- wrote the sixth-century poet Imru’ al-Qays in one of the oldest sur-
viving pieces of literature written in Arabic. It predates by a century

From the Arabic shelves of my library, here are a few encounters
beyond the borders of the familiar. The first comes from-a-descri
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During the early Islamic centuries, the Arabs encountered further-
flung peoples through both conflict and commerce. Moving for-
ward in time only a few years from Harun’s Constantinople but
~ south some 6500 kilometers (4000 mi), the coast of what is today
- Mozambique is the setting for a tale recorded by the 10th-century
sea captain Buzurg ibn Shahriyar. The story calls for a certain sus-
pension of disbelief, but it bears witness to how mobile the Arab—
- Islamic world had become, and also to how the Arabs themselves
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could look into the mirror of other peoples, even if it reflected
unflatteringly on themselves.

Captain Buzurg heard the story from a fellow dhow-skipper,
who in the year 923 had set sail on a trading voyage from Oman,
in the southeast Arabian Peninsula, to Zanzibar, along the African
coast. A storm, however, blew his ship far south of its destination.
Eventually the skipper spied land:
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