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PART 4:
Perils

WRITTEN BY TIM MACKINTOSH-SMITH
TITLE CALLIGRAPHY BY SORAYA SYED
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This is the fourth of the author’s six
collections of eclectic, occasionally
irreverent, excerpts from the vast
treasure-house of Arabic literature.
In each, he samples and comments
thematically, seeking that which is
insightful, prescient or poignant, as
well as the curious, mischievous or
wisely satirical. Like that of the orig-
inal authors, his goal, and ours, is to
entertain, educate and enlighten.
—The Editors
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NEAR THE BEGINNING OF HIS BOOK
of descriptive geography and adventure, The Best of Divisions,
the 10th-century travele listed some of the perils he
had encountered in his 20-years of wanderings. These include get-
ting lost in the desertdnd almost drowned at sea, escaping mur-
derers and highwaymen, and losing his money and literally the
shirt off his back. “What a difference there is,” he concluded,
“between somdeone who compiles a book from hearsay in the
comfort of His home, and someone who writes having experi-
enced sucly difficulties.”

He is right, of course: Perils are good to write and read about
only when they are over and done with, or have happened to

someone else. An almost exact contemporary of al-Maqdisi, the
Iraqi judge al-Tanukhi, realized this and compiled a whole collec-
tion of supposedly true tales of remarkable escapes called Relief
After Distress—and a very good read they are, too.

This miniature collection of perils, mostly from my library
(one is from a beach in Oman, another from a suq in the Sahara),
begins-with some appropriately miniature dangers remembered

In one village, he recalled,

was taken into a house with cramped passageways, as :
: A&ocﬂ@d‘lézzwma intensely dark as the blackest night, which brought to “‘”"/“'%oa;w
i Bothnae M pabic. mind the grave and its terrors and banished memories 7 comealy apy w0ty
; mm/eoé‘/ K—MMMM’Z of my loved ones. Or rather, it was worse than the grave, for m’zﬂ/zgz %@M{é @ q
L al-Quds B“/;//,Madm. it was full of fetid mud that stuck to me, and fleas like the Sleniche,
o= aﬁ—&%‘w’ “q seeds threshed from flax, and mosquitoes that pierced me all
F‘: the while with their lances and were never satisfied till they’d
l drunk their fill, and bugs that fell on me like morning dew
i and marched over my mattress like an advancing enemy, and
' speckled snakes appearing from every hole in the wall, and /
vipers whose bite would make your flesh fall off, and the con- 41 W///@ o
: 2 : : Wintep, @J A
4 stant humming moan of the wind, and thieves who never aﬂdgaﬂvmywo
ceased to terrify. In short, the only difference from being Z W%&W%m
incarcerated in a prison cell was that they gave me a rug—and WW%@/%
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But, as the Arabic saying goes, “Many a nuisance has its uses”
“ (“Every cloud...”), and even fleas have their beneficial side—at least
according to an unnamed poet quoted by the 17th-century traveler

that had been in use so long that it was black.

and native of Madinah,
known as '

dhammad ibn ‘Abdallah al-Musawi,
A Titeral translation shows how the verse
depends entirely on a clever (or you might say awful) pun:
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The P vowels and W in Anabic is birr [kindness] and ghawth [assistance] for you, if you only know:
a]wm)t % M,alldb" Its “kindness” is to suck corrupt blood,
W@;‘ZWM the PY? and the “assistance” is to wake you for the dawn [prayer]. >

As in law, so in poetry: The spirit is as important as the letter. Hereisan  find-suitable plays on the English word flea, I looked up the scientjﬁe
attempt to catch that spirit in a non-literal translation. Having failed to name of the insect, and found it belongs to the order Siphonaptera:

flea by any other name would drive you hopping mad,
ABut call it “siphonapteran”—you’ll see it’s not all bad:

It comes to siphon off bad blood that tends to cause us harm,
And as a dawn-prayer wake-up there’s no apter an alarm. :

‘Perhaps the pun is indeed the lowest form of wit. It is certainly the low- quoted by Kibrit do, however, hit a more elevated poetic note. This r‘iE
est form of poetry. Some of the other verses on minor perils of the night s also unascribed. -

osquitoes quaffed my blood to an accompaniment
mOf all the themes and variations their choir sings.

And for this diverse night-music their instrument
Was me—a human violin with veins for strings.

Of course, the slow and dangerous business of travel was filled with  travel book in the language, described the crossing of Egypt’s East-

many greater perils than insects, no travel more than the pilgrimage ern Desert to the port of ‘Aydhab on the Red Sea. One arrives there,
to Makkah. Ibn Jubayr of Valencia, who recounted his own 12th- he said, “looking like a corpse resurrected from its shroud.” But
century pilgrimage in what is perhaps the most brilliantly written worse was to come on the sea crossing to Jiddah:

he conduct of the people of ‘Aydhab toward the pil-

' grims is governed by unholy laws. For they pack them

; into thso tightly that they end up sitting on

T/zﬂ/ﬂ”’”ﬂ wmamfd“””’“%d top of each er, and the boats resemble crowded chicken-

coops e reason fox this is the shippers’ greed for fares,

and 1t which is such that the owner of a jalbah will aim to recoup the

o:bdﬁww&/ con/wdw v cost of his vessel in a single trip; after that, he cares nothing

at all about what happens to the boat on later voyages. They

say, “We’ll look after our hulls, and the pilgrims can look after
their souls,” and this is a well-known proverb among them.

Sea perils are, of course, more often natural than man-made. Here in the early 17th century. [ have tried to catch something of the fla-
is one of the greatest Arabic descriptions of a storm—one experi- vor of the original rhyming prose: .
enced by the Algerian-born writer al-Magqqari on a voyage to Egypt Vi .
y the Alg qq yage to Egyp V0 gets trgey, v
hat with the din of storms and waters, we aban- %OW Mm”“%?%g% i
doned hope of getting out alive and well—// may # #e, WW%«&M
God give neither life nor succor to that fearful “0@% WM% -

swell! // The waves applauded when they heard the voices of Zm/z,%ce G'/Z%' “eCalloy

/the winds, and raved, and came to blows, // as if they'd drunk &4 . %‘gm%, >

a draft that sent them into frenzy’s throes—// now far, now %@/920@_ \;;ZZZ”‘ Sl
FMW the wond ﬁn near they rose, // waves in squads at odds with one another, // /@/zd%e,,é s Wouty
“WG%V_W ;:wp&—”w clapping and slapping, dashing and clashing with one another, of ot Mty Wwé&&t, @
ZZ( neans MUL;ZM // until you'd think the hands of the air // had grabbed them %%‘“e’ddé W@I/e%m .
in Abw -Hawt. t/w e by the hair // and dragged them from their deepest lair, // and 5% % Yo 4y o s
.. the Anabic you’d all but see the bed of the sea between those waves laid Mé“tﬁm& ? Sy

-

Tetnolt. : /s % Ly, % <t
% o&t/wgﬂﬁ”“' bare, // and their crests flying high to wrest the clouds from Mo:f;;: Aot 4y, vy g
the sky in their snare, // till fear and illness made each soul Codding, o PO
confront destruction’s stare, // and all resolve threatened to %e%az Vot i

dissolve in despair, // and imagination conjured up the worst
that could be feared, // as death in every shape before our
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eyes appeared, // and the sails barged in pell-mell to brave
// the armies of the swell that charged us, wave on wave, //
while there we sat, each one of us, storm-sick, // and helpless
as a tick upon a stick.
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ing prayer. I came across it en route to the Kuria Muria Islands, old wooden sailing vessel, beached at the small port of Sad’h.
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qoois 8608 and n the Name of God, the Compassionate, the Merciful ] i
%" AWM' (st sentence O Protector of souls in hulls e anbuy 14 44,
os. Wm//m O Savior of hulls in the fathomless sea/%/@féaé. Ae-omm ‘/’7@2@4%50/ ;
tr of %“W e bove. Protect for us this sambugq called Al-Dhib 7eeand “the Woyy.”

0 God, O Sustainer, O God, O Protector

Turning to the perils of travel in general, they are neatly summed up in a verse I heard recited while stuck in a market in Mauritania.

;_}
Al-Magqari would no doubt have been comforted by the follow-  off the southern coast of Oman. It was carved on the stern of an
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f" ' attnib on’t ever go a-roving, O my friend, if you'd e iy Chjoty
; ; mow vened) w.t/w Escape the seven circles of the traveler’s hell. &@JQJ%JPWBWWW r
L //M,—cebe‘#' Andalusiort The first’s a haunt of homesick thoughts and solitude, %%W p 7
| soholan and WW@M The second’s where your fears for far-off family dwell. W%a'zq/%e%%w WMM%@
Abu, Bakn aﬁ'Ta/awA/“@ The third’s a den of thieves, the fourth’s the latitude ”%M/aﬁ%_w@ﬂz&%?ew’l%m_
) ¥ a,/wﬂ"d# of “W Where rogues rip off an unsuspecting clientele. /%%eﬂ/m%% %W% P %
vense WW@/Z Then come the hells of lonely nights and nasty food. W/M/@w@mgo% Z “a, had .
benefits B The last, and worst: the Hades of the Bad Hotel. e Ve ahied, @[@WW
Let us return now to seemingly minor perils that had major conse- 1277 in Damascus of al-Malik al-Zahir Baybars, the celebrated
quences. The first comes from the Short History of Abu ‘I-Fida, Mamluk sultan of Egypt and Syria.
ruler of Hamabh in Syria, and recounts the story of the death in m s
et lany,
il mong the vaiious accounts of his death, the following MW’“’Z;?/%%A% 207
The ‘W“bm we/ré W’J" story was told. A total eclipse of the moon occurred, A iy a/w&‘a/o,z@' .%%14%,
- uleltd of the, heglor: and rumors spread among the populace that this pre- it oy Wym‘;ﬂmy
3 saged the death of a man of very great rank. Hearing this, al- 4
Malik al-Zahir decided to make sure someone else fulfilled this P D oy

prediction. So he summoned a scion of the Ayyubid dynasty %W%%
called al-Malik al-Qahir ... having first had some poisoned Q
: prepared. The sultan told the cup-bearer to pour some %”WJ
(E"W Youmish) ?Jm,[kd'mg of this out for al-Malik al-Qahir. He did so, and the the Ayyubid it Lo &itten,
. W maned " drank some of it. No sooner had his guest drunk than al-Malik
L O&WWW al-Zahir, in a moment of forgetfulness, took a swig from the T ;
3 4 nBay/)aM””d same glass. Al-Malik al-Qahir died immediately. As for al-Malik /flea/my 4}0&4//%.
W@ Mamm/e,w’mﬁfﬂde"‘l' al-Zahir, he fell ill with a burning fever and expired later.

It could of course be argued that the story illustrates a number sultans and the march of Time.” In the case of sultans, apparently

of other perils—those of believing in superstitious suq gossip, of minor slips of etiquette could prove perilous, if not fatal. The

sharing tableware and, not least, those of abusing the rules of 14th-century encyclopedist al-‘Umari, for example, says that at

hospitality by murdering your guests. the West African court of the emperor of Mali, sneezing was one
The dangers of frequenting the courts of autocrats are well of the biggest social gaffes:

documented. As one poet said, the three greatest perils are “seas,
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f one of the courtiers suddenly feels the need to sneeze,

he will throw himself on the floor and sneeze in such a way

that no one is aware of it. As for the emperor, if he should
sneeze, then all those present hit their chests with their hands.

& shandi, alater encyclopedist, noted the penalty for a different breach of ~  into the emperor’s court in sandals, he says,

¥
The consequences of a standing sneeze are not spelled out. But al-Qalga-  court manners—forgetting to take off your footwear. If anyone walks &?
4 i#
; v
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~ According to the 12th-century geographer al-Idrisi, the female rul-  on sandal-wearers in almost as draconian a fashion:
~ ers of the Indian Ocean archipelago of the Maldives cracked down Visitons, to the :

EE#’-?M a1 / qaaiﬂlf Md;;,zqwo B jumped off and was smashed to pieces. At this, the king said, “We Aralian
‘é“? ng 0

he is killed without mercy, regardless of whether his error was
intentional or not.

n these islands no one walks about in sandals, with the sin-

wding to o
gle exception of the queen. And if they find out that some- Mafdw%%;jﬂmw HMI‘ony,o&
one else has worn sandals, his feet are cut off. m%(@dé;a/%. 2l ban wiag
Staying with rulers, but turning to the perils of linguistic mis- geographer Yaqut in his gazetteer entry fo @
understandings, the following tale is told by the 13th-century .
Now 3
tocd wﬁ[% t was the seat of the kings of Himyar, and the origin of the say- mmm“‘/@em%@
A celeh . ing, “When in Zafar, speak as the Himyaris do.” According to ., Wm”f Vemen, Zafan
i ARl : , : .4t litoned]

an Arabic-speaking man arrived for an audience With greaseeqy g, %e”/l%%e/za[/u o s
) one of the Himyari kings. The king, who happened to be uponahigh = ¢ T i ol
- nabickte’ i @ aﬁm/oﬁ."’ . roof terrace of his palace, said to the man, “7hib! [Jumpl]” Sotheman'  wad, guoke e o capuat it

sound ot have none of.tha ,Arabicktg here. When in 'Zafar, onS must spe?k distinet from the Aratye
Anabiyyal fore Yy s the Himyaris de*Tn the Himyari tongue, thib means “be seated. and novdhern Apatyn,

As for the third of those great perils, the march of Time, even if its told of Yahya ibn Hakam, a ninth-century Andalusian poet and
i i —li y diplomat who was nicknamed “the Gazelle” on account of his

. hair—may be overcome by artifice or wit. The following story is youthful good I The M b
- Ho s SR
= t happened that th zelle was sent on an embassy to the vt adelinthon natie

land of thAt the time, he wags approaching 50 years M%%ﬁ%mm
8 lbn Ditiy tLW of age and quite gray-haired, although he was still completely : -frexamte
. ‘Aﬂddwwﬂ’. wCaquL fit and healthy. One day, the wife of the king asked him how old MMWM@O
i / jed Ut he was. Being in a playful mood, he told her he was 20. She said, W@OWWM
1235, lbn D%:’{me “So what’s with all this gray hair?” And he replied, “What’s wrong nackned, Vhe age b bo.is 35;

pistonian & W it with gray hair? Or don’t you know that just becausaa young stal- é;m%m%wwmof
think mmwd"m lion’s coat is gray it doesn’t stop him siring foals?” The %Z% WW@& o/
delighted with this retort. on free ofotce, nomained
3{5@% 4
Some of the perils of Time are, however, insuperable. Here is the ibn Mungqidh reflecting in his memoirs on the effects of old age:
nonagenarian 12th-century Syrian nobleman and warrior Usamah ik
i by, af- 2
wonder that my hand, too weak to hold a pen, (778-828) m%&i%
Speared lions long ago in its young day; /abé/zmzeﬂ)fa%%o/ iy
That when | walk with stick in hand the ground, His darame, ab-Satran, ‘%et/z;r/a—

Though solid, clings beneath my feet like clay. geﬂ%”mmm@ ob a4

Lo of ool Fellrpoets, ot

As the poet Abu ‘I-‘Atahiyahis supposed to have said, 4 A, worl come ¢ Ais Ao and
=, ude diands, of roken, s
If only our young selves could visit us one day doure ey ”“"'fé@% > Jol
And see what Time has done to us when we are grey. &Mﬂm-

Tim Mackintosh-Smith (tim@mackin-
tosh-smith.com) recently appeared in
Newsweek's list of the top dozen travel
writers of the last 100 years. Following
/i his award-winning trilogy of travels in the

Even, the bedt effonts at lnanslation often entail dome. loid.
However, the @kadmg dound of the ‘WW nal Arabic title of
Uhis denied. Tarjuman, of-Kunwy. maked up for dome of the

; dhortfall when it becomed the W&w@ accurale

but less euphonioud English “Interphreter of Theasuned.” footsteps of Ibn Battutah, he is working
Toni ‘4 the. noot ol the [W dond W”“m 2 bhich on a history, a thriller set in 14th-century Spain and
i AE 123 g the translation from Arabic of an early collection of
lo an inletphreler denving in an o Tre travelers’ accounts from around the Indian Ocean.

M e eMo% b 2 A5 7 ‘co o Soraya Syed (www.artofthepen.com)'is a
o/,aoe/rw. Tah#mmn aﬂrtha,q ummm °l1 Deaines). calligrapher and graphic designer in London.
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