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A CONTRIBUTION TO A TEXTUAL PROBLEM:
IBN SULAYM AL-ASWANI’S KITAB AHBAR
AL-NUBA WA L-MAQURRA WA L-BEGA WA L-NIL

Hamad Mohammad KHEIR

This paper is an attempt to throw light on the very illustrious Fatimid envoy, known
as Ibn Sulaym al-Aswani, and his lost work. The main task is to glean the text from the
different sources that have quoted him, isolate it, and translate it.

Nothing is known of Ibn Sulaym apart from what he himself has mentioned somewhere
in his lost work. This is quoted by Magqrizi in his unpublished M.S., al-Mugaffa .
It tells that he was sent by the Fatimid general Gawhar, to preach Islam and to demand
the Baqt arrears. As regards the first task, he relates that he took part in a debate with
the King and the intelligentsia of the court of Maqurra that ended with a message from
the King to Gawhar encouraging him to accept Christianity. As for the second aim
nothing has reached us. He also tells that he presented his book, entitled Kitab Ahbar
al-Niba wa l-Maqurra wa “Alwa wa I-Bega wa I-Nil wa man ‘Allayih wa Qaruba minhu
min gayrihim, to the second Fatimid caliph, al-‘Aziz.

In the light of this information one may give a general frame for the time of Ibn
Sulaym’s visit and the writing of his work. Gawhar arrived in Egypt in 358/968 and con-
tinued as a representative of his master, al-Mu‘izz, until 362/973 when the latter arrived.
Between these dates Ibn Sulaym must, at least, have started his visit to Nubia. It is
difficult to determine whether he came back during the reign of Gawhar or after the arrival
of al-Mu‘izz in Egypt. The fact that Ibn Sulaym had raised a banner with the name of
al-Mu‘izz when he went out of Dongola to conduct the ‘ayd prayers is taken by Troupeau (2)
as evidence of his stay in Nubia after the arrival of al-Mu'izz in Egypt. The difficulty
in believing this assumption is that banners usually bore the name of the Caliph and not
the general, especially in matters of spiritual guidance. So it seems we have nothing that
may help determine the date of the end of Ibn Sulaym’s visit. However, without much
speculation one may say that during the five year period between the arrival of Gawhar

(1) Al-Magqrizi, al-Ta’rih al-Kabir al-Mugafja, 2} Troupeau, G., «La Description de la Nubie
4 vols. Dar al-Kutub al-Misriyya, MS 5372 Ta’rih,  d’al-Uswiéni », Arabica, I, (1954), pp. 276-88, esp.
IV, fol. 227 B (Hereafter : al-Muqaffc). p. 2717.
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and that of al-Mu‘izz Ibn Sulaym began his tour. If Ibn Sulaym had started early in
the reign of Gawhar he would have come back during the same reign; two years are more
then enough for such a tour, to say the least.

Ibn Sulaym had presented his book to the second Fatimid Caliph in Egypt, al-‘Aziz
(365/975 - 386/996). Again there is nothing that may help in fixing a definite date for
the presentation of this work or the date of its writing. Although the declared aim of
Ibn Sulaym’s visit were the two mentioned above, the fact that the mission resulted in
a book gives the impression that the visit was a fact-finding one. This may have been
the most important and undeclared aim of the Fatimids. Moreover, it was by no means
possible that Fatimid policy — unlike those before and after it — would have been
formulated without a thorough knowledge of their southern neighbours acquired from
a reliable source like the work of Ibn Sulaym. It is only in this respect that the work of
Ibn Sulaym attained its importance for its contemporaries. That is to say that his book
was compiled mainly for policy makers. This may explain the puzzling disappearance
of Ibn Sulaym’s book until the time of al-Maqrizi (d. 845/1445). Being intended for
policy makers, it was not much in circulation and so few copies of it were available. Even
during its day no reference was made to it. If one is to draw a parallel we have the works
of al-Muhalabi and al-Musabbihi, who both wrote, like Ibn Sulaym, in the Fatimid
period, and whose works were lost. The difference is that both are quoted by authors
earlier than the time of al-Magrizi (V).

Most of the extracts from Ibn Sulaym are scattered through Magqrizi’s well-known
Hitat. Three editions of this work have appeared. The first was in 1270/1835, known
after its publishing press, Biilaq; the second is the Nile print of 1324/1906, and the third
and most recent is the edition edited by M. G. Wiet, whose five parts appeared in 1910,
1911, 1922, 1924, 1927 consecutively. However, it is still incomplete. In his introduction
to the first part, Wiet tells that although he is acquainted with 162-63 manuscripts, he
has selected forty of them to be a base for his edition, including the Bilaq print (Vol. I,
pp. m-1v). He also added many excellent notes. These, combined together, have made

his text quite adequate for such an enterprise as the present one.

() The frequency with which works were lost
during the Fatimid period may have two causes.
The first is the Shi‘ites’ belief that their Imam
encircles earthly as well as heavenly knowledge.
It follows that books were written exclusively for
him and those whom he authorized to read them.

second may be sought in their Sunni foes persistent
policy of destroying the Shi‘ites’ works. See
Marwa, H., al-Naz'at al-Madiyya fi al-falsafa
al-Islamiyya al-"Arabiyya, 2 vols. (Beirut, 1980),
vol. I, p. 493. Thanks to Dr. Beshir who has
drawn my attention to such an explanation.

Thus the number of copies was limited. The
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A CONTRIBUTION TO A TEXTUAL PROBLEM 11

However, in the three editions the extracts from Tbn Sulaym form either all or part
of the sections entitled by al-Maqrizi as follows :

1. Dikr ‘aga’ib al-Nil. 2. Dikr al-Ganadil wa lam* min ahbar ard al-Niba. 3. Dikr
Aswan. 4. Dikr tasa‘ub al-Nil min bilad *Alwa wa man yaskun ‘alayhi min al-umam.
5. Dikr al-Bega wa yuqal innahum min al-Berber. 6. Dikr al-baqt. 1. Dikr Bilaq.

The identification of these is based on al-Magqrizi’s own statements — which, as a
rule, he puts either at the beginning or the end of a quotation — that the quotation is
from Ibn Sulaym. These statements of al-Maqrizi are a reference to Ibn Sulaym by
name, or as Sahib Kitab Ahbar al-Niba (the author of the book of Ahbar al-Niiba) or
Mu’arrih al-Niba (the Historian of al-Niiba). Of these seven titles the two enumerated
above as numbers 2 and 4, dealing with the topography, geography, branches and inhabi-
tants of the Nile, have overshadowed the other parts to become, since the time of al-
Magqrizi, the central concern of medieval as well as modern scholars.

Ibn Iyas, (d.c., 930/1523), in his NaSq al-Azhar fi ‘Aga’ib al-Aqtar, is the second author
to quote the sections about the Nile. According to Hasan and Troupeau his text appears
to be an abridgement of Magrizi’s excerpts (). Al-Maniifi, a contemporary of Ibn lyas
and like him an Egyptian, (d. 931/1524) also quoted the two sections about the Nile.
However, there is ample evidence that al-Manafi’s selections from Ibn Sulaym are not
from al-Magqrizi. The evidence for this is not the variation in the title of the book, as
Troupeau tends to believe, for this shorter version, Kitab Agbdr al-Niba recurs quite
frequently in Maqrizi’s extracts. Again, he misread al-Maniifi’s text and it so appeared
to him that he gives the title of the book as Kitdb Apbar al-Nitba min Ahbar al-Nil (¥,
while in reality the sentence reads « that Abli Muhammad “Abdallah b. Ahmad b. Sulaym
al-Aswani says in his book of Ajbar al-Niiba, news about the Nile »; then he quotes his
information. Two pieces of information that are not mentioned by al-Maqrizi may be
the true evidence. The first is his mention of Ibn Sulaym’s kunya, that is to say the
surname of a relationship, as Abii Muhammad which does not exist either in the extracts
in al-Hitat, nor in that given as a biography for Ibn Sulaym in al-Mugaffa. The second
and more significant is his giving of these lines :

They have huge trees. The Lord of the Kingdom of °‘Alwa told me that he has
measured the circumference and height of one of these trees and he found them to be

(U Hasan, Y.F., S.V., Ibn Sulaym, EI2, vol. IIl,  extracted by al-Maniifi are five and not four as
p. 849 and Troupeau, op. cit., p. 279. Troupeau counts.
2 Troupeau, op. cit., p. 280 : The passages

Anlsl 21 (1985), p. 9-72 Hamad Muhammad Hayr
A Contribution to a Textual Problem: Ibn Sulaym al-Aswani’s Kitab Ahbar al-NGba wa I-Maqurra wa |-Beda wa I-Nil.
© IFAO 2026 Anlsl en ligne https://www.ifao.egnet.net


http://www.tcpdf.org

Anlsl 21 (1985), p. 9-72

12 HAMAD MOHAMMAD KHEIR

thirty ba” together. They cut its branches and carve the trunk to make it a reservoir
because their land is sands, so water quickly disappears in it and their wells are very
deep (1),

The problem here is whether al-Manifi was quoting from a manuscript of Ibn Sulaym’s
book or from an adulterated text from another work. It is important to note that
al-Manifi’s work is an abridgement of the third part of al-Rawd al-Nadir wa al-Zahr
al-*Atir, written by a certain Zayn al-Din al-Ra$idi ). This means that the quotations
might have been in al-RaSidi’s work. Another point that may provide an answer is that
the text quoted above is given with another text that describes the district of Baqiin, which
is in the domain of Maqurra, while the one quoted above should be located within the
section about ‘Alwa. These two facts encourage one to assume that al-Maniifi was not
quoting from an adequate manuscript of Ibn Sulaym.

The third and latest author to quote Ibn Sulaym is al-Qadi Ma‘riif ¢). He is also, like
Ibn Iyas, quoting from al-Magqrizi’s extracts and also quotes the sections concerning
the Nile. However, he adds a passage which comprises part of the section entiled by
Magqrizi as « Dikr ‘aga’ib al-Nil». (No. 3 above).

Also, modern writers weigh the work of Ibn Sulaym by these two sections about the
Nile. Brockelmann and Krackovsky, correctly, consider it as the only reasonable descrip-
tion of the Nile in its upper parts (). The latter expresses his astonishment about the
inadequacy of al-Idrisi’s (d. 560/1165) description of the upper Nile, though it had come
after Ibn Sulaym. However, as already stated herein, the work of Ibn Sulaym was not
an ordinary book in the general sense of the word, but one which was exclusively meant
for policy-makers. Thus, it is totally beside the point to consider it a work of geography.
These two chapters about the Nile seem to have been popular among medieval as well
as modern writers, for their precise and unique description of the Nile. It is interesting
to note that al-Maqrizi was so impressed with this description that when he reached the

University of Jedda, under the No. 308. No
information about the author is available, but he

(1) Al-Manafi, al-Fayid al-Madid fi Ahbar al-Nil
al-Sa’id, MS. Dar al-Kutub al-Misriyya No. 429

Tarih, folio 13 B.

(2 Mus‘ad, M., al-Maktaba al-Sidaniyya al-
‘Arabiyya, (Cairo, 1972), p. 392 (Bio-data) (Here-
after Maktaba).

) Al-Qadi Ma'raf, Kitab ‘afaib al-Ahbar ‘an
Misr al-Amsar, MS., Fols. 183 A-86 B. I found
this MS in the library of the King ‘Abd al-"Aziz

Hamad Muhammad Hayr

mentions that he was in Egypt in 943 / 1536.

(® Brockelmann, C., Geschichte Der Arabischen
Literatur, Erster (Zweiter, Dritter) supplementband,
3 vols. (Leiden, 1937-42), I, p. 410. (Hereafter
SI, II, III) and Krackovsky, Arabskaya geogra-
ficeskayg literature, trans. (Arabic), Hashim, S.,
vol. 1 (Cairo, 1963), pp. 192-193.
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point where Ibn Sulaym describes Dongola, the capital of Maqurra, he suppressed this
latter description. Al-Magqrizi, being aware that many writers before him had given
accounts of Dongola, thought it reasonable to give space only to this interesting descrip-
tion of the Nile area and not the city itself.

These sections about the Nile and those about the Bega are the most complete extracts
we have of Tbn Sulaym’s work and a close study of them will give us a better understanding
of his method. He starts with fixing the Nubian and the Bega boundaries with Egypt.
As the Nile is the dominant feature of Nubian ecology, so the desert is its counterpart in
the Bega land. Within this context he gives the climate, the fauna, the flora, the people
and their means of subsistence and the most popular of their folktales and beliefs. When
he comes to politics, his emphasis is on the relations between those people and Muslim
Egypt, from the time of conquest to his time. In this respect the extract about the Bega
is more informative than that about Nubia. Again, the source of this may have been
al-Magrizi’s estimation of the volume of information about Nubia before him, and here
he suffices himself with the unique information about the Baqt. So it appears quite clear,
even from these short extracts, that the concern of Tbn Sulaym was not only the Nile,
as a topographical phenomenon, but how the Nile in Nubia and the desert in the Bega
land have affected the lives of their inhabitants, that is to say, the interrelation between
society and nature. It has already been claimed that the intended biography of Ibn
Sulaym in Magqrizi’s Mugaffa is no more than a summary of some incidents from Ibn
Sulaym’s work. Here is another proposition, that the biography of the famous Arab
treasure hunter al-‘Umari, also quoted in al-Muqaffa, seems to have been extracted from
Ibn Sulaym. Unlike his model in al-Hitat, al-Magqrizi, as a rule, does not mention his
source of information in al-Mugaffa. However, with this particular text, a close look
at it in comparison with the extracts in al-Hifat will give the evidence for the above
assumption.

One may divide into three categories the information about al-‘Umari in al-Muqaffa.
The first is of his early life and his arrival in Egypt. The second is his career in Nubia,
the eastern desert and his death. The third is of his adventures in Egypt. In the chronicle
about Ahmad Ibn Tilin, compiled by al-Balawi, we have some information about al-
‘Umari. He gives his name and relation to the second caliph Ibn al-Hattab. He attributes
al-‘Umari’s fame to a successful retaliatory campaign against the Bega. He goes on to
claim that he defeated the Bega and compelled them to pay him the gizya. Then he
tells about al-Umari’s defeat of a Tiilinid army under the generalship of Su‘ba b.
al-Harkam. His struggle against the Shi‘ite rebel, Ibn al-Siifi, is related by al-Balawi
and al-Kindi. They also give the dialogue between Ibn Tilin and the two servants of

5
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al-“Umari, who brought him his head and claimed to have killed him (). The anecdote
given by Ibn al-Atir is quoted, word by word, from al-Balawi (2. All these details from
al-Balawi, al-Kindi and Ibn al-Atir who quotes al-Balawi, are incorporated in al-“Umari’s
biography of al-Muqgaffa. As both al-Balawi and al-Kindi wrote well before Ibn Sulaym,
it is highly probable that he quoted them. However, there is the second category which
is totally unknown and comprises the bulk of the biography of al-“Umari in al-Mugaffa.
This information is unattainable except for a resident of Aswan — from where the oral
information, like the poetry in the text, may have been acquired, — who visited Nubia
to get the details about al-“Umari’s adventures there. So it is in the nature of information
that one may consider the third piece of evidence for the proposition put forward above.

In the chapter about the Nile, when al-Maqrizi is describing the bend of the Nile he
gives one sentence telling that al-‘Umari emerged from this area. Again when he reaches
this point in the biography he quotes the description of the Nile bend. Another clue is
that he quotes two sentences, in his section about Aswan, in al-Hitat, that tell about the
richness of the merchants of Aswan, which are also repeated in the biography. These
are used in the Hitat just as evidence, while in the biography they are part of the narrative.
So it appears that Ibn Sulaym compiled this biography of al-‘Umari from al-Balawi and
the traditions which he had collected in Aswan as well as from Nubia. Thus al-Magrizi
has quoted it in his Mugaffa without making reference to his source material.

Now that all the text of Ibn Sulaym available in the literary sources has been established,
it is important to look at the sources from which Ibn Sulaym compiled his work. The
diversity of these stand as an eloquent testimony to the intellectual ability of Ibn Sulaym
and how seriously he had undertaken his mission. It seems that he has read all the written
material before him about the Bega and Nubia. The text gives many examples, such as the
passages quoted from al-Gahiz and Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam, and the treatise attributed to ‘Ali
b. Abi Talib about the races, in the section about the Bega. In the chapter about the Baqt he
mentions al-Waqidi and Ibn Wahb, and in the biography of al-‘Umari he quotes al-Balawi.

Another source of information on which he has heavily drawn is the state archives in
Egypt, as well as in Nubia. From Egypt he produced two important treaties. The one
about the Bagt, though adulterated by al-Maqrizi, is basically his. The other, which
is only to be found in his book, is that of the treaty between ‘Abdallah b. al-Gahm and
Kaniin b. ‘Aziz, the chief of the Befa. Also, in Nubia he seems to have had access to

") al-Balawi, Sirat Ahmad Ibn Tilin, ed. “Ali,  R. (Leiden, 1912), pp. 213-14 (hereafter Wulat).
M.K., (Damascus, 1358/1939). pp. 64-67. al-Kindi, @ Tbn al-Atir, al-Kamil fi al-Ta'rip, 12 vols.,
M., Kitdb al-Wuldat wa Kitab al-Qudat, ed. Guest, (Beirut, 1965-66), vol. VII, p. 264.
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official papers. He clearly states that al-Mu‘tasim’s amendment of the Baqt was put
into a document « that had remained in their hands». From this Nubian document
he seems to have quoted his details about what the Muslims should pay to the Nubians.

Authentic informants, especially in Nubia, are quoted many times. At Maqurra he
met the king many times, once in fulfilment of his instruction to preach Islam, other times
at their leisure, walking in the district of Baqiin. The details about the struggle between
al-‘Umari and the Nubian state on the one hand, and the competition between the King’s
son and his nephew, on the other, were definitely transmitted to him from the court tra-
ditions. This may point to the existence of an official orator or griot, if one is to borrow
a Mandinga word, whose occupation was to preserve the royal history. This is the main
source for modern writers about African tribes and traditional states. His information
about the numerous hippos in the islands of the Nile bend, as well as his information
about a species of fish in the Atbara river were communicated to him by a courtier, named
Simon, who held the title of Sahib “Ahd Balad “Alwa (the superintendent of the pact of
the Land of ‘Alwa). In the few lines added by al-Maniifi, quoted above, Ibn Sulaym
obtains his information from the king of ‘Alwa. Besides these high-echelon informants
Ibn Sulaym also interviewed ordinary characters. The text gives two examples : the indi-
vidual whose country is a three-month march from the Nile, and the individual who mixed
the waters of the Blue and the White Niles.

What he has observed and experienced in his visit comprises the most significant of
his sources. The fascination expressed by many writers, medieval as well as modern,
about his minute and precise description of the Nile should be attributed to his faculties
of observation. Moreover, to this sharp observation we owe our information about the
state organization, the social consciousness, the means of subsistence and dietary and
other social habits in Maqurra, ‘Alwa and the Bega land.

Bearing in mind that what has reached us from this illustrious work of Ibn Sulaym
is far from complete, every point made above shoud be considered tentative.

Translation of the text :

As we know that most of the extracts from Ibn Sulaym’s work are in Magq-
rizi’s Hitat, it follows that any translation of al-Maqrizi’s work should include
these extracts. Of these we have two translations, one in Turkish (1), the other in

(1) There is reference to it in Wiet’s introduction, in Khartoum University Library. Although not
but he says that he has not found it. However, in the catalogue, it is kept in the special room.
there is one, in a very bad state of preservation,
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French (1, Apart from these there are other translations. Quatremére, has summarized
the extracts about the Nile in his « Mémoire sur la Nubie », and that about the Bega
both in al-Hitat and al-Mugaffa, in his « Mémoire sur les Blemmyes» (. These chapters
are compiled from different Arabic sources.

The first English translation comes as an appendix (No. III) in Burckhardt’s Travels
in Nubia. He gives it the title « Translation of the Notices on Nubia contained in Maqrizi’s
history and description of Egypt, called El Khetat, with notes, written at Cairo, Dec.
1816 and Jan. 1817 ». His fair acquaintance with the Arabic language as well as his
enthusiasm, has made his endeavour a sound one. The shortcomings mainly arise from
his lack of adequate manuscripts of the Hitat.

The second English translation is that of Father Vantini ®). Like that of Burckhardt,
it is a translation of every piece of information about Nubia in al-Maqrizi’s al-Suliik
and al-Mugaffa. This translation, as intended and stated by the translator, is no more
than a « working draft ».

The only one to try to isolate and translate some excerpts from Ibn Sulaym is Troupeau,
in his French translation of part of the sections about the Nile from al-Hitat.

What follows is an attempt to isolate and translate the extracts from Ibn Sulaym as
established above from al-Hitat and al-Muqgaffa and wherever there is a difference of rea-
ding between this translation and that of Burckhardt or Vantini, this is stated in the notes.

Parentheses are used to contain al-Magqrizi’s remarks, while square brackets contain
additions by the translator. These are, basically, to help the reader in understanding
the variations between English and Arabic expressions.

Abbreviations :

B = Bulaq edition
N = Nile edition
W = Wiet edition.

Arabic text :

The translation depends, for the reasons stated above, on W, unless otherwise stated.

W) Description Topographigue et Historique de  Historiques sur L’Egypte, 2 vols., (Paris, 1811).
I’Egypte, 6 vols., trans. Bouriant, C., and Casa- @) Vantini, G., Oriental sources concerning
nova, P., (Paris, 1893-1903). Nubia, (Warsaw, 1975), pp. 570-673.

{2) Quatremére, Mémoires Géographiques et
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1. ACCOUNTS OF THE MARVELS OF THE NILE (1) :

One of the marvels of the Nile is the hippopotamus.

(‘Abdalldh b. Ahmad b. Sulaym al-Aswani has the following to say, in the book of
Apbar al-Niba). The distance between Dongola and the first of the land of ‘Alwa is
greater than that between Dongola and Aswan. In the former there are more villages,
estates, islands, herds, date-palms, doum trees, cultivation and vineyards, than in that
adjacent to the land of Islam. Also there are greater islands that are as long as [many]
days march, inhabited by many serpents, beasts of prey, lions and full of barren lands
in which thirst is dreaded. The Nile, in this area, bends until going up river becomes like
going down river. It is the area where the Nile bend reaches out to the mine, called
al-Sanaka, in the district called al-Sunayr. From here come the turtle doves. Also there
are numerous hippopotamuses. I am told by Simon, the superintendent of the pact of
Alwa, that he had counted as many as seventy of this species on an island. It is an
aquatic species that looks like the horse and is as burly as the buffalo, with short, four-
toed cloven-hoofs. It is similar in colour to a horse and its neck-hair is like that of the
mane of a horse. Its tail is similar to the tail of a buffalo. It has a flat physiognomy
which looks like a saddle-bag. It is herbivorous and it has a thick, hairless skin from

which shields are made. (end).

2. ACCOUNTS OF THE CATARACTS AND GLIMPSES OF THE LAND OF AL-NuBA (2).

(‘Abdallah b. Ahmad b. Sulaym, says, in the book of Apbar al-Nitha wa [-Maqurra
wa ‘Alwa wa I-Bega wa I-Nil). The first village in Nubia is the one known as al-Qasr,
five miles from Aswan. * The last of the Muslim’s forts is an island, known as Bilaq,
which is one mile from the Nubian village. It is their harbour. From Aswan to this
place [al-Qasr] rocks hinder the river passage. Thus navigation is only possible with the
guidance of fishermen. The fall of the Nile makes a deep rumbling. In this village
[al-Qasr] is stationed an inspection cavalry corps, that guards the entrance to Nubia (3), *
The distance from this village to the first cataract in Nubia [second cataract] is ten marhala
[about 240 miles]. It is the area where Muslims are able to trade and, in the part nearest
[Aswan], are free to acquire property. Here dwell non-Arabic speaking Muslims. It is

) W, vol. I, chap. XX, pp. 278-88, section (13).  Troupeau (in French) and Vantini. .
B. vol. I, p. 65 and N. vol. I, pp. 104-105. This {3) The section enclosed between the two stars
section is not translated by Burckhardt and Vantini. with the addition of one sentence is repeated in

) W. vol. 1V, chap. XX, pp. 252-58, sections 1-2.  Magrizi’s Hita, under the title « Dikr Bilag».
B. vol. I, pp. 190-91. It is translated by Burckhardt, W. vol. IV, chap. XXIV, p. 287. B. vol. I, p. 199.

6
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narrow, mountainous and its hamlets rest on the Nile banks. Its trees are date-palms
and Doum-trees (), TIts upper regions, where the vine is cultivated, are wider than its
lower. Basin irrigation is not possible because of the elevation [of the land]. Its plots
are between one and three feddans, irrigated by means of water-wheels. Wheat is scarce
among them while barley and su/t are more abundant. Because of scarcity of land they
plant crops twice a year. In summer, after manuring it with a mixture of animal dung
and rubble, they sow dupun ), durra ®), gawars ), sesame and haricot. In this district
are located Begras, which is the seat of al-Marisi [the governor of al-Maris], the castle
of Ibrim and another castle below it, with a harbour called Adwa’, which is said to be
the place of origin of Logmat and Jonas. It has a marvellous antiquity. It has a governor,
nominated by the great [King] of Nubia. He is called the Lord of the Mountain and he
ranks high among their officials because of his proximity to the land of Islam (), Any
Muslim who comes to Nubia, for trade or by way of showing courtesy to him or to his
master, deals with him. He receives all and answers all by giving slaves. He forbids anyone,
Muslims or others, to ascend and present themselves to his master.

At the first cataract in Nubia is a village called Bagawi. It is the terminus for the
Nubian boats that ascend from al-Qasr, which is the first [village] in their country.
Neither boats, nor Muslims or others dare to ascend beyond it without permission from
the Lord of their Mountain. From it [Baqawi] to Upper Mags is six marhala [about 144
miles], which is the rockiest and hardest area I have seen in their land, owing to the
difficulty and narrowness of the passages. As for its river, it is interrupted by rapid falls
and jutting mountains as a result of the fact that the Nile proceeds through very narrow
passes, and in certain parts its width is no more than fifty cubits.

Its land [between the first cataract in Nubia and Upper Mags] is narrow, with steep
mountain and narrow passages, along which neither a rider nor a weak walker can pass.
Sands cover both its east and west [banks]. It is in this mountainous area that the
inhabitants of the district that precedes it and neighbours the land of Islam sought

(1) Barassus Aethiopiuns.

2) According to Burckhardt it is a species of
barley that requires a hard stony soil and less
water. The bread made out of it is difficult to
digest. Burckhardt, op. cit., vol. II, p. 1401,

(3 Tt is still the Sudanese staple food.

) It is a species of millet, of which there are
three species. The word is Arabicized, from
the Persian Kawirs. Lane, E.W., Arabic-English

Lexicon, 8 vols., (Beirut, 1968), II, p. 409.

) Vantini reads «This district is ruled by a
governor called <The lord of the mountain’,
representing the great lord of Nubia. He is among
the highest ranking of their walis. This district
borders on the land of Islam ». The source of his
error is his breaking of the sentence in the original.
Op. cit., p. 602,
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refuge, for it is their stronghold. In its islands are a few date-palms and scanty crops.
Most of their food consists of fish and they use fish fat to anoint themselves. It is part
of al-Maris and the Lord of the Mountain is their ruler (),

The governor of the garrison at Upper Mags is appointed by their king. [He] is so
strict that he pretends to search the road for the king or his son or the vizier or any other
person of a lower rank, if one of them happens to pass by (3. No dindr or dirham passes
it [the garrison]; for these are kept for transactions with Muslims below the cataract,
while above it they barter in slaves, cattle, camels, iron and grains. No one is allowed
to pass onwards and whoever does so without obtaining permission from the king faces
instant death. With such precautions intelligence is not possible since their army may
raid urban or suburban populations without anyone knowing about it.

In these places they dive into the Nile to get al-sunbdd [corundum] which is used for
cutting gems. It is distinguished from other stones by its cool surface. If it is hard to
distinguish they blow upon it so as to form a « dew » on it.

The village which is known as Say [island], is a part of the garrison and is situated on
the cataracts. It is one of their bishoprics and they have a bishop and an ancient place
of worship ).

Then [follows] the district of Salqiida, which means «the seven governors» and
resembles the area adjacent to the land of Islam in its width and narrowness in certain
parts, date-palms, vines, cultivation and doum trees. Some cotton plants are grown on it.
From these [cotton plants] they make coarse, cheap clothes. And there are olive trees.
Its governor is appointed by their great [King] and has some officials who carry out
executive functions. Here is found the fort, known as Astiniin, which marks the beginning
of the third cataract. It is the most difficult of all cataracts, because of a mountain that
crosses the Nile from the east to the west. The water precipitates through three openings
which may become two during the season of drought. It makes a deep rumbling with an
impressive scene, for water falls from the top of the mountain. To the south of [Astiniin],
and in the Nile, there is a layer of stones that extends to a distance of three abrud )
[barid = about 36 miles]. It [the layer] reaches the village, known as Bistu, which is the
last of the al-Maris villages and the first of the country of Maqurra. From it [Bistu] to

() Vantini’s reading gives only the islands as (* The word kursi (chair) is used metaphorically
being under the Lord of the Mountain while the to denote a religious office. Vantini took it to
text clearly states the whole area. Op. cit., p. 603. mean a civil office. Op. cit., p. 604.

- @ Vantini adds «Is stopped by any man from {0 Vantini, ignorant of the barid as an Arab
the garrison». This is not in the text. Op. cit., measurement, translates it « Three days journey ».
p. 604. Op. cit., p. 605. '
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the boundary of the land of the Muslims, the Marisi dialect is spoken; and this is the
end of their chief’s sphere of influence.

Then [follows] the district of Baqiin, which means « the marvel », and it deserves the
name for its beauty. I have not seen a wider area in the Nile. I estimate the width of
the Nile banks, from east to west, as five marhala [about 120 miles]. Islands lie across
the river and between these islands flow the streams of the river, in low land. There are
many populous villages, with nice buildings, pigeon-roosts and many herds. Most of
the provisions of their city [the capital] came from this area. Its birds are al-tagtit,
al-niibi, the parrots and many others of equal beauty. Their chief used to spend most of
his leisure time in this area. (He says) when I was with him most of our walk was along
narrow bays that are shaded with trees on both sides. It is said that crocodiles never
hurt people here, so I have seen them swimming across these river streams.

Then [follows] Safadbaql, whose narrow stretch is similar to that of the lower part
of their country. Yet it has beautiful islands and there are about thirty villages in a
distance which is less than two marhala [about 48 miles]. It is full of good buildings,
churches, monasteries, numerous date-palms, vines, gardens, vast meadows and camels
that are red in colour. The red colour is emblematic of the nobility of the race of those
camels which are especially raised for breeding. Their great [King] frequently enters
this region because its southern end borders on Dongola, their capital.

Dongola, the centre of their dominion, is fifty marhala [about 1200 miles] from Aswan.
(He describes it and continues) they [the people of Dongola] make the roofs of their
buildings from the wood of sant [Acacia] and sag, the beams being brought along the
Nile at the time of flood. Nobody knows from whence they come. I have seen on some
of them a peculiar mark and nothing is known of its cause.

The distance between Dongola and the [northern] frontier of “Alwa is greater than
that between Dongola and Aswian. In this [Dongola] there are more villages, estates (1,
herds, date-palms, trees, doum trees, cultivation and vineyards, than in the area [neigh-
bouring the land of Islam]. In these places there are greater islands that are as long as
[many] days march, full of mountains, beasts of prey, lions and barren lands in which
thirst is dreaded. The Nile bends towards sunset [west] for many days march until going
up river becomes like going down river . It is the area where the Nile bend reaches

{1) Vantini reads « big and small villages » which descending they will proceed in the same
is wrong. Op. cit., p. 607. direction if the turn be as follows : i )
2 To clarify this Burckhardt illustrates, Op. cit., p. 451, b
correctly, that if «a» be ascending and «b»
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out to the mine, called al-Sanaka, in the district called al-Sungayr. From here emerged
al-"Umari who is Abii “Abd al-Rahman ‘Abdallah b. ‘Abd al-Hamid b. ‘Abdallah b. ‘Abd
al-"Aziz b. ‘Abdallah b. “Abd al-‘Aziz b. ‘Abdallah b. ‘Umar b. al-Hattab. He fought
many battles against the Nubians and the Bega and he defeated an army of Ahmad b.
Tolin. He laid waste to this area and plundered it and the kind of fate he met with is
what had passed early on. Hippopotamuses are numerous in this area (). From here
[the bend] are roads that lead to Sawakin, Badi‘, Dahlak and the islands of the [Red] sea.
Through it the people of Banii Umayya, who fled to Nubia, made their crossing. [Some]
people from among the Bega came, during antiquity and dwell here. But like other Bega,
in rearing and dialect, they did not mix with the Nubians; nevertheless, their governor

is appointed by the Nibi [the king of Nubia].

3. MENTIONING THE BRANCHING-OFF OF THE NILE AT ‘ALWA AND THE PEOPLE WHO
DWELL ON ITS BANKS :

[May] you know that al-Niiba and al-Maqurra are two races with different tongues,
but both dwell along the Nile. As for al-Niiba they are al-Maris who neighbour the land
of Islam. Between the lower part of their country and Aswan is five miles. It is said that
Salha, who was the grandfather of al-Niiba, and Maqurra who was the grandfather of
al-Maqurra, were from Yemen. It is also said that al-Niba and al-Maqurra were from
Himyir. However, most of the geneaologists believe them to be from [the descendants]
of Ham, the son of Nouh. There were wars between al-Nuba and al-Maqurra before
[their conversion to] Christianity. The beginning of the land of Maqurra is a village
called Tafa, which is a marhala from Aswan. The city of their chief is Begra$, which is
less than ten marhala from Aswan. It is said that Moses, may God’s mercy be upon him,
during the time of the Pharaoh and before he received God’s call, had invaded them

and destroyed Tafa.

and N agree. In Arabic writing the difference
between these two words is a matter of diacritical
marks. If the (¢) in al-‘umari (¢ ell) is dotted,
it will give the Qaf (3) in al-Qumri (turtle dove)

(' With the exclusion of the anecdote about
al-Qumri, the section that begins with ¢in these
places ....’ is the same, with trivial variations,
as that quoted by Magqrizi in his section about the

Nile marvels. The last sentence clearly shows that
the former passage is extracted from here. The
difference is that there we have from where comes
out the turtle dove, (Arabic, al-qumri) and here
we have al-Qumri. In this, the three editions W, B

(«_~41). Given this, one may safely conclude that
the diacritical marks that make the reading (al-
Qumri) in that section are no more than a copyist’s

c€rror.
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They had been Sabians (V) who used to make statues for the stars. Then they all, al-Niiba
and al-Maqurra, accepted Christianity. The city of Dongola is the capital of their kingdom.
The first part of the country of ‘Alwa are villages, on the east bank of the Nile, called
al-Abwib. It has a governor, known as al-Wahwah, appointed by the overlord of ‘Alwa.

In this part the Nile branches are seven. Of these, one is the river that comes from the
east. Its water is muddy. It dries in summer to the extent that its bed is inhabited. At
the time of the Nile flood, water rises out of it, the pools of water in the river expand
and then come rains and torrents in all the country; thus increases the Nile water. It is
said that the source of this river is a large spring in a mountain. (The historian of al-Niiba
says) Simon, the superintendant of the pact of the land of “Alwa, told me that there is
a scale-less fish in this river, which species is non-existent in the Nile. They dig down
a length of a man or more to find it. On it [its banks] dwell a race, called al-Dihiyiin,
who are a hybrid of “Alwa and the Be$a, and the race, called Baza, from whose land
come the birds down as the pigeons of Bazin. After these [people] came the first of the
land of al-HabaSa [Abyssinia].

Then the White Nile which is a river that comes from the west. It is as white as milk.
(He says) I have asked some of the Magariba [people from North-West Africa], who
had travelled in the country of the Stidan, about their Nile [river] and its colour. They
said that their [river] springs from the mountains of sand or the mountain of sand and
then gathers in the land of the Stidan in great pools and flows to the unknown; it is not
white, so it gets this colour from either an area over which it passes or another river that
debouches into it. Its two banks are inhabited.

Then the Green River, which comes from the south, due east. It is of a deep green
colour and [its water] is so clear that fishes can be seen at its bottom. Its water tastes
different from that of the Nile and the [one] who drinks it quickly feels thirst. Their fish
[the two rivers, white and green] are the same but have different tastes. At the time of
the flood it [the green] gets the wood of sag, bagam ), gina ), a [species of] wood that
smells like incense and another large wood which is used to make the helms of boats.
Some people claimed that they got from it [the green] sandal-wood. I have seen (He says)

(1) In religious mythology it is said that Sabi, p. 453 (n. 22) and Lane, op. cit., VIII, p. 237.

the grandson of Adam used to worship stars; {3) Burckhardt took it to mean the bamboo
thus comes the epithet. Lane, op. cit., vol. IV, canes, but it ends with a hamza, thus from the
p. 1640. verb Qana’ which means extremely red. See

(2) Brazil-wood, a species of Caesalpinia. From Burckhardt, op. cit., p. 453 (n. 23), Ibn Manzir,
it a well known dye is prepared. Its leaves are  Lisan al-"Arab, 15 vols., (Beirut, 1956), vol. 15,
like that of the almond. Burckhardt, op. cit.,  pp. 276-77, and Lane, op. cit., VII, p. 2565.
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peculiar signs on some of the sag beams. These two rivers, the white and the green, join
at the city of the sovereign of the land of “Alwa. They keep their colours for about a
marhala and then they mix. Their convergence gives rise to high, tumultuous waves.
Someone who had poured the white Nile [water] in that of the Green told me that it [the
former] remained in it, like milk, for about an hour before it finally mixed with [the
latter].

Between the two rivers is an island whose upper end, like that of the two rivers, is
unknown. The width of its beginning is known until it becomes as long as a month’s
march (1); then it broadens until it becomes unknown; because those who dwell on it
fear one another and also because different and numerous racial types live along it.
(He says) I heard that some of the chiefs of “Alwa had marched intending to reach its
upper regions but many years elapsed without their fulfilling that. On its southern side
is a race who, together with their herds, live in underground houses, which look like tunnels
during daytime, because of the excessive heat of the sun. By night they wander freely.
There are naked races among them.

The other four rivers simultaneously come from the south and are eastbound; their
extremities are unknown. They are lesser in breadth, and numbers of canals and islands
than the white and green rivers. All [the four] are densely populated and [people] travel
on them by means of boats. One of these four runs (2 from the country of al-Habaga
[Abyssinia]. (He says) I have inquired intensively and partaken in many discussions
with people from all quarters, yet I could not find a person who had reached the source
of all these rivers. The most knowledgeable of my informants tells me, in accordance
with what he heard from others, that they come from waste lands, and that at the time
of the flood these rivers carry parts of boats, doors and many other things, which testify
that there are settlements. It is generally agreed that the floods of these rivers come from
rains and some [water] springs from it[’s bed]. The evidence for this is the river that dries
until its bed is inhabited and then it[’s water] springs forth at the time of the flood. One
of its [the Nile’s] marvels is that the rise is simultaneous; it takes place at one and the
same time in all its branches and the regions of Egypt, and the country below it, the two
upper regions [the Sa‘id], Aswan, the two countries of al-Niiba [al-Maris and al-Maqurra],

{) The text here is rather vague because all the p. 453 and Vantini, op. cit., p. 611.
editions give the word as awalahuma, to refer to (2 The rendering of the word as marra (once),
the rivers, while the reference should be to the in all editions, makes the sentence meaningless.
island. This means that the (f’) of the dual is Rather it seems the word is from the root mara
not correct. What follows assumes the non- (runs). Thus Burckbardt is mislead. Op. cit.,
existence of the dual ending. Burckhardt, op. cit., p. 454.
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‘Alwa and what is beyond it. However, it is known that, as an example, if its rise is seen
at Aswin it takes some time to appear in Qus. If there are continuous rains and torrents
in the uppers [of the Nile], it becomes known that it will be a fertile year; and if the rains
are light there will be a season of drought.

(He says) those who entered the land of al-Zang told me about their route in the sea
of China to the land of al-Zang, with the aid of the northernly wind, following the eastern
coast of Egypt until they reached the place called Ras Hafiini. This place is considered
by them as the [southern coastal] end of the island of Egypt. There they looked for a
star that determines the west; accordingly they continued in a northernly direction until
they reached Qinballa [cf. W. IV, p. 261 n. 27] in the land of al-Zang. It is the city of
their [Zang] lord. There they pray facing Jedda [north-east]. (He says) one of the four
rivers comes from the land of al-Zang because it bears with it the Zangi wood.

Soba, the city [the capital] of the ‘4lwi [king of “Alwa], is to the east of the great island,
which lies between the white and green rivers. It is on its northern side, towards their
confluence. To the east of it [Soba] is the river which dries and its bed is inhabited. It
[SGba] has many handsome buildings, spacious houses, churches full of gold, gardens
and a quarter where Muslims reside. The king of ‘Alwa is richer than the king of
al-Maqurra. He has more armies, horses and his country is more fertile and extensive
than that [of Magqurra]. Date-palms and vine-yards are scanty. Most of their grain is
the white durra which is like rice. From it they make their bread and their beer. Meat is
abundant, due to the abundance of cattle and wide meadows the extent of which is so
great that in several days’ march one may not reach a mountain. They have horses of
noble race and red Arabian camels. Their religion is Christianity, of the Jacobites. Thus
their bishops, like al-Niiba, are appointed by the patriarch of Alexandria. Their books
were originally written in Greek; but they used to translate them into their vernacular
languages. They are of lesser [social] consciousness, if compared with the people of
al-Niba. The king would enslave any one of his subjects arbitrarily — a practice which
was usually unchallenged by the subjects. Rather, they would kneel to him and willingly
submit to this oppressive practice and say « long live the king » irrespective of the severity
of his orders. He is crowned with gold, which is abundant in his land (V).

One of the marvels of this land is that in the great island, the one between the two rivers,
lives a race, known as al-Karasd, whose land is cultivated by means of the Nile and the
rains. At the time of sowing, every one goes out to the field and prepares a plot, in

) Troupeau’s French translation contains the preceding chapter and the passage up to this point
in this chapter op. cit., pp. 279-88.
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accordance with [the quantity] of his seed. Then he sows in the four corners of the plot
and puts beer at the centre of the plot and retreats. When he comes on the next day, he
finds the plot sown and the beer drunk. When harvest comes he cuts a few of the plants
and puts them where he is likely to collect them, with some beer and goes away. He will
find the harvest [the next day] completed and packed. If he likes to thresh and winnow
the harvest the same may be done. Sometimes it happens that while one is cleaning
one’s plot of wild herbage one may accidentally pull out some of the plants in which
case one will find that the whole planting is pulled out. In the area, where what I have
just mentioned took place, are plantations, in a square whose side is as long as a two-month
march, sowed all at the same time. The grain supply of the country of ‘Alwa, as well
as its king, is from this area. They send their boats to be laden there and sometimes feuds
may ensue, among them. (He says) this story [about the Karasa] is true, known and
famous among all of al-Niiba, al-‘Alwa and those who enter the country from among
the Muslim merchants, and they never doubt its veracity. If it is famous or widely
circulated, it becomes dishonesty not to mention it; I would never have mentioned it
myself for it is abominable. The people of the area claim that it is done [for them] by
demons which appear to some of them and throw stones at them as a signal of exorbitance;
and make marvels for them, [even] clouds submit to their will.

(He says) one of the marvels, communicated to me by the king of al-Maqurra, is that
when it rains on the mountains, they gather fishes from the surface of the earth. I have
asked them what the species is and they informed me that it is of a small size with red tail.

(He says) I have seen many different races from the peoples mentioned above, mostly
acknowledging the existence of God, the Almighty. But they adore him through the
sun, the moon and the stars. Some of them do not acknowledge [the existence] of God
and worship the sun, the day and whatever falls to their liking among trees and animals.
(He says that he has seen a man in the court of the great [chief] of al-Maqurra and asked
him about his country. He answered that it is as far as a three-crescent [month] march
from the Nile. When he asked him about his religion, he answered « Mine, thine and
the universe have one God ». He asked him about His place. His answer « in heaven
only by His grace alone ». He added if the rain failed them, or epidemics had befallen
either them or their herds they ascend a mountain and pray to God. They instantly
receive His mercy and their need is fulfilled. He asked him whether He has sent them a
prophet and the answer was in the negative. He [Ibn Sulaym] said that he told him
about the mission of Moses, Jesus and Mohammad, may God’s mercy and peace be
upon him, and the miracles they had performed. He [the man] concurred, « if they truly

did so»).
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4. CONCERNING THE BEGA, WHO ARE SAID TO BE FROM THE BERBER (1) :

The [northern] beginning of the Bega land is the village called al-Haraba, amidst the
emerald mines in the desert of Qiis. A distance of three marhala [about 72 miles] separates
it from Qiis. Al-Gahiz believes that there are no other emerald mines in the world except
in this area. It is found in deep, dark caverns that could only be entered with the help
of lanterns and ropes that show the way. Otherwise one would lose one’s way. Utilizing
digging tools they find it [emerald] embedded in rocks that are less in colour and quality
than it.

The end of the land of the Bega marks the beginning of the land of al-Haba$§ [Abyssinia].
They [the Bega] are on the centre of this island, I mean the island of Egypt [peninsula],
[which stretches to] the edge of the salty [Red] sea, beyond Sawakin, Badi® and Dahlak.

They are Bedouin, who follow pasture wherever there is grazing land, in their leather
pavilions. Their genealogies are through the female line. Each clan has a chief from
amongst them; but they have neither a great chief nor religion. They leave inheritance
to the daughter’s son and the sister’s son, excluding the son. They say that the progeny
of the daughter and the sister are above suspicion. This is so because such progeny,
whether begotten legitimately or out of wedlock, remain the sister’s or the daughter’s
offspring. During antiquity they used to have a great chief whose dominance brought
all other chiefs under his rule. He resided in a village called Hagar, at the extremity of
the Bega land. They breed and use dromedaries of a reddish colour. They also have many
Arabian camels, as well as numerous herds of cattle, goats and sheep. Their cows are
beautiful, having long polished horns. The colour of the hides of their sheep is like the
colour of that of the tiger. Their staple food is meat and milk. They do not use bread,
though some do. Their bodies are healthy, lank in the belly and their complexion is rather
yellowish. They are such swift runners that they used to surpass all other people. Their
camels are also swift and endure running as well as thirst. They race on them against
horses. They fight, do tactical manceuvres, and travel long distances on the back of their
camels. In war they chase each other on camel-back and are skillful to the extent that
a rider may throw his lance, hit his mark and whizz to it and take it. If the lance misses
its aim and falls on the ground the camel bends its forelegs (%, to permit the rider to take
his lance. At some time there appeared, from among them, a courageous strong man
named Kildz. He had a dromedary the speed of which was not heard of. Both the
dromedary and its rider were one-eyed. It happened that he promised his people to

(U W. 1V, XXXII, 1-6, pp. 267-77. B. I, pp. 194-96, — (2 Vantini renders it « neck ». Op. cit., p. 620.
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reach the musalla of Misr on the day of ‘apd (Y, which was so close that to claim that
one could reach the musalla in that brief space of time was something beyond the scope
of reality. He fulfilled his promise and appeared at the top of al-Mugattam. Cavalry
was sent after him but failed to catch sight of him. This incident was the origin of the
custom of depositing cavalry scouts in the anterior part of the mountain [al-Mugqattam]
on the day of al-“ayd. The Tulinids and other princes of Egypt used to maintain a great
army by the foot of al-Mugqattam, towards the place called al-Iiabas @), to look after
the praying people until they finished prayers ¢).

They [the Bega] are a people of honesty. If any of them has committed an act of
treachery against another, the injured will tie a piece of cloth to the head of a spear and
call « This is the growth of him [the evil doer] ». It becomes an insult on the mischievious
one until he appeases the injured. They are very hospitable. [The host] on the arrival
of a guest will slaughter [a sheep] and if they are more than three he [the host] will stab
the nearest camel. It may happen that it is the guest’s camel, but he compensates him
with something more precious.

Their weapons are the spetenarious spears. The length of the iron blade is three cubits
and the wooden [shaft] is four cubits (), so it is called the spetenarious ¥, Its blade is
the width of a sword. It is never let out of their hands, though it sometimes is, because
at the end of the shaft there is something like the whirl of a spindle [that] prevents its
coming out of their hands. The makers of these spears are women, who live in seclusion
where no men are allowed to mix with them, except the purchasers. If one of them gives
birth to a female baby, by virtue of her relation with one of the purchasers, she tends her.
But if she gives birth to a male she kills him. They say men are affliction and aggression.

Their shields are made of woolly ox-hide. [They also use] the inverted shields, called
the Axumite, made of buffalo hide, the Dahlkites and another made of the skin of a
marine species (¢). Their bows, like the Arabian ones are big and thick. They make them

(1) A place where the divinely-appointed prayers, ®) This story of Kilaz and its consequences is
on the occasions called “ayd are performed, usually  not included in Burckhardt’s translation.
outside the town. Here the reference is to the (" Vantini misses this sentence. Op. cit., p. 621.
place where the people of the capital of Egypt (5) According to Floyer the only source of iron

(Misr) used to conduct the ‘ayd prayers. Vantini in the eastern desert is the mountain called
adds «to pray in» in the place of «to reach»,  Saba'l. He claims that the spears got their name

thus misleading the reader. Op. cit., p. 620. from the place of the ore. Floyer, E.A., Etbai,
(2) Called in other sources Birkat al-Haba§ (The  (Cairo, 1903), pp. 78-79.
lagoon of the Abyssinians). Al-Magqrizi says that 6) May be the shell of a turtle. However

it was a place of gardens where the well-to-do Burckhardt claims to have seen some Bega shields
used to entertain themselves. B. II, pp. 152-55. made of the skin of a large fish. Op. cit., p. 458.
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from sidr () and Sawhat  trees. They shoot with them poisonous arrows. They prepare
this poisons from the roots of al-galaga tree ). They cook it on fire until it becomes like
muillag (gum). To try its efficacy one scratches his body until blood flows; then he gets
the poison quite close to the blood, that it may « smell » the poison. If it is effective the
blood will shrink; but it must quickly be wiped away, for if it goes back into the body
it [means] death. It kills a man instantly even if he has a scratch as small as a cup’s
opening. Apart from wounds it is harmless, even if one drinks it.

All of their land is rich in minerals. The further [you] ascend it the better and more
abundant is the gold. Also, there is silver, copper, iron, lead, marcasite, amethyst,
emerald, asbestos, the latter of which a piece, if immersed in oil, burns like a wick, and
many others that the demand for gold has made little known. The Befa do not share
in the extraction of these minerals.

In their valleys are Doum trees, al-ihlilig (®, al-idpir ¥, al-3ih ), the common senna,
al-hanzal ", al-ban ® and many others. At the extremity of their land are date-palms,
grapes and many other plants of sweet odour that no one has planted. On it are all sorts
of wild animals like lions, elephants, tigers, lynxes, monkeys ‘ang al-ard®), civet cats
and an animal that resembles the gazelle except for one difference, namely, it has two
golden horns and it dies quickly if taken captive (1. Of the bird species there are the
parrot, al-tagtit (1), al-niibi, the pigeon of Bazin, the turtle dove, Abyssinian fowl, and
many others.

(" A species of lote-tree. Vantini gives it as absynth. Op. cit., p. 622.

(7} The colocynth; cucumis colocynthis. Lane,
op. cit., 11, p. 657.

(8) The Ben-tree; a species of moringa. Op. cit.,

(2 A species of the trees of the mountains from
the family of the pine-tree. Lane, op. cit., 1V,

p. 1513.

(3) Vantini adds « peganum harmala, a poisonous
tree of Arabia». Op. cit., p. 621. Its leaves are
used by the Arabs for tanning. See Lane, op. cit.,
VI, p. 2286.

() Myroblan-tree. Burckhardt, op. cit., p. 549
(no. 50), Lane, op. cit., p. 2899 and Vantini, op. cit.,
p. 622.

8) A kind of sweet rush, juncus odoratur or
schoenathum. Burckhardt, op. cit., p. 459 (no. 41)
and Lane, op. cit., III, p. 956. Vantini gives it as
shoemantun. Op. cit., p. 622,

) The artemisia judaica; and absinthium pon-
ticum. A species of worm wood. Burckhardt,
op.cit.,p.459(n0.42) and Lane, op. cit., IV, p. 1628.

I, p. 278. Vantini gives it as fischs bengalensis.
Op. cit., p. 622.

9 Ursus meles. Described in Arabic lexicons
as smaller than the lynx and long in the back.
Burchkhardt, op. cit., p. 459 (no. 46) and Lane,
op. cit., V, p. 2176.

{10) May be the Daman or Hyrax. See Klunzinger,
C., Upper Egypt: its people and its products,
(London, 1878), pp. 245-46.

(11) In one MS in W. we have gatat. This is
quite near to the one called in Arabic al-gata.
It has a dusty colour. I saw a lot of them on my
visit to the Upper Blue Nile area last summer.
Also see Lane, op. cit., VI, p. 2270.
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There is no man among them whose bayda (') is not mutilated. As for women, they
mutilate the lips of their vagina. After they heal and at the time of marriage an incision
is necessary for the male penis to penetrate. But this practice is now diminishing among
them. To rationalize this [practice], it is said that in the past a king had defeated them
and made peace with them on condition that they mutilate the breasts of females and
the penis of males born to them. He aims at the eradication of their race. Thus they
fulfilled the conditions by reversing the deed, whereby males’ breasts and women’s
vaginas are mutilated 2. Among them is a race that pulls out the two central incisors,
they say, not to look like asses. Another race, [dwells] in the extremity of the land of the
Bega, called al-Baza, using one name for their men and women. A Muslim merchant
once entered their land, with many camels. They called out to each other exclaiming
that God had descended thither from heaven. They watched him from afar, while he
was sitting under a tree.

The serpents of this country are big and of different species (3.
in a lake unwinding its tail and entwining it round a woman, who came to get water,
her intestines were seen coming out of her anus because of the great pressure. Thus she
died. In it [their land] there is a serpent that has no head; in fact it is difficult to tell its
head and tail apart. It is dotted and small. If one walks on its track one dies. If killed
and the killer keeps whatever the thing he used, a shaft or a lance, in his hand and does
not instantly get rid of it, he dies. I have killed () a serpent in it [the Bega land] with a

[Once] one was seen

1) Quatremere, Burckhardt and Vantini render
it as testicles. Wiet, does the same, but doubts
it to be that. He quotes al-Ya‘qubi, who relates
this tradition and clearly refers to the mutilation
of the nipple of the male breast. The source of
this error is that the most popular meaning of the
word bayda is testicle. However, among the many
other meanings it has in Arabic lexicons is a
pointing thing, e.g., like the ear of the bird, which
is meant here. The story continues to clarify
this as meaning nipple. W. IV, p. 270 (no. 12),
Al-Ya‘qubi, Kitab al-Bulddan, p. 125 (Leiden, 1891),
Burckhardt, op. cit., p. 459, Lane, op. cit., p. 282
and Vantini, op. cit., p. 622. Burckhardt translates
this part in Latin.

) This is the only historical reference to the
so-called « pharaonic» circumcision, which is

widely practised in the riverain Sudan up to the
present.

) Vantini erroneously reads « They hold snakes
in great esteem, of which there are many kinds ».
He dismisses the following details as « fabulous
stories». Thus he refrains from translating them.
Op. cit., p. 623.

") The word in the text «J:3 lacks the taskil.
So we have two readings. The first, if it is intended
as a verb and a subject, becomes in the active
mood, as above. The second is a verb and an
object and becomes in the passive mood, which is
used in the story about the serpent of the lake.
If the original writing is in the active it becomes
very significant for it gives the evidence that Ibn
Sulaym had visited the land of the Bega.

Anlsl 21 (1985), p. 9-72 Hamad Muhammad Hayr
A Contribution to a Textual Problem: Ibn Sulaym al-Aswani’s Kitab Ahbar al-NGba wa I-Maqurra wa |-Beda wa I-Nil.
© IFAO 2026 Anlsl en ligne https://www.ifao.egnet.net


http://www.tcpdf.org

A CONTRIBUTION TO A TEXTUAL PROBLEM 31

piece of wood, the wood was broken; if one continues to gaze at this serpent, whether
dead or alive, it hurts one’s eyes.

The Bega are turbulent (!). They had done, before and after the coming of Islam, great
damage to the eastern Sa‘id of [upper] Egypt, where they had laid waste and plundered
many villages. The pharaohs of Egypt used to invade them and, sometimes, made peace
with them because of their need for minerals. Also, the Riim (2, after they got hold of
Egypt, had many famous antiquities in the mines. Their followers were there when Egypt
was conquered [by the Muslims].

‘Abd al-Rahman b. ‘Abd al-Hakam relates that when ‘Abdallah b. Sa‘d b. Abi Sarh
was on his way back from Nubia [following] the east bank of the river, the Bega gathered
around him. He asked about them and when told that they had no king to go back to,
he felt contempt for them and left them without a contract or pact. The first [Muslim]
to make a truce with them was ‘Ubayd Alldh b. al-Habhab al-Saltli®), He continues to
say that he found in the book of Ibn al-Habhéb the following : — « To them [are given]
three hundred she-camels and they enter the towns [of Egypt] as travelling merchants
but not settlers on the condition that they should not kill a Muslim or a dimmi. If they
did they would render the treaty void. They should not harbour a Muslim’s slave and
must return the fugitiVes, if they ever came across them. It is said that by this they were
bound by [a fine of] four dindrs for every goat and ten for every cow a Begawi stole ),
Their chief is to reside in town as a hostage in the hands of the Muslims ».

Then the Muslims increased in the mines and mixed and intermarried with them ([the
Bega]. The race, known as al-Hadarib, acquired a veneer of Islam; they are the most
eminent of their people and are their dignitaries. They are below Upper Egypt, from the
beginning of their land to the Allagi and “Aydab, from which the crossing is made to
Jedda and whatever is beyond this; among them is another race called al-Zanafi who
outnumber al-Hadarib; but they [the Zanafi] are their subordinates and guardians from
whom they exact cattle ), They pass them on in inheritance, like slaves, though formerly
al-Zanafi were the pre-eminent people.

(1) Burckhardt adds «The Bejda country is  Torrey, C., (New Haven, N.D.), p. 189.
always in commotion». Op. cit., p. 460. (%) Vantini, erroneously, reads « It is said that

{2) The word is generally used, in Arabic, to for any of these runaway slaves, as well as for any
denote the Greeks, the Romans and Byzantines sheep, they (the Bega) had to pay». Op. cit.,
without differentiation. p. 624.

(3 Ibn “Abd al-Hakam does not mention the %) Vantini reads « entrust their cattle to them »,
surname (al-Salali). Futih Misr wa al-Magrib, ed. which is wrong. Op. cit., p. 624.

Anlsl 21 (1985), p. 9-72 Hamad Muhammad Hayr
A Contribution to a Textual Problem: Ibn Sulaym al-Aswani’s Kitab Ahbar al-NGba wa I-Maqurra wa |-Beda wa I-Nil.
© IFAO 2026 Anlsl en ligne https://www.ifao.egnet.net


http://www.tcpdf.org

32 HAMAD MOHAMMAD KHEIR

Then the Muslims suffered much from the Bega [inroads]. As the governors of Aswin
were from the Iraqi, the matter was put before the Prince of the Faithful, al-Ma’min,
who sent “Abdallah b. al-Gahm (') against them. After many military encounters he made
peace with Kaniin b. ‘Abd al-‘Aziz, their chief, who resided in their village Hagar which
is mentioned above. Here is a copy [of their agreement] : —

« This book is written by “Abdalldh b. al-Gahm, the slave of the prince of the faithful,
the master of the invading army and the ‘amil [official] of the prince Abu Ishaq, the son
of the Prince of the Faithful al-Ra8id, may God preserve him. Written in the month of
Rabi® al-Ahir of the year two hundred and sixteen [May, 831] to Kaniin b. ‘Abd al-‘Aziz,
the great [chief] of the Bega at Aswan. You have asked me to make peace with you and
your people, the Bega, and to hold myself and the Muslims to it. I here answer you,
abiding, both myself and the Muslims by this contract as long as you and your people
shall keep what you have promised in this book of mine. That the plain and the mountain
of your country, from the border of Aswéan in Egypt to the land between Dahlak and
Badi®, shall be the property of al-Ma’miin ‘Abdallah b. Hariin. You and all the people
of your country shall be the slaves of the Prince of the Faithful; but he will leave you
the mastery over your country. You should pay an annual parag, like the ancestors of
the Bega [chiefs], of one hundred camels or three hundred dindrs, it is the Prince of the
Faithful and his governor [in Egypt] who are to make the choice. You should not keep
any thing from this garag. If any of you insults Muhammad, the Apostle of God, may
God have mercy on him, or the Book of God [The Koran], or His religion [Islam] or
kills a Muslim, whether free or slave, the compact of God, His Apostle, the Prince of
the Faithful exulted by God and the Muslims is quit of him and to take his blood
becomes as legal as to take that of the people in war. If any of you gives financial support
or information to a Muslim’s enemy, he breaks his compact and to take his blood
becomes legal. If any of you kills a Muslim, whether he happens to be a free man or a
slave, or a dimmi, intentionally or inadvertently, or steals a Muslim’s or a dimmi’s fortune
in the land of the Bega or of the Muslims or of the Nubians or in any part in the continent
or the sea, he should pay for killing a free Muslim what is equal to ten of a [free Begawi]
blood fine (?); for a Muslim slave ten times its [his] price; and for a dimmi ten times their
blood fine. For any wealth a Begawi steals, a compensation ten times its value is to be
paid. If any Muslim enters the land of the Bega as a trader or resident or on sojourn

) Burckhardt gives the name as Ibn al-Djahan,  equivalent to 500 camels». This does not exist
Op. cit., p. 460. in all prints including W. upon which he depends.

2} Vantini reads « 10 times the blood price, Op. cit., p. 626.
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or on pilgrimage he shall be left safe, like one of you, until he leaves. You should not
harbour any of the Muslim fugitives and if any one reaches you, you should send him
back, without any charges on the Muslims. If you arrive in the country of Upper Egypt,
by way of trade or on sojourn, you should not enter towns or villages and you should
not carry weapons as well. You should not deter any Muslim from entering your land
and trading there, be it on land or on sea. You should not endanger the passages or cut
the route of a Muslim or a dimmi. You should not destroy any of the mosques which
the Muslims have built at Singa (1), Hagar and other [places] in the whole range of your
country; if you do so the pact shall be annulled. Kaniin b. “Abd al-*Aziz must station
an agent [on his behalf] to ensure the fulfillment of conditions of the harag and what
the Muslims are eligible for in the way of blood and theft fines. No Bega is permitted
to enter [the area] between the boundary of al-Qasr to the village, known as Qubban,
in the land of al-Niba. ‘Abdallah b. al-Gahm, the guardian of the Prince of the Faithful,
shall take it upon himself to guarantee the security of Kaniin b. ‘Abd al-*Aziz, the great
[chief] of the Bega on the basis of the conditions promulgated in this our book. This
is pending the approval of the Prince of the Faithful. If Kaniin is to flee or to go back
on his word, he has no compact. Kaniin should permit the officials of the Prince of the
Faithful to enter his land to collect the alms of those who adopt Islam among the Bega.
Kaniin should fulfill what he promised ‘Abdallih b. al-Gahm, who accepted his word
of faith and honour. To Kaniin the compact of God and His allegiance, the [word of]
honour of the Prince of the Faithful, the [word of] honour of Abii Ishaq, the son of the
Prince of the Faithful, [the word of] honour of ‘Abdalldh b. al-Gahm and that of all
Muslims, for the fulfillment of what ‘Abdalldh has given so long as Kaniin is fulfilling
what he has bound himself with. If Kanan is to go back on his word, or any of his
people, God, purity is His name, the Prince of the Faithful, the prince Abu Ishag, the
son of the Prince of the Faithful ‘Abdalldh b. al-Gahm and all other Muslims are free
of their promise (2.

Every thing in this book is translated, letter by letter, by Zakariyya b. Salih al-Mahzumi
from the people of Jedda and ‘Abdallah b. Isma‘il al-Qurasi. Then a group of witnesses
from among the inhabitants of Aswan signed the compact.

The Bega kept to the terms of this [agreement] for a while. Then they resumed their
raids against the urban centres of Upper Egypt. Many a petition was raised against them
to the Prince of the Faithful, Ga‘far. al-Mutawakkil ‘ala Alldh [who depends on God]

(1) Burckhardt gives the name as Dhyher. Op. (2) This section of oaths and assertions, is missed
cit., p. 462. in the translation of Burckhardt.
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who sent against them Muhammad b. ‘Abdalldh al-Qummi. He made a request to select
his men because he did not want great numbers, because of the difficulty of the roads.
He marched against them, from Egypt, with a selected, well-equipped army and [some]
ships [followed him] by sea. The Bega gathered in great numbers on camel back, so they
terrified the Muslims. He [al-Qummi] distracted their attention with a long scroll, wrapped
in a piece of cloth. When they gathered to read it, the Muslims attacked them on horses
with ringing bells on their necks. Thus the Bega camels were put to flight and the
Muslims followed them and killed many of them. Their chief was among the dead, so they
installed in his place his brother’s son, who sued for peace. He agreed [al-Qummi] on
condition that the new chief personally present himself to the Prince of the Faithful. He
[the Bega chief] went to Baghdad secretly and attended the court of al-Mutawakkil
in 241 [A.H.] [855]. Thus peace was ratified on the condition of payment of the Baqt
and the itawa and not hindering the Muslim miners. Al-Qummi stayed for a period at
Aswan, where he left all the weapons and equipment of the expedition in the treasury.
The successive governors used to draw from it until they drained it.

When the Muslim numbers multiplied in the mines and they mixed with the Bega,
their [the Bega’s] mischievous deeds diminished. Bar-gold appeared then because of
its many seekers. The news spread and [more] people came from different countries.
There came Abill “Abd al-Rahman b. ‘Abdallah b. ‘Abd al-Hamid al-‘Umari in the year
two hundred and fifty-five [868] after his fights with al-Niiba, together () with Rabi‘a,
Guhayna and other Arabs. The Bepa land flourished to the extent that the camels
involved in the transportation of the provisions were sixty thousands, not counting the
sea journeys between al-Qulzum and ‘Aydab . The Bega favoured Rabi‘a and [they]
intermarried. It is said that the priests of the Bega, before some of them were converted
to Islam, received from what they adore [God] His order to adhere and to subordinate
to Rabi‘a. So they did. When al-‘Umari was killed the Rabi‘a got hold of the island and
with Bega support got rid of all opposing Arab [tribes] and intermarried with the Befa
chiefs. This is how their [the Bega’s] mischievous deeds came to and end.

The Bega of the interior [land], who inhabit the desert of the country of ‘Alwa from
the coast of the salty [Red] sea to the beginning of the land of al-Haba%a [Abyssinia],

() Vantini erroneously reads « He had with him (2) Burckhardt gives the figure as six thousand.
(an army of) Rabi‘a ... » . Reading the chronicle He also renders the word al-Qulzum to denote the
of al-"-Umari in al-Mugajffa will clearly show that Red Sea, while the reference is clearly to the port
the arch enemy of al-Umari was Rabi‘a. Op. c¢it.,  with the same name. Op. cit., p. 463.

p. 629.
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are, like the Hadarib, in rearing, following pasture, way of living, weaponry and means
of riding. However, the Hadarib are more courageous and righteous. The interior [Bega]
worship demons and follow their priest who erects a leather dome and an oracle. When-
ever they come to consult him on a matter he goes on his back naked into the dome.
Then he comes out in a frenzy and says, « the devil salutes you and tells you to put off your
journey for you will be attacked by some people. You are asking about plundering this
or that land, you will win and you will take so and so as booty. The camels which you
take from such a place will be mine, as well as the slave girl, or the like ». They claim
he tells the truth at most times. Thus, when they succeed, they put away his share and
deliver it to him. They do not even use the milk of a she-camel if it is his share. While
travelling, the priest loads his dome alone onto a camel. This camel, although the dome
is empty, they claim, walks very slowly and sweats in profusion. Among the Hadarib
are some who still believe in this and some even believe in this after they become
Muslims.

(The historian of al-Niiba, from whom I have taken the above information, tells) I
have read in the « treaties on races » [written by] the Prince of the Faithful, ‘Ali b. Abi
Talib, may God be pleased with him, about al-Bega and al-Kiga, about whom he says
« they are hard fighters and of meagre booty (). The Bega are like them but I do not
know about al-Kiga ».

(Here ends what is mentioned by ‘Abdallah b. Ahmad, the historian of al-Nuba).

5. CONCERNING THE BAQT ) :

It is received from them in the village called al-Qasr, five miles from Aswan, between
Bilaq and the country of al-Niba. Al-Qasr is the entry customs post of Qus. This Bagt
was first demanded from the Nubians during the emirate of ‘Amr b. al-‘As, when he sent
‘Abdalldh b. Sa‘d Abi Sarh, after the conquest of Egypt, to Nubia in the year twenty
or twenty one [641-42], according to some other people. He was in twenty thousands.
He stayed there for sometime until ‘Amr wrote to him ordering him to retreat. When
‘Amr died al-Niba revoked the peace they had concluded with ‘Abdallah b. Sa‘d, and
their raids against Upper Egypt became intensive. Then for a second time “Abdallah

{) Vantini, erroneously reads, « They are wild such information in similar sections in al-Hitat
but little inclined to stealing». Op. cit., p. 631. makes it quite clear that it is his. B. II, pp. 199-202

(2) This chapter begins with some remarks on and W. IV, chap. XXXVI, section (2), pp. 289-96.
the word Bagqt. Al-Maqrizi’s pattern of giving
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b. Sa‘d b. Abi Sarh, as an 4mir of Egypt and during the caliphate of ‘Utman, may God
exult him, invaded them in the year thirty one [651-52]. He laid siege to them in the
city of Dongola. He shelled and destroyed their church with the catapult, which the
Nubians did not know. Thus they were terrified and their king, named Qalaydurii, sued
for peace. He came out to meet ‘Abdallah and showed him signs of weakness and
humbleness. ‘Abdallah met him with due respect, recommended his sitting near him
and agreed to make peace with him. This on the condition that [they] pay three hundred
and sixty heads [of slaves] annually. When he complained to ‘Abdalldh about the shortage
of foodstuffs in his land, he promised him a gift of provisions. He wrote to them
[al-Naba] a book that says :

« After the invocation of God, [this is] a treaty granted by the Amir ‘Abdalldh b. Sa‘d
b. Abi Sarh to the great [chief] of al-Niba and all of his subjects. A treaty binding the
old and the young among al-Niiba, from the boundary of Aswan to that of the land of
‘Alwa. That “Abdallah b. Sa‘d has granted a peace and a truce between them and their
neighbours in Upper Egypt and other parts, Muslims and dimmis. That you Nubians
shall be safe under the safeguard of God and his Apostle, the Prophet Muhammad; we
shall neither raid you nor wage war on you, nor raid you, so long as you abide by the
conditions made between us and you.

You may pass through our land as travellers, but not settlers, and we may pass through
your land as travellers, but not settlers. You shall protect any Muslim or dimmi who
passes through your land until he departs. You should return to the land of Islam any
run-away slave of the Muslims and any rebellious Muslim; you should not support him
nor prevent any Muslim from seeking him. You should maintain the mosque which
the Muslims built at the side of your city and you should not hinder any one from praying
or finding refuge in it. You should pay three hundred and sixty heads [of slaves] to the
Imam () of the Muslims. It should be the average slave of your land, without defect,
comprising males and females, who are neither very old nor children. They should be
delivered to the governor of Aswan. Muslims are not to defend you from any enemies
from the boundary of Aswan to that of ‘Alwa.

If you give refuge to a Muslim’s slave or you kill a Muslim or a dimmi or you destroy
the mosque which the Muslims have built at the side of your city, or you reduce the three
hundred and sixty heads [of slaves], this truce and peace is annulled; and you and we

() The word is used to designate the spiritual as well as the civil leader of the muslims. That is
to say, it is tantamount to the word Caliph.
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return to enmity until God passes his judgement on us, and He is the best of judges.
Upon us is the compact of God and His promise and the compact of Muhammad, may
God bless him. Upon you the honour of what you believe in from the creed of Jesus,
the best of his followers and the honour of all whom you exalt in your religion. God is
our witness in this.

Ascribed by ‘Amr b. Surahbil in [the month of] Ramadan of the year thirty-one [April-
May 652].

When the Nubians first delivered the Baqt to ‘Amr b. al-‘As and before they went back
on their word, they had given him forty slaves as a gift. He refused the gift and gave it
to the superintendent of the Baqt, named Samqis, who bought with [its price] some
provisions and wine and sent it to them. ‘Abdalldh b. Sa‘d also fulfilled what he had
promised them and sent them wheat, barley and lentils, as well as some cloth and horses.
As time passed, it became habitual that they took these whenever they delivered the
Baqt. The forty slaves who were given to ‘Amr as a gift were customarily taken by the
governor of Egypt after that.

Abi Halifa Hamid b. Hisdm al-Buhturi tells that the peace was agreed upon on
[condition that] the payment of three hundred and sixty slaves to the Muslims’ treasury
and forty [slaves] to the lord of Egypt be made. They [the Nubian state] were to receive
one thousand irdab of corn and three hundred were to go to his messengers; the same
(quantity) of barley; one thousand jars of wine to the king and three hundred for his
messengers; a couple of horses from the princely paddocks and one hundred pieces of
different brands of cloth [also] four pieces of the gabati to the king and three to his
messengers (1), eight pieces of bugturiyya, five of mu‘allamma ®), one magmal ¥ garment
to the king, ten pieces from the shirts of the abi bugtur ¥} and ten from the ahasi, which
is a hard type of cloth.

Abii Halifa continues to say « No details are found in the book of ‘Abdallah b. Wahb
or the book of al-Wagqidi. I learned these [details] from Abii Zakariyya. Abii Zakariyya
says « I have heard my father, ‘Utman b. Salih, relating this information and I memorized
what had come to his knowledge ». He [the father] says « I have attented the court of
the prince ‘Abdallih b. Tahir when he was in Egypt. He said « Are you ‘Utman b. Salih
to whom we have sent for about the book of the Baqt of al-Niba?» « Yes » I answered.

(1) These are a kind of cloth inclining to fineness, a cloth. Thus the garment made out of such a
thinness and whiteness, Lane, op. cit., VI, p. 2484. cloth. Lane, op. cit., VII, p. 813.
(2 An embroidered cloth. (%) The bugturiyya and the shirts of abi bugtur

(3) The vellous substance on the surface of  are difficult to identify.
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Then he turned his face towards Mahfiiz b. Sulayman (V) and said « How ridiculous are
the scholars of this country! ... We have approached them about an art they should have
mastered and none has satisfied us ». I said, « May God redeem the Amir, the information
you demand about al-Niiba is transmitted to me by wise old men who quoted from their
contemporaries, who witnessed the truce and the peace, between ‘Abdallih b. Sa‘d b.
ADbi Sarh and the Nubians». Then I related the information as I have heard it (2. Then
he [Ibn Tahir] denied the delivery of wine and I informed him that ‘Amr b. ‘Abd al-‘Aziz
also had denied this (before you). This council was held at the Fustat of Egypt in the
year two hundred and eleven [826], after peace was restored between him [Ibn Tahir]
and the Amir of Egypt before him, ‘Ubayd Allah b. al-Sura b. al-Hakam al-Tamimi (),
‘Utman b. Salh says « The Amir ordered the record about Nubia to be looked for in
the diwdn behind the great mosque of Misr. It was found there and the Amir was very
pleased to find that it was identical with what I had said ».

Malik b. Uns is said to believe that the land of al-Nuba [from Aswin] to the boundary
of “Alwa is a sulh [land]. So he did not permit the purchase of their slaves. However,
his peers like “Abdallah b. ‘Abd al-Hakam, ‘Abdallah b. Wahb, al-Layt b. Sa‘d, Yazid
b. Abi Habib and other jurists of Egypt have different views. Al-Layt b. Sa‘d says « we
are more knowledgeable about Nubia than Malik. The peace was made with them on
the [condition] that we stop invading them and we do not protect them from any enemy.
Thus it was legal to buy back those who were slaves of their king or those who were taken

as slaves when they invaded each other. But those enslaved by mischievous Muslims

and their thieves are forbidden (),

(1) Not much is known about Mahfaz b. Sulay-
man. Al-Kindi says that when al-Layt b. al-Fadl,
the governor of Egypt, complained to the caliph
al-Ma’miin, about his inability to collect the jara¥
from the people of al-Huf without a supporting
army, Mahfuz promised to make the collection
« without raising a whip or a club». So he was
appointed as overseer of the jard¢ in 187/802.
He continued until 191/806, when a certain
Mu‘awiya b. Surad took over. So with such a
background in Egyptian politics, it seems he was
sent with Ibn Tahir to help him in his mission in
210/825. Al-Kindi, Wulat, pp. 166-69.

{2) What Abl Halifa has heard are the figures
cited early on. So it seems Ibn Sulaym stopped

Some of them [the jurists] have Nubian concubines.

here for he has already given his information.

{8) “Ubayd Allah was inducted by the army as
governor of Egypt in 206/821. The denial of this
by the caliph al-Ma’miin and his appointment of
Halid b. Yazid were the reason for the commence-
ment of civil war. This continued until the arrival
of Ibn Tahir in 210/825. ‘Ubayd had ensured the
support of the very formidable and influential
Qaysite tribes of al-Haf. Thus he was a difficult
foe for Ibn Téahir to defeat, so a compromise was
reached after many military encounters. Al-Kindi,
Wulat, pp. 198-207.

() The part that starts with « Abu Khalifa says
... » and ends with the words of al-Layt is omitted
in Burckhardt’s translation.
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The Nubians continued to pay the Baqt annually and to receive what is mentioned
above until the beginning of the reign of the Prince of the Faithful, al-Mu‘tasim bi-allah
Abi Ishdq b. al-Rafid. Contemporaneously, the great chief of al-Nuba was Zakariyya
b. Yahnus. Sometimes it happens that al-Niba may fail to pay the Bagt. In such cases
the Muslim governors cause trouble in lands adjacent to their own and withhold the
[agreed upon] provisions. Qirgi, the son of their great [chief] Zakariyya, eschewed his
father’s quiescent attitude and reduced the amount paid [of the Baqt]. His father asked
him the reason, and he answered, « To rebel against them and to fight them ». The father
said « This matter (the Baqt) was considered as righteous by our fore-fathers. I am
afraid when your turn comes (), you may dare to fight the Muslims. It is my intention
now to send you to their king [caliph]. When you are in his court, you must decide
whether or not we can fight them. If it so comes that we must fight we shall do so with
knowledge [of their power], and if you feel we cannot afford to fight them you must
appeal to him [the caliph] to pardon us ». So Qirqi went to Baghdad. On his way every
country and city was decorated for him. The chief of the Bega also arrived, for different
reasons. They met al-Mu‘tasim. They saw, apart from what they had already seen on
their way, the power and weight of the Iraqi armies and buildings.

Al-Mu‘tasim received Qirqi with due respect, complete generosity and seated him near
to him. He accepted his gift and answered it with far more valuable ones and insisted
on his expressing his wish. He [Qirqi] wished the release of detainees. This was fulfilled
and made him a man of rank in the eyes of al-Mu‘tagim. Thus he granted him a house
in which he [Qirqi] resided in Iraq and ordered the purchase of a house at every station
along his and his messenger’s route home. This was because when he came to Iraq he
refused to rest in any house. In Egypt he acquired two houses, one at al-Giza and the
other at Bani Wa’il®). He [the caliph] also assigned to them, in the Diwan of Egypt @),
seven hundred dindrs, a saddled horse, a decorated sword, rich apparel, a silk turban,
a dress for drinking [wine?], unlimited numbers of clothes to [Qirgi’s] messengers when
they delivered the Bagt to Egypt, two loads () and robes or honour for the officials in

() 1t seems that Qirqi had succeeded his father
for he is mentioned in the annals of al-"Umari as
a king. See what follows there.

(2) This quarter is not mentioned in al-Hitat of
al-Magqrizi. However, Burckhardt claims it to be
a quarter in Cairo, near the canal, which was in
ruins at the time of his visit. Op. cit., p. 467.

(8 Vantini considers « Diwan of Egypt» as a

third quarter where Qirgi was given a house. The
word, diwan, is used here to denote the treasury.
Op. cit., p. 645.

() Vantini, who depends on Quatremére’s
translation, gives the phrase as «two camels».
The word is himl (load). It is a sum or quantity

of things. Op. cit., p. 646 (no. 52).
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charge of the delivery of the Bagt. They [the Nubians] should pay some dues to the recipient
of the Baqt and to his assistants. Whatever they give after this, as a gift, may be rewarded (1,

Al-Mu‘tasim reviewed what the Muslims were used to paying and he found it to be
more than the Baqt. He retracted the payment of wine and confirmed that of the
provisions and the clothes mentioned above. He also decreed the payment of the Bagt
every three years. He wrote this in a book that remained in the hands of al-Niba.

The king of al-Niiba charged that some people, from Aswan, had purchased land from
his slaves. Al-Mu‘tasim ordered the investigation of the matter, in the presence of the
governor and the arbitrator to judge the case. Al-Niiba were asked about the claim of
their lord. They denied it and said « We are his subjects », whereby the claim was found
groundless. He [Qirqi] also demanded other things, like his demand concerning the
removal of the military post, at al-Qasr, to the frontier. For it is in their land. He
[al-Mu‘tasim] rejected this demand.

The payment of the Baqt continued to follow the pattern approved by al-Mu‘tasim
until the appearance of the Fatimid caliphate in Egypt. (This is mentioned by the historian
of al-Niba).

6. [THE BIOGRAPHY OF AL-‘UMART] (¥,

He is ‘Abdallah b. ‘Abd al-Hamid b. “‘Abdallah al-Nasik (the pious) b. ‘Abd al-‘Aziz
b. “‘Abdallah b. ‘Umar b. al-Hattdb, may God bless him. Abi ‘Abd al-Rahmain al-‘Umari
al-‘Adawi al-QuraSi. He was born and brought up in Medina. He came to Egypt, where
he was a companion of Muhammad b. ‘Abdallah b. al-Hakam, and people heard the
hadit from him. Then he went to Ibrdhim b. al-Aglab, in al-Qayrawan (Kairouan), and
wrote for him a panegyric poem. He was rewarded for it with a sum of one thousand
dinars. In the year two hundred and forty one (845) he came back to Egypt. He was
knowledgeable in Figh [Islamic jurisprudence], Art, Poetry, Astronomy and Philosophy.
He heard about the mines and the people’s lust for bargold. He bought some slaves to
work in the mines. He went to Aswén to trade where he enjoyed the company of shaykhs,
with whom he competed in religious knowledge.

Then he entered the mining area, where he jointed a Mudarite camp. A clash ensued
because a man from Mudar was killed by a Rabi‘ite. The two factions met and [agreed]

(U It is reversed in Burckhardt’s translation. (2 Al-Magrizi, Mugaffa, 1V, fols. 164 B.-167 B.
He considered this to be for the Muslims, op. cit., Vantini’s translation is no more than a paraphrase,
p. 267. so it is ignored here.
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to hand over the killer to the relatives of the victim, who spared him. Al-“Umari was
so angry he decided to leave the camp because he had not been invited to attend [the
meeting]. Some of the people tried to appease him but he insisted, saying « I am angry
with you because you have not sought my advice in this matter ». They answered « We
did not know that you were interested, but as it is now known, we shall never over-rule
you and we shall neither decide on, nor execute any thing in your absence ». They
followed this with a solemn oath to him. Al-‘Umari took this opportunity, came back
with them, considering this as an oath of allegiance. He ordered them to take arms and
fight them [Rabi‘a]. And this was what they did.

He had many conflicts with the Rabi‘a, but they out-numbered his forces. Thus he
sought refuge in a southern mining site. Here water was scarce and they were threatened
by drought. One day, on his seeing some birds, he said « I think these are of the species
of birds of the banks, so the Nile may be within reach ». He ordered the watering-men
to go in that direction [of the birds]. His assumption was correct. They (the watering-
men] came back with [full] water-skins on the same day and informed him about what
thay had seen of the land of Maqurra, and that they were behind them. He was pleased
and ordered his people to get their water from there. But this was not to the liking of al-
Niiba, so they captured a group of his people. He went to them [al-Niiba] and appealed
for their release. During this time of correspondence and appeals, they suffered much
from thirst, to the extent that the price of a Sanaka of water was a dirham of bar-gold
Since then this mine has been known as al-Sanaka.

Al-“Umari asked the Nubians to give him a passage to the water to which he would
stick, but they refused and killed those whom they had captured. He came to his followers
and raised the morale of the people. They gathered around him and made an oath of
allegiance. He ordered the mining tools to be changed into spears. He marched against
the Nubians secretly. He reached a place called Sungayr, about two months [march]
south of Dongola [Qibli].

In this area the Nile turns to where the sun rises, until it is only part of a day’s [march]
from al-Sanaka. Then the Nile goes west and again to the east. Because of these bends,
the roads following the Nile are too long. The Nubians left these bends and made their
roads in the deserts. Thus the distance of a month is marched in two days.

Al-"Umari inflected heavy casualities on the Nubians. The captives in the hands of
his followers were many, to the extent that one may pay the barber for dressing his hair,
a head [of a slave]. The Nubians sought refuge, on boats with their possessions, to the
west [bank]. Al-Umari selected a group of his followers and ordered them to cross by
night on water-skins filled with air, and to attack the Nubians and take their boats.
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It happened that one of the group [crossing], after they had reached the west [bank],
said « O my people, help me out for a crocodile has mutilated my leg ». This took place
while they were crossing. But he tolerated the pain so as not to depress the morale of
his comrades. The group succeeded in catching the Nubians on the islands and on the
west [bank] and in taking the boats.

Al-“Umari wrote to the merchants of Aswan urging them to provide him with what
he needed by the road of the mines (. “Utman b. Hangala al-Tamimi responded with a
file of one thousand camels, laden with grains and other necessities (2. Al-‘Umari was
pleased and went out to meet him. They had become, both at the mines and at Aswan,
rich in slaves. Most of their concubines were from among the Nubian captives, and they
became known as al-‘akiyat for their cheapness.

At the time, the king of Nubia was Qirqi b. Zakariyyé b. Yahnus. He gave the command
of his armies to the courageous Niity b. QiSma and ordered him to fight al-“Umari. The
battles that took place between him and al-“Umari had long and arduous phases. Then
Nitty made peace with al-‘Umari, on the condition that he [al-‘Umari] should stick to
a specific area of the country and he [Nitity] should not disturb him. [In so doing] he got
into conflict with his maternal uncle [Qirgi]. He sent his elder son against al-‘Umari;
but he failed and was defeated several times. Thus he sought asylum with the king of the
land of ‘Alwa, where he stayed for four years. Al-‘Umari stayed in their land seven years
and then went away.

Qirgi had another son, named Zakariyya. He advised him [his father] to make peace
with al-‘Umari and to fight Ibn Qisma. He gave him his armies and sent him against Ibn
QiSma. He sent to al-‘Umari, asking him not to intervene between them. Al-Umari
agreed and ordered his people to safeguard themselves by digging a ditch. Ibn Qi$ma
was victorious. Zakariyya fled on horseback and crossed the Nile with two of his servants.
He was in panic for fear of both al-‘Umari and Ibn QiSma. So he went to him [to al-
‘Umari] and asked permission to see him, claiming that he was a servant of Zakariyya.
He [al-‘Umari] permitted him and when they met he asked him about his affairs and
the news of Zakariyyd. He [Zakariyya] told him about his defeat and that he was one
of his [Zakariyya’s] attendants and wished to be with him [al-‘Umari]. He requested
a private meeting with him [al-"Umari]. When they were alone he told him that he was

(1) This seems to be the road that follows the in his chapter about Aswan in the Hizat, as evidence
Nile to Qubban, which is mentioned in the treaty of the richness of Aswan at that time. (Cf. p. 11).
of Ibn al-Gahm. B. I, p. 199 and W. IV, chap. XXXIII, section

(2} Al-Magrizi quotes thisline about Ibn Hangala (13), p. 285.
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one of the prominent attendants of Zakariyya and a confident of his, and that he
[Zakariyya] sent him to make peace with him. If he agreed he [Zakariyyd] would
come and join him. Al-‘Umari was pleased and gave him [the messenger] all assurances
of safety. When he felt that he had secured his support he told him that he himself was
Zakariyyd. He [al-“Umari] became very delighted with his righteousness, though he
was young.

ZakariYyé stayed some time with him and got acquainted with his [al-“Umari’s men].
He fetched some treasure that he had buried. He found it as he had left it, for the
Muslims never noticed it. He showed it to al-‘Umari, and gave it to him. By so doing
he found a way to his heart. '

When he was sure that he had the confidence of al-“Umari, he asked for his help against
Ibn Qisma. He said « He is your enemy and mine. And if God gives me victory over
him, the Niiba will obey me and gather around me. Then I will bring them to you, and
according to your will I shall rule the A‘Ggim (Nubians). And [by that] what is in your
hand and what is far from you become yours. Then I shall marry you to my sister, who
is the wife of Ibn QiSmai, after killing him, because my father is an old man who is
advanced in age ».

He continued to deceive him like this until he [al-‘Umari] was taken in by him. He
said « If what you have asked me about Ibn QiSma is for your own sake, I would have
done it, for your coming to me and confiding in me, let alone that in this is my own wish
and interest. But how can I help you, since you know the valour and numbers of Ibn
Qi¥ma?» Zakariyya answered, «I deceive him and assassinate him». Al-‘Umari
concurred, « Do what you like ».

Zakariyya selected four bold commanders from the army of al-‘Umari, whom he had
sent many times to Ibn QiSma. Thus he [Ibn Qi$ma] had become acquainted with them.
Al-“Umari ordered them to help him [Zakariyya]. Then Zakariyya took them, in a light
boat on the Nile after he had promised them that « if you succeed in killing Ibn QiSma,
I will give each of you his weight in gold ».

When they came near to him [Ibn QiSm&] he [Zakariyya] ordered them to chain him
and told them what to say [to Nidty]. When they anchored in an island, close to Ibn
Qisma’s, they asked him to come within ear-shot. He did and they shouted « the pious
Shaykh » — meaning al-‘Umari — « greets you and says to you ‘ God has given victory
over thine and mine enemy . In answer to your letter, in which you have asked me to
deliver him [Zakariyya] to you and you will give me so much of the wealth and so much
of the slaves, I have sent him with [four of] my confidents, whom you know, to decide
the matter with them. Take him and give my people what you will agree to ». He agreed
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and told them what he would pay. Zakariyya told them to demand more. So Ibn QiSma
continued to increase [and they continued to demand] until they were instructed by Zaka-
riyyd to accept his offer.

It happened that, a Maghribi fortune teller had prophecied to them [the Zakariyya]
that «if he [NiGity] comes walking, you will not get hold of him, but if carried you will
succeed in killing him ». Ibn QiSma said « I want to see him before I pay you». They
agreed and he descended into the boat, carried as the prophecy said. A group of his people
were following him. They said [the four] « we are only four and you come to us with
your people to overrun us and to take him without payment?» Thus he ordered his
people to go back. Zakariyya told them that « I will keep him busy until he feels secure
and then you assassinate him ». He made his weeping a signal for action.

Ibn QiSma started to gently rub Zakariyya’s head with a gold-bar and said « thanks
to God that you are captured ». He pleaded saying « O uncle, now you are vindicated,
be honourable to me, for those Muslims had abandoned me to have the ransom ». Ibn
Qisma cited for him his mischievous deeds and Zakariyya affirmed his apology by weeping,
thus his companions jumped on Ibn Qi§ma and Killed him on the spot. Then they released
Zakariyya from chains. He went to the army of Ibn QiSma and assured them that God
had forgiven them. He brought the army generals and [secretly] expressed his wish to
get rid of al-‘Umari and the four accompanying him. Then he called the four and thanked
them, in the presence of his people, and ordered their good treatment. All the [Nubian]
dignitaries praised them [the four] and showed them gratitude. Then he took them to his
sister, the wife of Ibn QiSma, and told her, in their presence, his wish to marry her to
al-‘Umari. She agreed and he gave her, on behalf of al-“Umari, a dowry. He ordered them
[the four] to write to al-‘Umari, about what had happened. He also wrote to him,
informing him about his coming with the army and asking him to prepare for their lodging
and the robes of honour for the generals. Al-‘Umari was so pleased that he prepared
everything Zakariyya had asked.

Then Zakariyya killed the four and crossed to the east [bank] with the army, seeking
al-“Umari. When they were close to them a man warned al-‘Umari « now this Kafir [non-
believer] has become with us in the same land and you know we have no power to face
him ». He answered him « On this we have agreed, that he will come to me with the
army and become my subordinate ».

Zakariyya attacked them on their way back from work and killed many of them.
Al-‘Umari and his people retreated in defeat and left all they had as it was. Those who
were on the islands descended in boats. Zakariyya had [already] inserted among them
a man knowledgeable about the cataracts’ passes. Al-“Umari gave him ([the man] money
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and showed him every kindness so that he would guide them [he and his people] through
the cataracts. He took the first boat and led them through a little-used passage, where
they perished. He swam out and they drowned. He went to Zakariyya who gave him
a fief that his sons were to inherit afterwards. Zakariyya wrote to al-“Umari apologizing
on grounds that it was the ambition for power that had made him behave in such [a bad]
way and that he would not fight him [any more] if he would retreat from his land. He
[al-*“Umari] delayed his reply for a year, until a feud ensued between the Shamites, who
were from the tribe of Sa‘d al-‘ASira, and Qays ‘Ayldn. The Shamites complained
vehemently that al-‘Umari was favouring Qays. When Zakariyya, through his spies,
heard about this he sent to the Shamites, invited them to defect to him and promised
them what they wanted. So they went to him [Zakariyya] and he fulfilled his promise
and gave them fiefs below the first cataract in the land of al-Maris, in Adindan and
Adawi and what was beyond.

Al-‘Umari became fearful, so he marched to a mine three marhala from the Nile. His
followers worked these and with their night-raids struck against the land of al-Niba.
Al-“Umari sent to the Shamites to come and to make peace with him. They agreed. On
their way to him he rode and attacked them and killed one thousand and five hundred
of them. He captured those who survived the battle and cut off their arms and legs and
left them to die. He lived in the land of al-Maris [for some time]. This was beyond the
tolerance of Zakariyyd. So he marched against him in great numbers. Al-‘Umari was
defeated and was compelled to retreat until he was near Aswan. He made his camp in
a village called Artlma, which was a marhala from Aswan.

There came out against him Su‘ba b. Harkam al-Babaki. He was sent by Ahmad b.
Tiliin, for fear of al-‘Umari. When he [Su‘ba] was close to al-‘Umari, [the latter] told
his men, of whom only one thousand and two hundred were left, « Don’t be in a hurry,
the man is an a'gami [Turkish slave], so let me address him and see what [kind of a man]
he is». He stepped forward from his army and said to those who were nearer of the
army of Su‘ba « I want to talk to the prince before war breaks out between us ». Su‘ba
came out and al-‘Umari said, « It seems that the prince Ahmad b. Talon is misinformed
about me and my intentions. I am not out to spread evil and the evidence for this is my
respect for every Muslim or ally [dimmi]. I am out for the enemies of Muslims until God
judges their condition. So let us stop this fight until I write these facts about myself to
the prince, may God help him, and you also write to him. Then if he accepted me and
trusted my word, he would write to you to abstain and you would, most gracefully, do
so if he ordered you, otherwise you would wundertake that without any blame on you ».
Suba answered, «I am not one of your messengers. There is nothing between us but
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the sword (1) », al-“Umari scoffed, saying, « You are not the pivot (¥ of men but you are
similar to a woman’s toy for these bad deeds and manners merit that comparison ». He
went to his followers and said, « This is an idiotic, rash person, go ahead and fight against
him ». He attacked him after he had made a second communication with him. [In this]
Su‘ba demanded the presence of al-‘Umari at his headquarters. Al-‘Umari asked him
to postpone this until they reached Aswan and till then he offered him a hostage to ensure
this. He rejected this [Su‘ba] and insisted on fighting. Al-‘Umari was granted [by God]
victory over Su‘ba, who was ignominiously defeated and all he had was looted. His
followers [al-‘Umari’s] were nourished after hunger and dressed [after nudity].

Al-‘Umari, fearing al-Nibi [the king of Nubia], had divided his army into two sections
and made these march on parallel [lines] to al-Niibi. Al-Nibi did not intercede and said,
«T have not seen one who stands against a thousand but two, namely, al-‘Umari and
Ibn Qismia. Now I have seen the third namely Su‘ba ».

Su‘ba went back to al-Fustat, where Ahmad b. Tilin blamed him saying, « You are
totally wrong. You should have made him wait until you had written to us about his
situation and to see our view of him; but you are tyrannical; thus [by God’s aid he] is
given victory ». Then Ahmad ignored him [al-‘Umari].

As for al-‘Umari, he marched to a village, north-west of Aswan, called Idfu from
which he crossed [the Nile] to the east. He had a contest with its governor who came
after Su‘ba.

Then he entered the mines’ [area] where he made even more battles with the Rabi‘a
than before. Again he came in the year two hundred and fifty-five [868] to the mines.
At that time the chief of the Rabi‘a was the one called AShab [b.?] Rabi‘a, from Bani
Hanifa b. Lugaym b. Sa‘b. He was a Shi‘ite. Another one, called Iyds b. Rawah and
a third who was called Muhammad b. Surayh who was chief of Bani Qayis b. Ta‘laba
b. ‘Akaba b. Sa‘b b. ‘Ali b. Bakr b. Wa’il, and their allies. The chief of Guhayna
was ‘Utman b. Sa‘dan. The chief of the Shamites was one from Sa‘d al-‘Afira and
there were many other petty chiefs. The land of the mines flourished with them to the
extent that sixty thousand camels were involved in the transport of provisions from
Aswin ), apart from what was in ‘Aydab, that came by boats from al-Qulzum. Ahmad

(1 This dialogue, as mentioned above, is quoted 8) This is the second sentence quoted by
from al-Balawi. Magqrizi in his chapter about Aswan as an evidence
{2 The name in Arabic means the pillar that for its richness. There he clearly states that it is
supports the ceiling of a room. Here al-‘Umari from «the historian of al-Nuba». B. I, p. 199
uses the word metaphorically. and W. IV, chap. XXXIII, section (14), p. 268.
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b. Tilliin, because of al-‘Umari’s activities threatened to blockage this traffic. But when
al-‘Umari wrote to him that he had one hundred thousand [fighters] or more he changed
his mind.

Competition, feuds and war had torn the Muslims. The Bega adhered to and inter-
married with the Rabi‘a. Then it happened that Ibrahim al-Mahziimi, a [half] brother
of al-‘Umari, from the side of his mother, was killed, with a group of his men, on their
way to market at ‘Aydab, by the Bega. Al-‘Umari was furious and wrote to Rabi‘a,
asking that they either do justice to him or let him avenge himself on the Bega. They
stood against both options. So he called Mudar to fight with him, but they fled. [As for]
Banii Hildl, they crossed the Nile to the west. Banii Tamim encamped to the east of the
Nile. Thus the mines were vacated and few remained with al-‘Umari. For this [event]
the poet of Banii Numayr (!) wrote in verse :

How sleep comes to your eyes after the generous
Abu Ishaq was slain,

And after those Mudarites were killed.

And their silk-dresses were immersed in their blood.
Unless you take arms instantly to avenge them,
Surely, your women will desert you.

May evil befall Mudar.

For they had deserted their brother.

Against this stood the valour, [al-"Umari]

To attain what Mudar has ignored.

Tamim used to be in Hindaf.

But now is in Qurays.

Hilal fled to safety,

And the core of the Qayis encamped away.

Then al-“Umari met them while they were coming and killed many of them [Rabi‘a].
Thus war ensued and thousands were killed from the two factions. Two battle sites
now commemorate this war. One is at the place called Miyzah, the other is at Kiya.
About these sites al-‘Umari wrote long poems, like this saying :

As God is the judge on people’s deeds,

May he not forgive Mudar’s evil.

Especially those who dwelt on the Nile banks,
between Qiis and the vicinity of Aswin,

(1) My translation of the verses is far from adequate as far as poetic expression is concerned;

it is hoped only to convey the meaning.
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That sept of Tamim called ‘Aliyya,
who are not used to desert in affliction.

Then he refered to the defeat of the chief of Guhayna :

All defeats are not ignominious,

like that of ‘Utman b. Sa‘dan.

He fled at Miyzah while warriors were there,
The fight was hot and death was hovering.

In another long poem he scoffed :

It becomes a reality after it was a gorgeous craving,
And yearning joyfully if happened at “Alba (1)

O ye travellers who have witnessed it.

Inform every man you come across.

Which of your two days you found agreeable.

That of Kiya or that of Um Miyzah.

There was so much more news and so many more poems that there is not space for
it all here. Then dissension ensued in the ranks of the Rabi‘a. Al-"Umari found his way
to the chief of the Rabi‘a, called Ashab and killed him for his Shi‘ite [beliefs]. Then a
chief of Mudar was enraged and made an alliance to assassinate al-‘Umari. This was
done. The followers of al-‘Umari dispersed and peace and order were restored. His head
was taken to Ahmad b. Ttliin by two slaves, who claimed that they were his [al-‘Umari’s]
attendants. Ahmad asked some people from Upper Egypt, who had known al-‘Umari,
to come and see the head. They confirmed that it was al-“Umari’s head. Then Ibn Tiliin
said to the two attendants « Did he ill-treat you?» They answered in the negative. He
asked them « Did he stand against your life? » They answered in the negative. He asked
them « Did he commit a sin in your presence that makes the taking of his blood legal ? »
They answered in the negative. Then he asked « Why did you kill him? » They answered
« Because we want to get the favour of the prince ». He said, « This, in the name of God,
is beyond your reach », and he ordered them to be crucified. Then he washed, perfumed
and buried the head (),

() Tt seems the reference is to Jebel Alba. — (2 This part is also from al-Balawi.
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