dribbled onto his
lips from a wet piece of cloth, had prevented him from dying of thirst.
At one point, something had happened and he had felt hands turning him over and moving him. After that, they
had done something that had made him scream in agony: powerful fingers had groped his bare knee, then grasped
his leg in two different places and twisted the joint. He didn’t know what he had done to deserve such torture.
They bound his knee tightly and left him.
The aroma of spices filled his nostrils and he struggled to keep from sneezing lest he make the pain even
worse. The voice asked him to open his mouth. A hand as big as a shovel slipped under his neck and raised his
head. The drops flowed sweetly, fragrantly, down his gullet. He gasped and wept, because he hadn’t died yet and
because, despite the heat, he had recognized the taste of oranges. The place was dark as usual, but he gave it a try:
he opened his eyes until it hurt and tried to see the Druze’s face. He could not see a thing.
From the confused mass of sounds, every now and then he could make out a clear phrase, like a piece of yarn
that had come loose from a knitted sweater. He realized he was being talked about when he once heard some one
say “that poor Christian” and when, more than once, he heard “that Christian donkey”. He wasn’t able to connect
the voices of the Druze around him with their faces. When he tried to, he discovered that he re membered the face
of the freckled officer at the port and the soldiers who had beaten him as he lay on his back. He could not recall
the faces on the boat, but he did remember his teeth and the huge drops of blood in the pool of water that had
collected. The rumbling noise would sometimes become more distant and he would feel a slight warmth on his
swollen eyelids, as though they had made an opening in the roof.
“I’m Qassim. If you want anything, just call me!” said the voice.
Yet he felt as though he were all alone, inside a black bag. Later, they took him out to the deck of the ship.
Blinded by the sun, he imagined himself running down the long road to the house, along the dazzling strip of
beach, which runs from Akka to Sidon. He blinked, then his famished body gave up on him and he fell. They had
to carry him and as they were pulling him onto shore he heard the roll call. His good ear picked up on an ill-fated,
mysterious name: Suleiman Ghaffar ‘Izz al-Din. He shouted himself hoarse in the underground chamber:
“I am Hanna Yacoub!”
The dampness was sickening. Mildew began growing on his neck and insects crawled over his body. He
banged his head against the wall. He felt dizzy from the pain. He didn’t understand. The sea was like a black
abyss. Before it was his life, and after it was this darkness that seemed to stretch to infinity.
“Be patient, Hanna!” said his father in the darkness.
*
Some time later, they transferred him to another underground chamber. In a place that was meant to hold ten
prisoners, they had put seventy Druze men. On the way to the new underground chamber, he tried to talk to the
guard, a square-bodied man who could see in the dark and who gave off a limy smell—it was as though he had
been carved out of limestone. After releasing him from the ring on the wall, the guard grabbed him by the neck
like a rabbit, lifted him up, thrust him forward and shook him. Hanna cried as he tried to explain to him what had
happened at the port of Beirut. The guard wasn’t interested.
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In the hallway outside, Hanna heard a strange language. The words fell like hammers on his ears and, in a
moment of revelation, he knew for certain that the ship had brought him to the ends of the earth and dumped him
there. Some torches passed through the maze with lightning speed and he saw why his guard acted as though he
were deaf: his ears had been cut off.
The guard bound him and went away. In the new, cramped darkness he heard the Druze men asking after each
other and exchanging greetings. Hanna realized that the men had just been reunited and that, like him, they had
been scattered among the other underground prisons. This time their voices sounded familiar, agreeable; at least
they were speaking a language he understood.
He listened for a particular voice in the midst of the jumbled sounds, but hunger had made him drowsy and the
dearth of air put him out like a candle. He sank into a slumber so deep that even the clanging of the door—were
they bringing someone else in? Were they bringing food?—didn’t wake him.
*
At a late hour of the night—or so it seemed, since they had lain down and gone to sleep and he could hear
heavy snoring—he heard a voice near his ear, and gave a shudder. He didn’t know how he had managed to find
him in the pitch black or how he had discovered he was there; he hadn’t made a sound the entire time, since he
didn’t want the others to know he was there with them—he, “the Christian”. However, the Druze man had found
him. He asked him how his mouth was, and how his knee was.
“Better.” He asked him whether he had recognized his voice.
“You’re Qassim.” He asked him whether it hurt the roof of his mouth to talk.
“No, but my tongue is heavy.”
They spoke in whispers so as not to wake the others. Their conversation was broken up by the sounds of
muttering, snoring and a distant commotion.
“My name is Hanna.”
“I know who you are. You’re Hanna Yacoub, a Christian from Beirut. Your house is at the wall of the Mar
Elias Catholic Church. You nearly burst my eardrums with all your yelling at the port!”
“What did I do for them to lock me up here? Is this the land of the Serbs?”
“Do you have family in Beirut? What does your father do?”
“My father’s buried in the Santiya Cemetery. He used to work at the furnace in the public bath.”
“And your mother?”
“She died when I was just a baby. I was alone with her at home one day, and when my father got home that
night he found me still nursing even though she was dead.”
“Do you have brothers and sisters?”
“I have three sisters and I have my wife and my daughter.”
“Is your daughter still little?”
“She’s eleven and a half months old.”
“Strange.” Hanna didn’t ask what was strange, but his silence asked for him.
“Our brother Suleiman, who was released, has a daughter who’s eleven and a half months old. And like you, he
doesn’t have any other children yet.”
“Why are they keeping me locked up here? Why do they leave us without food?”
He felt something stir and knew Qassim had moved away. Hanna ran his fingers over the wall until he found
some moisture. He kept his hand on the spot until it was wet, then tasted the water. It was acceptable; it
extinguished his thirst and relieved the itching in his swollen tongue.
He could hear his stomach. Hunger was tearing his insides apart, and he didn’t know if he could endure any
more.
“I’m going to die now. That’s why I can feel my father’s presence. It’s been ages since he last crossed my
mind. Yacoub the stoker. My father. That’s why I heard his voice. How did he find me?”
Just then, an incredible smell invaded his nose: boiled eggs! Somebody was peeling eggs and eating them! He
opened his mouth to swallow the smell.
“Here! Take this!” said the voice.
It was Qassim. He had brought him some strange sort of bread that had been dipped in soup.
“Onion and oil,” Qassim whispered as he moved away.
*
Later, the situation improved because the Pasha had given orders for them to be brought out to work in the
orchards. In the beginning, however, they had endured things too horrific to contemplate.
The darkness was a total, unremitting punishment. Even at mealtimes no light entered the underground
chamber. The door would be opened a crack, letting in a slightly attenuated darkness, and two wooden pails
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would be sent inside. Then the door would clang shut and be locked once again. There was only one time when a
ray of light would filter in from a lamp or candle at the end of the corridor.
However, it was precisely at this time that no one wanted to look. Many of them would hold their noses and try
to go back to sleep. Two diminutive slave boys would come in to clean out the “pot”. They would remove the
wooden chest with the hole in the top and empty it with two shovels. The first one had a short handle, while the
second, which was longer, would sink to a depth of two metres into the hole.
Once, as they were carrying the filled pails outside, Hanna heard someone crying. He lifted his head and saw
reclining bodies covering the floor. He couldn’t see a single face; all he saw was hair. The hair on their heads had
gotten tangled up in their beards, while the darkness had covered their features with ink. They were pressed
against each other, heads up against feet, and he was pressed in among them. If he wanted to turn over at night, it
took a long time. He couldn’t imagine how any air managed to make its way into that tomb.
*
When they released them from their shackles, they were still barely able to move. He had a nightmare in which
he saw one of them kneeling on his chest and strangling him because he was a Christian. Another time, he woke
to strange banging sounds and before he realized that someone was pounding his skull against the wall, he heard
screams and moans. Then the bodies surged, colliding with each other as they climbed through the darkness in an
attempt to get to him.
“Leave me alone! I want to die! Leave me alone!”
“It’s Ghanim Abu Ghannam. I can’t close up his head.”
“Hold onto him!”
He fought them off with the strength of a bull being slaughtered, but they managed to overpower him and wrap
his wound with strips of torn clothing.
The warm smell of blood filled the chamber. One of them continued applying pressure to his head but the
bleeding wouldn’t stop.
“For God’s sake, leave me alone!”
But none of them left him alone. They listened to his moans until he breathed his last.
“God have mercy on him. Knock on the door.” They knocked, but the guard didn’t come.
“And now?”
“Now we’ll have a wake.”
So they began talking about him and others, comparing stories and dates, naming his children and his relatives
and recalling his admirable qualities.
Of all the men there, the closest relation to him was Sheikh Othman Abu Ghannam. He was from the same big
family but lived in another village in the neighboring province and, before they landed in Belgrade, they hadn’t
known each other.
Even there, they hadn’t spoken much.
The deceased had been a goatherd with a wild sort of temperament. A man of few words, he hadn’t been
terribly sociable. He had moved often, from place to place, living the life of a vagabond.
They washed his head, his neck, his hands and what they could of his body with a wet shirt. Then they lined
up, as though they were at a funeral above ground, and paid their respects. Offering condolences to his relative
Othman, they squeezed his hand one by one. Movement was difficult and the wake took quite some time. However, they did it gladly.
“I’m so sorry for your loss, Sheikh Othman. You can’t see me, but I’m Najib Abd al-Samad from Amatur.”
“I’m so sorry for your loss, Sheikh Othman. God have mercy on your cousin. I’m Imad al-Din Mahmoud from
al-Barth.”
“I’m so sorry for your loss, Sheikh Othman. It’s wrong to take a life, and we aren’t supposed to pray for mercy
for someone who takes his own. But I still say, God have mercy on him. Nobody in this place knows how they
keep going. God have mercy on him, and on all of us. I’m Muhammad Barakat Racily al-Din from Ba’qalin.”
“I’m so sorry for your loss, Sheikh Othman. I’m Khattar Abd al-Malik from Batatir.”
And so on it went in the darkness.
One of them would turn Sheikh Othman’s hand over to the next person, until his fingers were wet with per spiration and his wrist had started to hurt from shaking so many hands.
Some of them, though not very many, would raise one hand in a gesture of sorrow and, instead of shaking
Sheikh Othman’s hand, offer their condolences with one hand on their heart.
Such gestures were lost in the darkness, of course. However, they completed the rites in full, as though they
were in a spacious house, complete with fresh air in the mountain sun beyond the sea. …
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The Church of St. Elie, Beirut, Beirut Governorate, Lebanon

The Greek Catholic Basilica of St. Paul, Beirut, Beirut Governorate, Lebanon
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The Cathedral of St. Anthony, Beirut Governorate, Lebanon

The Mohammed Al-Amin Mosque, Beirut Governorate, Lebanon
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The Cathedral of St. Stephen, Batroun, North Governorate, Lebanon

The Church of St. Rafqa, Wadi Jezzine, South Governorate, Lebanon
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A mosque, Baalbek, Beqaa Governorate, Lebanon. Below: the Church of Our Lady of Beshwat, Beshwat,
Beqaa Governorate, Lebanon
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The Church of Our Lady of the Star, Jieh, Mount Lebanon Governorate, Lebanon: two views
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A mosque in Nabatieh, Nabatieh Governorate, Lebanon

The Cathedral in Maghdouche, South Lebanon Governorate, Lebanon
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