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‘If you are a son of this Maghrib of ours and wish for success, then head for the land of the east!’


Ibn Jubayr of Valencia (d. 1217), Travels


‘I have milked the teats of Time, pair after pair,


Wandered the world around,


And rivalled al-Khadir in my circumambulations.’


Abu Dulaf (tenth century), The Ode of the Banu Sasan




For
Professor [image: image], of Aden,
and
Professor Alan Jones, of Oxford,
two outstanding teachers




Prefatory Note


IBN BATTUTAH (hereafter IB) spent half a lifetime on his journeys and travelled some 75,000 miles. I grappled with the logistics of covering his Travels in one volume of my own, and lost. This book deals therefore with the first stage of his journey, from Tangier to Constantinople; another one – perhaps other ones – will follow him to further parts. In many places I have shadowed him more or less closely. Elsewhere I have dropped in on him. I have left gaps, and sometimes big ones. I only wish I had the odd thirty years to spare, and IB’s enviable knack of extracting large amounts of cash, robes and slaves from compliant rulers.


For reasons of clarity and conciseness, I have made a few alterations to the Hakluyt Society’s English translation by Gibb of the Travels. Computers tend to treat my Ibn Battutah and Gibb’s Ibn Battuta as two distinct persons. They are, of course, identical. The final h is a matter of taste, which is not among the criteria of electronic indexing.
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IB was born in Tangier in 1304. His family were of Berber origin but thoroughly Arabized; they belonged to the educated classes and had a tradition of serving as qadis, Islamic judges. Nothing is known of IB’s youth, but he probably received the scholastic training usual to his class. At the age of 21 he set out on the Pilgrimage to Mecca. So far so unremarkable; but let us turn to the notice of him from Ibn Hajar’s Concealed Pearls, a biographical dictionary of the fourteenth century:


‘Ibn al-Khatib says: “Ibn Battutah had a modest share of the sciences. He journeyed to the East in the month of Rajab 725 [1325], travelled through its lands, penetrated into Iraq al-Ajam, then entered India, Sind and China, and returned through Yemen … In India, the king appointed him to the office of qadi. He came away later and returned to the Maghrib [the western Islamic world, i.e. north-west Africa and Muslim Spain], where he related his doings and what had befallen him, and what he had learned of the people of different lands. Our shaykh Abu ’l-Barakat Ibn al-Balfiqi told us of many strange things which Ibn Battutah had seen. Among them was that he claimed to have entered Constantinople and to have seen in its church twelve thousand bishops. He subsequently crossed the Strait to the Spanish coast, and visited the Negrolands. Thereafter the ruler of Fez summoned him and commanded him to commit his travels to writing.”


‘I have seen in the handwriting of Ibn Marzuq the statement … that Ibn Battutah lived to the year 770 [1368–9] and died while holding the office of qadi in some town or other. Ibn Marzuq also said: “And I know of no person who has travelled through so many lands as Ibn Battutah did on his travels, and he was withal generous and welldoing.”’




 





Preamble


Lust and Lore


‘A book is a visitor whose visits may be rare, or frequent, or so continual that it haunts you like your shadow and becomes a part of you.’


al-Jahiz (d. 868–9), The Book of Animals


A LETTER HAS just arrived here in San’a from a Russian lady, Nina Suvorova. She writes on lightly scented paper from the Crimean port of Feodosia, a place still known to Tatars and to Turks of the older generation as Keffe. Nina was very pleased, she says, to receive my letter on the eve of the New Year. ‘But there are no more letters from you. Maybe you went somewhere … How is Battutah? I often recollect your eyes and your expression talking about Battutah, and how we called you Battutah.’


*


I first met Ibn Battutah – strictly, Nina is incorrect to drop the ‘Ibn’ – in San’a, in the Greater Yemen Bookshop, so small that all the departments are within the diameter of a swung cat. I wasn’t looking for him; it was a chance encounter – better, as the saying goes, than a thousand appointments.


Not long before, while I was eating a boiled potato from a barrow on the street outside my house, I felt a tap on my elbow. It was a neighbour, a man who takes gentle pleasure in publicly eroding my bookish reputation. ‘Where does the word batatah, potato, come from?’ he asked. Without waiting for an answer he said, ‘Haven’t you heard of IB? Battutah … batatah,’ and disappeared.


It seemed plausible, for about a nanosecond. Then I thought: surely IB lived in the old, pre-potato world … didn’t he? Of course I had heard of him. He was the most famous Arab traveller. And that, I realized, was the extent of my knowledge.


So, while I wasn’t looking for him, he was filed under ‘Shameful Gaps in Knowledge’ in some dusty lobe of my brain. And there he was, sitting on a shelf in the Greater Yemen Bookshop and bound in pillar-box red – or rather his Tuhfat al-nuzzar fi ghara’ib al-amsar wa aja’ib al-asfar (The Precious Gift of Lookers into the Marvels of Cities and Wonders of Travel; or perhaps, to preserve the original rhymed prose – an effect called saj’, ‘the cooing of doves’ – An Armchair Traveller’s Treasure: the Mirabilia of Metropolises and the Wonders of Wandering; although maybe, to avoid music-hall levity, the Travels, tout court, is best). I looked at the Contents. There was an introduction, then on page ten we were off with ‘Departure from Tangier’. I turned to the text: ‘My departure from Tangier, my birthplace, took place on Thursday the second of the month of God, Rajab the Unique, in the year seven hundred and twenty-five …’ Chapter and verse: AH 725 was AD 1325, give or take a year – the Middle Ages. Potatoes were still slumbering in the pre-Columbian sod.


I bought a Yemeni history I had come for; and, as an afterthought, picked up the Travels, not suspecting that I had set the course of my life into its own middle age.


That afternoon I opened the Travels with that slight thrill of anticipation, of a book to be explored greedily, and alone. I turned first to the section on Yemen, to find out what IB had to say about my adoptive home, and was soon into his description of lunch with the Sultan. The doorbell rang. I swore, but pulled the rope that opens the door down on the street. A minute later Hasan appeared, breathless from the climb.


Hasan is one of the few people I enjoy being disturbed by. An afternoon with him will touch on many topics, always interleaved with jokes, few of them repeatable and fewer translatable. He asked what I was reading, and I passed him the Travels. Arabic is a language of recitation, and he began reading aloud, as he often does, sometimes for twenty minutes at a time: ‘“Account of the Sultan of Yemen. He is the Sultan al-Mujahid Nur al-Din Ali, son of the Sultan al-Mu’ayyad Hizabr al-Din Da’ud, son of al-Muzaffar Yusuf ibn Ali ibn Rasul.”’


Suddenly, Hasan stopped and looked up. ‘That’s funny. You know who Sultan al-Mujahid is, don’t you?’
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‘You’ve just told me. He was the Sultan of Yemen. IB had lunch with him.’


‘No, the point is … our family, Bayt al-Shamahi, we’re a section of Bayt al-Mujahid. Sultan al-Mujahid is my ancestor. My direct paternal ancestor.’


For a moment, I felt a strange sensation. Perhaps I could call it temporal vertigo: the feeling of looking at a spot in time, far away yet reachable in a single, breathtaking leap. I think Hasan felt it too.


When he left after sunset, he borrowed the book. My glimpse into IB’s world had been brief; but it had waited 650 years and could wait a week or two more. As for that temporal glitch, it was something that would return when I came to explore that world on the ground.


*


I have always been conscious of the nearness of time past. It may be the result of coming from an elderly family. My childhood was inhabited by Edwardian aunts who wore their hair in vestigial bobs and said ‘orf’. My youngest grandparent, the only one I knew, was born a little before the moving picture. My maternal grandfather dated back to the year in which cricketers were permitted to bowl overarm.


From an early age, I was conscious too of an even more distant past. As a toddler, I would stray on to the founder of Pennsylvania’s father, who lay under a slab in front of our pew in church, and try to wake up the fifteenth-century merchant whose effigy slept in a recess in the wall behind. I cannot remember ever being bored. Who could be, in that light-dappled forest of columns? I would sit there and look upwards, and lose myself in its sheer oldness.


Although I didn’t know it at the time, our parish church was anything but parochial. In about 1325, the year in which IB set out from his home town of Tangier, a pious inhabitant of my own native city decided to give the church of St Mary Redcliffe a new north porch. The plan of the building, a hexagon, was unusual. The doorway, though, was a fit of eccentricity: cusped and sub-cusped like the mouth of some toothy sea creature, it sprouts a deep undergrowth of foliage from which small figures peep. Pevsner called the structure ‘desperately original’ and ‘curiously tropical’, and suggested that it might be ‘the first case of orientalisme in major Western architecture’. I have shown a photograph of the door to several architectural historians. All but one (she recognized it) have transported it eastwards: prayer niche? some influence from metalwork – Mosul perhaps? Mongol Persia? Islamic India? The porch is truly ectopic, a sort of medieval Brighton Pavilion. But perhaps the outlandishness is not misplaced: the shrine which the porch once contained was a favourite place for travellers to offer prayers, before setting sail a few yards away from the busiest quay in England and, by the grace of God, when they returned. And whatever inspired the design, its date - and that of IB’s departure – could hardly be more apt: the first half of the fourteenth century was one of those rare periods when everything was in motion. Writing at the other end of the world in 1350, the Chinese scholar Wang Li said in his Unicorn Plain Essays, ‘He who travelled 1,000 li [about 200 miles], it was as if he had walked across the courtyard; he who travelled 10,000 li, as if he had gone to his neighbour’s house.’ For a few decades – IB’s decades – the world seemed to have contracted.


The Crusades were over, the Tatars tamed and Islamized, and the world by and large made not war but love, or at least nuptial alliances. The Mamluk Sultan of Egypt and Syria, whose father and predecessor had begun his career as a Kipchak Turkish slave, was romantically attached to the young Tatar Ilkhan of Iraq and Persia – a descendant of Genghis Khan and thus a cousin of the Yuan Emperor of China – and married to another cousin of the Ilkhan, a daughter of the Khan of the Golden Horde, the latter being married to the Emperor of Byzantium’s daughter, one of whose illegitimate stepsisters was Empress of Trebizond and two of whose legitimate stepsisters, the daughters of Anne of Savoy, were married respectively to a Bulgarian prince and a nobleman of Genoa, and whose stepmother was a daughter of Duke Henry the Wonderful of Brunswick.
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Marriages were made, and so was money. The east–west road streamed with merchants. Pegolotti, a Florentine merchant banker who compiled a businessman’s guide to the east in the 1340s, assured his readers that the road to China could be travelled in perfect safety. Under his checklist of ‘Things needful for merchants who desire to make the journey to Cathay’, he stressed the importance of a good dragoman, warning that ‘you must not try to save money in the matter of dragomen by taking a bad one instead of a good one’. But his chief priority concerned the shibboleth of shaving: ‘In the first place, you must let your beard grow long.’ (During the Crusades, Franks and Muslims had learned that they had much in common. One point of complete incompatibility, however, was the question of which end of yourself you should shave. ‘The Franks shave their beards’, wrote one Muslim commentator, ‘and only let a nasty, rough stubble grow. One of them was asked about this and said, “Hair is an excrescence. You Muslims remove it from your crotches, so why should we leave it on our faces?”’)


Just as peace made in-laws of far-flung dynasties, so it brought about some exogamous marriages in the world of design and technology. One of these has rarely been matched in fertility. For centuries, Persian potters had been using cobalt to paint underglaze blue decorations. In the early fourteenth century, some bright entrepreneur had the idea of taking it to China. The Chinese potters tried out this ‘Muhammadan blue’ on their highly prized white porcelain, and in about 1325 started to export the barbarous results back to the Near East. The shapes were based on those of Islamic metalwork, the blue decorations incorporated jolly chinoiseries. Soon, imitations were being made in Persia, then in Egypt and Syria. Later on, the Ottomans took blue-and-white to heart and put tulips on their pots; the seventeenth-century Dutch then fell in love with it, putting windmills and armorials on their pots, and tulips in them. The bastard transfer-printed descendants of blue-and-white still leave Stoke-on-Trent in their willow-patterned millions.


The early decades of the fourteenth century were a period of toings and froings such as had not been seen since ancient times. With the world in such a confusion of currents, it was not so surprising that a piece of exotic jetsam like the porch of my parish church should land up in an English port city.


*


It was into this world that the 21-year-old IB launched himself: ‘I braced my resolution to quit all my dear ones, female and male, and forsook my home as birds forsake their nests.’ Hasan having returned the Travels, I launched myself with him.


It was a world of miracles and mundanities, of sultans, scholars, saints and slave-girls, in which outrageous fortune and dubious dragomen – the sort Pegolotti warned against – steered a course that lurched between luxury and poverty, asceticism and hedonism. IB, I discovered, had a penchant for the picaresque and a storyteller’s delight in close shaves, honed along the way by constant recounting in princely courts and caravanserais. He escaped pirates, storms and shipwrecks; he dodged the Black Death, purged himself of a fever with an infusion of tamarinds, survived the near-fatal consequences of undercooked yams and endured diarrhoea caused by a binge on melons; he worked for the Sultan of Delhi – ‘of all men the most addicted to the making of gifts and the shedding of blood’, who had bumped off his father in a Buster Keaton-style collapsing pavilion operated by elephants – and lived to tell the tale.


Twenty-nine years after he flew the nest, IB returned to Morocco. He had seen a huge swathe of the known world, visiting over forty countries on the modern map and travelling some 75,000 miles by horse, mule, camel, ox-wagon, junk, dhow, raft, and on foot – around three times the distance Marco Polo claimed to have covered. He had got as far north as the Volga and as far south as Tanzania. He had surfed the scholarly internet, meeting fellow Moroccans in China and savants from Samarkand in Granada. His itinerary was as irrational as that of a New Zealand backpacker. At one point, he left Jeddah by sea for India, only to get there via Egypt, Syria, Anatolia, the Crimea, Constantinople, the steppe, Khwarizm, Khurasan, Transoxiana and Afghanistan. Inexplicable spatial blips teleported him across hundreds of miles and then returned him, just as suddenly, to the point where he had left his original road. Along the way, he had been judge, hermit and ambassador, and had plotted a coup in the Maldives. He had earned the title Traveller of Islam, and can justly claim to be the greatest traveller of the pre-mechanical age.


Apart from all this, IB was a great travel writer. That irresistible urge to impart information brought on an occasional bout of the Baedekers, if not in IB himself then in his editor. But he was too ill-disciplined, too fond of digression to compile a reiseführer. As I read, I realized that he wrote not in guidebook monochrome, but with the colour and detail of a limner. His descriptions are like contemporary manuscript illustrations – crowded, vivid and closely observed, the salient features zoomed into the foreground. Before, I had always looked at IB’s age through the inverted telescope of history; now I was viewing with the glass the right way round. Like the temporal vertigo I had felt on discovering the link between my friend Hasan and IB’s Yemeni host, it was a dizzying experience.


For several hours a day I read on, carried along by constant changes of scene. I tried to follow IB in the atlas. He evaded me briefly on the Red Sea coast, and more frequently in Anatolia. Further east, he often had me hopelessly lost and hypothesizing wildly: were the dog-faced tribes in Burma or Borneo? did the Amazon-like queen rule in the Philippines or in Japan? My unmitigatedly grotty edition of the Travels, devoid of maps and footnotes, was good exercise and had me panting after the author as he disappeared ahead over one horizon after another.


But it was not just the need to know where he’d got to that kept me going. Something else had been happening: the authorial presence, at first wispy and ectoplastic, had filled out. IB was no longer a dead medieval writer. He had become thoroughly, agreeably human. Physically, he remained a blank: he tells us nothing of his appearance except that – like every adult Muslim male of the day save eunuchs and a sect of antinomian depilating Qalandars – he had a beard. But he gradually revealed other bits of himself – a soft heart, a big head, a huge libido. And there was a tender underside to the Great Traveller. He had to leave an audience with the Sultan of Delhi in the Hall of a Thousand Columns because of a boil on the backside; and after one walk, a mostly level eighteen miles, he complained: ‘My feet had become so swollen in my shoes that the blood was almost starting under the nails. For six days I was powerless to rise to my feet because of the pains that they had sustained.’ The boils and blisters are curiously modern, a well-trodden topos of current travel literature. IB displayed his artlessly. It was because of this endearing tendency to bare himself that, the more I read of him, the closer I got to know him and the more I came to like him. ‘C’est quasi le même de converser avec ceux des autres siècles’, wrote Descartes, ‘que de voyager.’ With IB I felt I had done both.


*


In 1348, less than a quarter of a century after that strange porch was added to my parish church in Bristol, a new arrival from the east disembarked at a quay a few yards away. IB, on his way back from China, had already run into this traveller in Damascus and Cairo. Reaching Tangier, he found that the traveller had got there before him and had killed his mother. Scientists call it Pasteurella pestis; it also goes by the name of the Black Death.


The golden fourteenth century turned to dust. Europe luxuriated in rampant melancholy and the cult of the body vile. The central Islamic lands fell under a succession of brutish and short regimes. In China, the Ming defeated the Tatar Yuan in 1368. In 1389 the Ottoman Turks, whom IB had seen in Anatolia in the first flush of military success, conquered the Serbs; in the following year they captured the remaining Byzantine possessions in Asia Minor. The century ended with Tamerlane and his neo-Tatars rampaging through the eastern Islamic lands and India. Calamity followed calamity; God seemed to have reverted to his vengeful Hebraic youth, and the world IB had known was never the same again.


And yet that world had survived, in the Travels. Like IB himself, it had filled out as I read. Towards the end of the book it had become so visible, so vivid, that I could slip in and out of it – a virtual fourteenth century. And it had become addictive. What would I do when I finished? I could start at the beginning again. But I knew that cerebral travel was not enough: from those very first words – ‘My departure from Tangier, my birthplace …’ my feet had been itching for the physical, visitable past. The more I read of the Travels, the stronger became the itch. There was only one way to cure it.


It would be an enormous undertaking. But I felt certain that the remains of IB’s world were out there to be tracked down – not just the great buildings of Mamluk Cairo or Palaeologue Constantinople, but also the minor monuments: a scholar’s pen box, houses of fishes’ bones, half-forgotten graves, buffalo-milk puddings, smells, sounds. And people. (The Travels mentions the names of around 1,500 individuals met over thirty-odd years. Ibn Hajar’s Concealed Pearls, the Islamic Who’s Who of the fourteenth century, does only slightly better with 5,400 entries for the entire hundred years. Perhaps there would be other Hasans.) I began to think of my journey as a sort of Proustian, inverse archaeology. Instead of recreating past lives by examining objects and places, I would start with a life – IB’s – and go off in search of its memorabilia, fragments of existence withdrawn from time.


I put together a packing list. It included books by IB’s contemporaries: the Persian traveller Mustawfi, a recorder of marvels (armless tailors, a milkable turtle, an emetic bridge); the Syrian poet-historian-geographer and warrior-prince Abu ’l-Fida; al-Abdari, the ‘Disgusted, Tunbridge Wells’ of Moroccan travel; Sir John Mandeville, whose travels (rather more textual than terrestrial) coincided in date with those of IB and who apologized to his readers for failing to describe Paradise; and Friar Jordanus, who made no apology for failing to describe Aran, a part of Azerbaijan. The tenth chapter of his Mirabilia Descripta runs in its entirety:


X


HERE FOLLOWETH CONCERNING THE LAND OF ARAN


Concerning Aran, I say nothing at all, seeing that there is nothing worth noting.


Then there were Friars Symon Semeon, a rather maiden-auntish Irishman, and Giovanni de’ Marignolli, who wrote in what one authority calls ‘atrocious Latin’, and who dropped a diplomatic brick by presenting the Muslim Khan of the Golden Horde with a gift of strong liquor (the Khan probably enjoyed it - according to IB, he was a boozer); the Reverend Ludolph von Suchem, who said that in Cairo ‘one can see, above all, elephants and gryphons’; and the somewhat over-hyped Venetian who died a year before IB left home, Marco Polo. I decided as far as possible to forego post-medieval guidebooks, since they tend to omit the most interesting sights such as gryphons.


Later, God willing, I would embark on another journey – to write what traditional Arab authors call a dhayl, a ‘tail’, to IB’s Travels. According to a seventeenth-century blurb, I could do no more:


All master-works of travel, if you will but look,


Are merely tails that drag at Ibn Battutah’s heel.


For he it was who hung the world, that turning wheel


Of diverse parts, upon the axis of a book.


My aim would be the same as his (as expressed by his editor, never a master of the sound-bite) – ‘To give entertainment to the mind and delight to the eyes and ears, with a variety of curious particulars by the exposition of which he gives edification and of marvellous things by adverting to which he arouses interest.’ IB’s European contemporaries called this, more snappily, lust and lore.




Morocco


One End of the World


‘Her fingertips, outstretched, sketched a farewell,


Her eyes, downcast, asked when I would return.


And I replied, “What traveller went forth


Who knew the fate God had in store for him?”’


Unattributed, quoted in al-Abshihi (d. 1446), Al-mustatraf


IT WAS A truly astonishing revelation. I read it again, this time with the italics it deserved: according to a short piece on him in the Royal Air Maroc in-flight magazine, IB had been, ‘by turns, an ambassador in China appointed by the Sultan of India, a judge and a Muslim religious official on the Falkland Islands’.


For a few dizzying moments, thoughts galloped around my head like Tatar horsemen: IB made it across the Atlantic; he probably did give his name to potatoes; world history would have to be rewritten; the reviewer is mad; I am mad.


Fortunately, the magazine was trilingual, and a look at the Arabic and French versions cleared things up. IB had not dispensed shari’ah on Goose Green. The Falklands were in fact ‘Juzur al-Maldif’, confirmed by the French ‘Iles Maldives’. The Maldives, I realized, must have rearranged themselves in the translator’s mind as the Malvinas. Geographical howlers have a long and distinguished history, and just as Shakespeare mentioned the coast of Bohemia, the Baghdad geographer Ibn Hawqal had written of ‘the shores of Tibet’. That was a thousand years ago; but even now, it seemed, in the age of word-processors and satellite navigation, the Indies could still be misplaced in the New World. As the plane taxied to the runway, I remembered spotting in an English digest of the Arabic press an article on the Chechens – in Arabic ‘Shishan’ – which the spellcheck-happy translator had entitled ‘Muslim Views on the Shoeshine War’.


For a moment I wondered if the pilot might head dyslexically for Tanjore or Tanjungselor; but, two and a half hours later, he landed us with perfect orthography at the IB International Airport in Tangier, in ‘A land’, the traveller wrote,


where charms were hung upon me,


Whose earth my skin first touched.


I had come to Tangier, as I imagined, to visit his tomb and seek his blessing for my own travels.


My first destination, however, was his hotel – the Hôtel Ibn Batouta. I wondered, as the grand taxi negotiated the steep and narrow streets above the harbour, what IB would have made of the address – 8 rue Magellan, off rue Cook. The hotel was terraced into the hillside and draped with flashing coloured lights; its amenities included a Pizzeria-Steak House and a Salon de Coiffure. As I signed the register, I mentioned my quest to the receptionist. ‘Ah,’ he said, ‘you have found IB already!’ He pointed to a naïve oil painting above our heads, which showed a bearded man in a Wordsworthian setting. Beside the man lay what looked like a school satchel bulging with scrolls, and in the background a ship lay placidly at anchor.


‘Come with me,’ the receptionist invited. ‘I will show you another picture of IB.’ In the television lounge, he pointed to an old framed photograph on the wall.


‘But it’s a photograph,’ I said.


‘Yes. A very old photograph.’


‘And he’s smoking a water-pipe.’


‘Ah, IB knew that water-pipes are healthier than cigarettes.’


‘But tobacco came from America, and photography was only invented a hundred and fifty years ago.’


‘IB’, said the receptionist, with unanswerable finality, ‘was a very great traveller.’


I took my room key and went to unpack. I was beginning to understand why most research on the fourteenth century took place in the less surprising setting of libraries.


A Syrian contemporary of IB, Abu ’l-Fida, wrote that Tangier was famous for three things – its grapes, its pears, and the brainlessness of its inhabitants. At about the same time, another geographical encyclopaedist, a native of the nearby Moroccan town of Sabtah, explained the reason: ‘Outside Tangier is a spring called Barqal. Its water is said to cause stupidity. They diagnose their imbeciles by saying, “It’s not their fault. They’ve drunk the water of Barqal.”’ While in the city, I was careful to mix the tapwater with duty-free scotch, and suffered no ill effects that I am aware of.
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Other than these scant comments, my reading had turned up little information on Tangier in the time of IB. The pace of Tangerine events picked up in 1471, a century after IB’s death, when the Portuguese captured it; the city later passed through various other European hands, yet managed to retain its Arabness. The Spanish adventurer Domingo Badia y Leblich – a probable Napoleonic spy who travelled and wrote under the name Ali Bey – found early in the nineteenth century that the short passage across the Strait of Gibraltar was like being ‘transported to another planet’.


Since then, things have changed. IB would have been hard put to recognize his native city if he had come with me to the boulevard Pasteur that evening, to watch the paseo. Among the men, there was not a burnous-wearer in sight; a few even sported shorts. The women were divided into two groups: long coats plus headscarves, and bare arms with skin-tight trousers. From a head-count made over a mint tea at a pavement café, I estimated the groups to be roughly equal in number. IB, I thought, would have regarded the second category with a mixture of pious horror and anthropological fascination. As the call to prayer sounded, distant and weary, I asked myself how one could pray in Calvin Klein; perhaps lycra would help.


I returned to the hotel and climbed the stairs to the Pizzeria-Steak House, wondering if they did a pizza IB: the dough would be made from Luristani acorn flour; Damietta buffalo cheese would take the place of mozzarella; it would be topped by flakes of South Arabian dried shark and coarse-ground Malabar pepper, and presented on a platter of Omani banana leaves. But the chef had not risen to the challenge, and I dined on a discus-solid quattro stagione to the beat of Spanish dance music. Completing the Mediterranean scene, couples – the girls were all from the bare-armed group – gazed into each other’s eyes and fed each other pizza.


The dance music followed me to bed, in a room beneath the staircase to the restaurant. I lay listening to the pounding bass and the clatter of feet above my head. Other sounds rose from the port below, the strigine hoot of a train and the orotund honk of a ship in harbour. Tangier echoed to the sound of arrival and departure. I fell asleep thinking that the pizza probably tasted better if someone fed it to you.


I was awakened by a brass band blowing fortissimo at 4.45 a.m. A very sharp trumpet, a swaggering trombone and a flatulent sousaphone, egged on by a snare drum and a cheering crowd, were blasting away at some comic-opera march. I groaned into the pillow. It was an aural mugging, grievous bodily harmony. But the band moved off, playing as it went, fading into the night; and distance gave the music a strange pathos. I fell asleep again, wondering if I had dreamed it.


In the morning, the receptionist assured me it had not been a dream. ‘It was a wedding,’ he said. ‘They were going to get the bride.’


I went and sat with a coffee and a pain au chocolat at the Café de France, one of the best places from which to observe passing Tangerines. There were some oddities. A boy walked past who had a nose like Federigo da Montefeltro’s in the famous portrait. A respectably dressed woman in her forties, hurrying to an appointment, suddenly stopped to harangue a tree; then, as suddenly, she looked at her watch, muttered something and was off like the White Rabbit. I suppose I was looking for a reincarnation of the untravelled IB; but if he passed by, he was disguised by the shades and Latinate haircut that seemed de rigueur for younger Moroccan men. The girls too, even if they dressed less anatomically than for their evening promenade, looked no different from girls on the other side of the Mediterranean. Morocco, however, had not been entirely expunged from the place de France, and morning brought out the older generation – a few men in burnouses, and women on their way to market, wearing the red-and-white striped stuff of the Rif and topped by straw hats bearing a heavy crop of pompoms. But in this overwhelmingly European setting they somehow managed to look alien, as Morris men might on Oxford Street. I spotted some other picturesque characters: a stray from Woodstock in a shocking pink T-shirt, beads and a white beard of the sort that only Victorian clergymen and very ancient hippies can grow; and, on the arm of a dapper Moroccan who had clearly once been handsome, a large and elderly Englishman from within whose carapace of summer-weight tweed an Audenesque head moved slowly, periscopically, as if he were a turtle on a constitutional. It seemed that even the recent past, the Tangier of International Zone days, was all but extinct. What chance had I, then, of finding the Tangier of IB? Wherever it was, it was not here on the place de France. I paid for my breakfast and went to look for the tomb.


For many Muslims, tomb visiting is something to be done regularly, like changing the oil in a car: it ensures the smooth running of history. History being people rather than artefacts, IB and other travellers headed for tombs in the places they visited as we might head for art galleries. The deceased, for their part, need human contact as much as the living. A Maghribi traveller who settled in Yemen never ceased to dwell guiltily on his family’s tombs lying unvisited back in Morocco, for ‘the dead feel pain if separated from their living relatives’; IB’s contemporary Ibn Khaldun wrote that the dead have sense perception, and that a dead man ‘sees the persons who attend the burial and hears what they say, and he hears the tapping of their shoes when they forsake him’. The idea of burning one’s dead is still considered extraordinary. I have not yet admitted to my Muslim friends that I forked my father’s ashes into a Lincolnshire flowerbed.


To translate oneself from ville to madinah, passing through the press of the Grand and Petit Soccos into Tangier proper, is to enter, if not another planet, then at least another continent. The street map I had resembled the biopsy of some many-vesicled organ and was next to useless. Besides, I didn’t know precisely where I was going. I headed upwards. Here, the light was different, diffusing off peeling walls of rose madder and primrose. The smell was different too, and there was an odour of long habitation, of centuries of simmering tajines.


[image: image]


At the top of the climb I reached a gateway. Inside it a dwarf was sitting on the step of a small shop. I asked him where I was. ‘This is Bab al-Asa, the Gate of the Stick. It’s where they used to flog people. Like this!’ he said, springing up and wielding an imaginary birch. When he had exhausted himself, I explained that I was looking for the tomb of IB.


‘Then you’ve come to the right place,’ said a voice from inside the shop. ‘I was IB’s sa’is.’


His syce? His groom? I looked into the shop and saw a dark-skinned man in a burnous, sitting on a donkey saddle.


‘Come in,’ said another voice.


I entered the shop, puzzled, and greeted the two men. The owner of the second voice, a lighter-skinned man, explained. ‘He means he acted the part of IB’s groom in the TV series.’ They both laughed. I was given a glass of tea, and the lighter man handed me a business card: ‘GROUPE GNAWA EXPRESS TANGER, Abdelmajid Domnati, Maître de Groupe’. The walls of the shop, or rather office, were covered in newspaper clippings, mostly in German; a number showed pictures of my three hosts with other musicians. ‘We have many fans in Germany,’ Abdelmajid explained. ‘They like the spiritual content of our music. The Stonz also were interested in Gnawa music.’


‘The who?’


‘You know – Brian Jones, Mick Jagger …’


‘Oh, those Stones.’


‘And look at this …’ He passed me a CD. Its cover showed a familiar bearded face. ‘You see … You have found IB! This was sent to us by a German friend, Burchard. He is their maître de groupe.’ The CD, entitled simply ‘Ibn Battouta’, was by a German band called Embryo. Frustratingly, the musicians had no CD player. In the space of twenty-four hours I had bumped into IB three times – on the plane, in the hotel, and now on a CD; but he remained inscrutable.


‘Come,’ said Abdelmajid, as though he had read my thoughts. ‘We shall visit the real IB.’


He led me out of the shop, through the Gate of the Stick, and into a perplexing three-dimensional maze of alleyways. We climbed up and down steps and passed through tunnels. Even though Abdelmajid lived in the area, we got lost and ended up against the blank wall of a dead end. Eventually, after asking the way, we turned into a steep and crooked lane – IB Street – and there before us was the tomb chamber, lying in deep shadows cast by tall houses.


‘Whoever is responsible for this has little taste,’ Abdelmajid said, eyeing some beige and chocolate tiles around the door. He was right: they could have been a remnant from a DIY megastore, and were set in grey cement rendering like the crust on a porridge pan. A boy was summoned to find the guardian. He soon returned with a grave, shaven-headed and grey-bearded man carrying a key. ‘Is he a Muslim?’ the guardian asked. Abdelmajid said that I was, but without much conviction, and then excused himself. I didn’t contradict him.


The interior of the tomb was lined with a dado of blue tiles; above this, the walls were painted pink and decorated with a silver arabesque frieze. Qur’ans rested on shelves, and around the walls hung strings of giant prayer beads. The tomb itself was covered in an embroidered black pall sheathed in transparent plastic, like the upholstery of a brand-new car. I said a brief prayer for the soul of IB, then reclined next to the guardian on a green satin cushion.


We sat in silence, in the presence of the physical IB. I could think of nothing to say, except that I didn’t think much of the pink. It wasn’t awe, or even anticlimax; it was a kind of extreme neutrality, brought on by everything turning out to be rather as expected. I had experienced the same feeling – or apathy, non-feeling – on first visiting the Pyramids.


A voice broke the silence – my own. ‘So this is IB.’


The guardian nodded. ‘He was born in this street. And from here he went on pilgrimage to the House of God. Reflect on how far he travelled, on foot and by sea, without cars or aeroplanes.’


I tried, dutifully, to reflect. There was another long silence. Then I remembered a question I had meant to ask. ‘Are there any members of the IB family here in Tangier?’


The question immediately sounded silly. It was like asking for the Chaucers in London.


‘There are none,’ said the guardian.


Wishing that Abdelmajid had not gone, I looked around the chamber for inspiration and noticed a small mihrab set into the wall, a niche showing the direction of Mecca. ‘Do people pray here?’


‘They come to recite the Holy Qur’an, after the dawn prayer.’


This raised my spirits. ‘Then I must try to come.’


‘It is better for you not to come. There are many drunkards and other wicked people about at that hour.’


Again we sat in silence. I could hear my watch ticking. Then I thanked the guardian, put a donation in the box – ‘It is not necessary,’ he said – and left with a last look back at the porridge-like walls.


I don’t know what I had expected from the tomb. Whatever it was, I had not found it. I suppose I had been hoping for a vibration or two. The tomb’s appearance, a combination of municipal washroom and front parlour, had not helped; a poker-work sign (‘Dunroamin’?) wouldn’t have been out of place. Neither had the poker-faced guardian, whom I could picture ferrying the dead across the Styx. Worse, phrases I had read about the tomb rose up to haunt me – ‘authenticity open to question’, ‘considerable doubt as to the true identity of its occupant’, ‘possibly some distant relative of the traveller’ – phrases which, in my desire to find the real, physical IB, I had conveniently buried.


Who then was the real IB? The Concealed Pearls, the Islamic biographical dictionary of the fourteenth century, lists him as Muhammad ibn Abdullah ibn Muhammad ibn Ibrahim ibn Muhammad ibn Ibrahim ibn Yusuf, of the tribe of Lawatah and the city of Tangier, surnamed IB. The Lawatah are descendants of the Lebu, a people mentioned in Pharaonic records – the Libyans of the Greeks – who originated in the region of Cyrenaica. They spread into Egypt early on, and by the ninth century AD had settled in the far south-west of present-day Morocco; there are also said to be Christian Lawatah on Malta. After the coming of Islam the Lawatah, like many of the other tribes collectively known as Berbers, claimed an Arabian origin. There were plenty of stories to back up the idea. One told of a South Arabian ancestor wandering all the way to Libya, a journey of 1,800 miles – a fair distance given that he was looking for some lost camels. Historians from Ibn Khaldun onwards have gleefully trashed such tales; but while their reasoning may be based on sound scholarship, it all seems rather unfair – in the same league as denying Father Christmas. A family like IB’s were totally Arabized, and to pick nits about the traveller’s Arabness would be like questioning a Cornishman’s Englishness because his ancestors were Celts and not Anglo-Saxons. IB himself would have been aghast to be called a Berber, a word which in Arabic as in the European languages has the ring of ‘barbarian’.


IB’s family name is more of a problem. One theory explains ‘Battutah’ as a Maghribi diminutive of the Arabic battah, ‘duck’, and a pet version of the girl’s name Fatimah. The notion that ‘IB’ should mean ‘Son of the She-Duckling’ is charming enough to be plausible. But then so are the various other suggestions that have been put forward: Son of the Father of a Tassel/of an Egg-Shaped Bottle/of a Bad Woman with an Ellipsoidal Body. (‘Battut’, it should be added, is the Arabic for Donald Duck.)


My uneasy suspicion that I had come all the way to Tangier to visit the tomb not of IB but of some cousin of his many times removed – if its occupant was even that – was partly dispelled by lunch in La Grenouille on the rue Rembrandt. A BBC nature programme on crustaceans, broadcast by a Spanish satellite channel, was showing silently on a television set in the corner. I ate a solitary and excellent meal of snails, sole and tarte au citron. Over coffee, I decided to leave Tangier. I needed help, and I had a convoluted introduction to a gentleman in Rabat who might give it.


Later that afternoon I was in the Grand Socco, on my way to thank the kind Abdelmajid, when a man in a grubby white T-shirt sidled up and walked along beside me. ‘I saw you at the station,’ he said softly, in English.


I had indeed been at the railway station, booking a ticket to Rabat for the following day. I replied in Arabic, ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t catch what you said.’


‘I saw you at the station,’ he repeated, in Arabic.


‘You are very observant.’


‘You did not travel.’ He was keeping pace beside me. Neither of us looked at the other.


‘What you say is true.’


‘You will not travel?’


‘God is the most knowing.’ I turned to face him. ‘I am an amateur of historical geography. Perhaps I might be of service?’


‘Thank you,’ said the man, reinsinuating himself into the crowd.


I found my way to the Gate of the Stick. The headquarters of the Groupe Gnawa Express were shut, so I continued upwards into the kasbah, the citadel. After several dead ends, I came to a lane which ran parallel to a long, high wall. This was punctuated by a small gateway, like the entrance to a walled garden. I turned into it, and found myself on a cliff overlooking the sea.


The transition from the introverted city to this blustery crag was a complete surprise. For a few moments, I felt dizzied and disorientated, like a sleepwalker who awakens inches from the head of a staircase. I sat on a low parapet perched high above the end of Africa and Islam.


Ludolph von Suchem, IB’s German contemporary, wrote that the Strait of Gibraltar was so narrow that ‘upon one bank there stands a Christian woman and on the other bank a heathen woman washing their clothes, and wrangling and quarrelling with one another’. I looked in vain for the coast of Europe. (Granted, it was a dim and vaporous day; but Suchem must have been a particularly gullible landlubber, for among the other sailors’ yarns he recorded is one about a great fish, ‘the Troya marina or sea-swine’. To frighten it away you had to ‘stare at it with a bold and terrible countenance’; conversely, you could feed it bread.) Neither could I see, beneath the waves, the remains of a bridge which medieval Arab geographers believed had joined the two continents, and which would be revealed again at the end of time.


Another legend, one which appears in some of the early Qur’anic commentaries, told that this spot had been the point of departure for Moses and al-Khadir. In the Qur’an, al-Khadir – the immortal ‘Green Man’ – was the Prophet’s spiritual guide on an epic quest for the Fountain of Life; he later became a metaphor for far travel and honorary grand master of all Islamic mystical orders. Later, I was to bump into him in Damascus, and by the Black Sea. Now, sitting here on the parapet, I remembered this Islamic Gilgamesh; and thought of that sudden and dreamlike transition through the gate in the high wall, from the intervolved alleyways of the city to this disclosure of the wide sea – where, down in the port, a ship was now calling its passengers, bellowing ‘Come! … Come!’; and felt that I had stepped into the frontispiece of a book of travels far older than IB.


Even if I ignored the doubts about its authenticity, I could not imagine IB in that tomb, with its pink walls and dismal guardian. But I could picture him up here on this parapet, looking out to sea like a Moorish Boy Raleigh. This was where the vibrations were!


I left the parapet with the sun, and wandered back down through the madinah. The cafés on the place de France were full, but I found a table on the boulevard Pasteur and sat down to write up my diary. A few minutes later I became aware of an animated Australian voice at the next table.


‘… they ain’t being themselves. They look like they got special permission to dress like that.’ The speaker must have noticed that I’d tapped into her conversation, for she suddenly addressed me. ‘Excuse me. Do you speak English?’ I nodded. ‘It’s a bit of a funny question, but … what do you think about our clothes?’


My neighbours were two girls of the sun-burnished, tennis-playing sort admired by John Betjeman. One was wearing a long-sleeved shirt and loose trousers, the other a white ankle-length dress and a headscarf.


‘She means,’ said the other girl, ‘do you think we should, well, wrap up a bit more? It’s just that we seem to get a lot of … attention. And look at this lot!’ She indicated the daringly clad Moroccan girls on their evening promenade.


‘I think you’re both most respectably dressed,’ I said. ‘It’s probably just that you’re what they call the Other.’


‘You are a Pom,’ said the first girl. ‘We thought so. I was just saying – oh, I’m Alison and this is Lucy – that you mustn’t get too obsessed about putting on layers and layers, or you end up looking like a bloody snowman.’


‘Absolutely,’ I said.


‘Do you live here?’ Lucy asked.


I said I was passing through.


‘So are we,’ said Alison. ‘Like a dose of salts!’ They had been in Morocco for about ten days; in that short time they seemed to have covered most of the country. Where did they get the energy? To me, a train ride to Rabat seemed like a major undertaking.


‘And we’ve been on a camel ride in the desert,’ added Lucy. I smiled. ‘I know, it’s a bit of a cliché. But this is our first Arab country. We’ve already been round Europe – Greece, Italy, France, Spain …’


I’d always wondered why they did it. ‘Why?’ I asked.


Alison thought for a moment. ‘Oh, you know, there’s nothing at home. Just whingeing families. And then you look at the map and you think, “Christ! We’re bloody miles from anywhere!”’


‘There’s so much to see,’ said Lucy, ‘and so little time to see it in.’


I thought of my own journey that lay ahead – not only the train ride to Rabat, but the further one – and rose and bade them good-night. A few yards along the boulevard, I turned and waved to them. The café was brightly lit; but, suffused with sun and travel, they seemed brighter. In fact, they positively thermo-luminesced.


*


Like present-day Antipodeans, medieval Maghribis were aware of living a long way from anywhere. IB tells an anecdote to illustrate this:


When I was in Sin Kalan [Canton] I heard that there was a venerable shaykh over two hundred years old who neither ate nor drank nor excreted nor had intercourse with women, though his powers were intact, and that he lived in a cave outside the city, giving himself to devotion. I went to the cave and saw him at the entrance. He was thin, very ruddy, showed the traces of his devotional practices, and had no beard. I greeted him; he took my hand, sniffed it, and said to the interpreter: ‘This man is from one end of the world and we are from the other.’


The verbal root of ‘al-Maghrib’, gharaba, means both ‘to set (sun)’ and ‘to be remote’, and for Near Easterners the Maghrib, the Occident, evoked the distantly exotic in the same way that ‘Orient’ still does, vestigially, for western Europeans. Persians like the eleventh-century Nasir Khusraw believed that people in al-Andalus, which medieval geographers included in the Maghrib, had eyes like those of cats. Other Persians, among them IB’s contemporary Mustawfi, placed in the Maghrib legendary sites like the City of Brass and the City of Women – a sort of Islamic-socialist-feminist commune; the Maghribis set these myths in the East. Even today, a Middle Eastern Arab who regards Cairo as his back yard looks on anywhere to the west of it almost as a world apart. Maghribis are indeed peculiar in subtle ways, using Arabic instead of Indian numerals and retaining in their handwriting fossilized features of Kufic, the script that went out of general use in the Middle East nearly a thousand years ago. Most noticeable of all, they are set apart by their fiendishly incomprehensible spoken dialects. Ali Bey noted that ‘when the famous Orientalist Golius came into this country [Morocco], he could not understand a word of their Arabic, but was obliged to make use of an interpreter’.


Maghribis, the Antipodeans of Islam, have been both its most adventurous travellers and its greatest travel writers. Such was their output that, even if he never left his study, their educated compatriot could – like Defoe’s Compleat English Gentleman – make the tour of the world in books. Probably the earliest Maghribi travel writer was Yahya ibn Hakam, who went on two embassies for the Caliph of Cordova, the first in 840 to Constantinople, the second some years later to the King of the Norsemen. On both occasions Yahya, nicknamed ‘the Gazelle’ on account of his great beauty, serenaded the ruler’s wife in troubadour fashion with lyrics of his own composition – a charming form of diplomacy which could well be emulated today to the benefit of international relations. Sadly, the Gazelle’s account of his travels is only known from a few fragments.


Another early Andalusian traveller to the fringes of civilization was Abu Hamid, born in Granada towards the end of the eleventh century. He wrote a descriptive geography, liberally truffled with wonders (the rulers of China have miscreants licked to death by a rhinoceros), adventure (the author wrestles with a squid which has tried to steal his knife) and useful tips (sealskin sandals reduce the pain caused by gout). In the middle of the twelfth century, Abu Hamid wandered around the Aral Sea region, travelled up the Volga and spent some years by the Danube, probably in what is now Hungary. In his account of these places and of lands further north he gave an early puff to caviare, ‘the finest of all preserved delicacies in the world’, and described with an illustration the construction and use of skis. Among the peoples he mentioned are ‘red-skinned northerners with blue eyes and flaxen or blond hair, who drink a liquid made from barley; this drink is as sour as vinegar but it agrees with them since, as their diet consists of honey and the flesh of beavers and squirrels, they are hot-tempered’, which must be one of the earliest descriptions of the Lager Lout. Abu Hamid’s interest in comparative anthropology is shown by a snippet of dialogue between him and the Christian King of Bashghard. The King has heard Abu Hamid encouraging the Muslim royal mercenaries to marry four wives and refrain from wine:


King: This is not logical! Alcohol strengthens the body, and women weaken it. This Islam of yours runs contrary to common sense.


A.H.: But there is a difference between us. You Christians take wine with your food and do not get drunk. But Muslims who drink do so with the express aim of getting inebriated. They lose their minds; they go crazy. On the matter of polygamy, Muslims are naturally hot-blooded, so they enjoy plenty of sex; and you should bear in mind that if you permit them four wives they will father more children, and your army, who are Muslims, will increase.


King: Hmm. Perhaps we should listen to what this shaykh says … In fact, he is most logical!


Abu Hamid and the Gazelle were, however, exceptional in the choice of their destinations. Most Maghribi travellers headed for Arabia, drawn by the irresistible centripetal force of Mecca and al-Madinah. Pilgrimage, a sacred duty for Muslims who are able to undertake the journey, was the primary incentive to travel. The way east led into the heartland of Arab-Islamic culture, and visitors from the end of the world would eagerly set about improving themselves there. Ibn Khaldun, himself a Maghribi, wrote that the East was superior to the West because of ‘the additional intelligence that accrues to the soul from the influences of sedentary culture’. For the Maghribis, the whole experience was a sort of Grand Tour: travellers like IB were treading a similar road to the one which eighteenth-century Englishmen, nineteenth-century Americans and the Australasians of today would follow around Europe.


Just as English Grand Tourists dusted off their gerundives and optatives before heading for the Classical world, Maghribi travellers mugged up on their classical Arabic before going east. Few, though, went as far as a scholar of Tangier who boasted, ‘I did not enter the East until I had committed to memory 34,000 lines of pre-Islamic poetry.’ Later travellers, however, were often disappointed by what they found. Basrah Arabic, like BBC English, was once famous for its perfection but, says IB, ‘I was present one day at the Friday service in the Great Mosque of al-Basrah, and when the preacher rose and recited his discourse he committed in it many gross errors of grammar. I was astonished at his conduct and spoke of it to the qadi Hujjat al-Din, who said to me “In this town there is not a man left who knows anything of the science of grammar.”’


One traveller, al-Abdari, made other people’s linguistic shortcomings a major theme in the book of his journey to Mecca and back, begun in 1289. A merciless pedant who hailed from the Moroccan town of Hahah, he gloatingly published syntactical blunders together with the names of their perpetrators. When not behaving like a linguistic Red Guard, he still had little to say in favour of anything. He got off to a crabby start – ‘In this age of ours, the harvest of virtuous men is blighted’ – and thought the Alexandrians ‘fetid … for, as you know, ports are stinking places’. This was only limbering up. The Cairenes provoked al-Abdari into a full-blown rant, purple in face and prose: ‘Among them, the generous man is meaner than a firefly, the brave man more timid than a whirring locust, the scholar more ignorant than a moth that flies into a flame, the eminent lowlier than a woodlouse, and the sedate more fickle than a gnat. Their orators stammer like adolescents, their mighty are more abject than beggars …’ and so on, for five pages of elegantly rhymed vitriol. A whole section is devoted to the pernicious Cairene vice – ‘We seek refuge with God from such an abasement of morals!’ – of eating in public. Here, and elsewhere, he reminded me of a headmaster of mine. And, as is often the case with headmasters, al-Abdari became lovable in the soft focus of memory: his tomb is extant and, like that of the putative IB in Tangier, still venerated.


A far more likeable character, and the author of the most celebrated book of travel before that of IB, is Ibn Jubayr of Valencia. It was said that the governor of Granada, in a fit of pique, forced him to drink seven cups of wine; the governor later regretted his action, and in expiation gave Ibn Jubayr seven cups filled with gold coins. These funded his pilgrimage to Mecca. He sailed to Alexandria in 1182, travelled up the Nile and crossed the Red Sea to Arabia. Returning two years later through the Levant at the height of Crusader power there, he set sail across the Mediterranean with a group of Christian pilgrims and watched them celebrate a candlelit Hallowe’en at sea. His Travels are a priceless record of the interplay between Christendom and Islam; they are also a splendid read. In his descriptions of sea travel Ibn Jubayr is an Arabic Conrad. Here he is, becalmed in the eastern Mediterranean:


On Wednesday 23rd a breeze stirred from the east, languid and sickly. At first we hoped that it would grow in strength; but it was no more than a dying sigh. Soon the water was covered by a thin mist, the waves were stilled, and the sea resembled a courtyard paved with glass. Of the four winds not a breath remained. To our eyes the surface of the water seemed like an ingot of silver. And there we lay, bobbing idly, as if lost between two skies.


IB was not unique. He was part of a long tradition of Maghribi travel writers, and it would be a fair guess to suppose that he had read at least Ibn Jubayr before leaving Tangier at the age of 21. If so, I would wager a dinar to a dirham that one passage, above all, stuck in his mind:


If you are a son of this Maghrib of ours and wish for success, then head for the land of the east! Forsake your homeland in pursuit of knowledge … The door to the east lies open: O you who strive after learning, enter it with a glad greeting! Seize the chance of freedom from the cares of the world before family and children ensnare you, before the day comes when you gnash your teeth in regret for the time that is gone …


Ibn Jubayr went on to recommend a sort of medieval Interail, insured by Providence: if you get bored with a place, simply move on, for ‘in every village people will shower you with your daily bread’. It is, literally, a philosophy of loafing around. No better copy could have been written to promote the life of the scholar-gipsy.


When the Prophet famously said that Muslims should seek out knowledge even if they have to look for it in China, China still had the metaphorical sense that Timbuktu had for us before the days of the Paris-Dakar Rally. IB, unlike his predecessors, followed the advice to the letter – and having reached the literal China, he then turned around and went to the literal Timbuktu as well. But of this he had no idea as he left Tangier, a not untypical spiritual backpacker.


*


Next morning, I had an early breakfast on the hotel terrace. Overhead, hundreds of swifts screamed and scudded. The girl in charge of the small rooftop kitchen brought my pot of tea, and asked me how long I was staying. ‘I’m going when I’ve finished my breakfast,’ I told her.


She glanced around the terrace, then whispered, ‘Khudhni ma’ak. Take me with you.’


I smiled; then realized that she meant it.


*


I was taking a short cut through the cemetery of Rabat, down to the beach, when I was startled by a voice: ‘Shall I walk with you, or do you prefer to be alone?’ it said, in Arabic. I looked round and saw a tall young man, wearing jeans and an unwashed white shirt.


‘Thank you, but on the whole I prefer to be alone.’


‘As you wish,’ he said, and he branched off on another of the many tracks that doodled between the graves.


I didn’t think any more about the meeting; but on the way up from the beach, I bumped into the man again. We greeted each other.


‘Like you,’ he said, ‘I’m a stranger here.’


‘“And all strangers are kin to one another”,’ I quoted.


‘“Wa laysa ghariban man tana’at diyaruhu


Walakinna man wara ’l-turabu gharibu”,’ he continued.


It suddenly struck me how improbable the situation was – to be reciting pre-Islamic verse with someone whose name I didn’t know, standing on a pavement between a roaring highway and a drainage ditch that, all too evidently, doubled as a public lavatory – and how topical those last two lines were:


He is not a stranger whose home is far away;


But he who’s laid in earth, he is the stranger.


‘How appropriate,’ I said. ‘We met in a cemetery.’ We both laughed.


In a café overlooking the Bou Regreg, the wide river that separates Rabat from its smaller sister of Sala before slipping into the ocean, Khalid told me his story. It was short: he was from Miknas and so far had failed to find work there or anywhere else. ‘I’m fed up with the kingdom, the King, the lot. I must go abroad. Ali ibn Abi Talib said, “Abroad, a fortune gives you a home; at home, poverty makes you an alien.”’


‘But what about poverty abroad? You may not find work.’ Or if you do, I thought, what sort of work? Someone I met in Tangier told me that three members of his family were in Italy. They sent home $500 a month and were, he said, ‘in things like drug-dealing’. Then there were those reports of violence against Maghribi immigrants in Paris and Marseille, the deportations, the unimaginable shittiness of being an illegal alien.


‘It doesn’t matter,’ Khalid said. ‘I prefer al-taqarfas abroad to staying here.’ He saw me looking puzzled. ‘It’s a Moroccan word, something like “to fall apart”. I don’t want a living death at home. Martyrdom on the path of God is far better – I mean, if you go, and fail, you’ve still succeeded in God’s eyes.’ I thought of the usual pictures of economic migrants, bedraggled and abject creatures, and compared them with these adamantine martyr’s eyes.


We sat and talked about abroad, that mythic place, Lotus Land or Circe’s island, until I noticed it was dark. ‘I must go,’ I said, thinking of my hosts.


‘Wait,’ said Khalid. He took a piece of paper from his pocket and began writing. An address, I supposed, to be added to the other addresses of people met and conversed with in cafés, in bus stations, on mountainsides. But he wrote: ‘In the name of God, the Compassionate, the Merciful …’ The script was archaic, with sudden swellings and swooping descenders. ‘Say: He is God, One, God the Eternal, He has no offspring; neither was He begotten. He has no equal.’ The 112th chapter of the Qur’an, a potent amulet. In a world of change, of generation and corruption, it said, there is one constant.


‘Take this,’ Khalid said. ‘It will keep you safe.’


Touched, I thanked him, and put the slip of paper carefully in my pocket. ‘You are strange people,’ I said, rising to go.


Khalid laughed. ‘Inta fi ’l-Maghrib wa la tastaghrib. You’re in the Maghrib: don’t consider anything strange.’


In the taxi, Khalid’s jingle kept going round in my head. He was right. There was nothing strange or new in wanting to go out of Africa. The motive now was expressed in economic terms, but the language that described it – martyrdom, the path of God – was spiritual. Ex Africa nunquam aliquid novi. Perhaps, if I was looking for a reincarnation of the young IB, I had just met him.


The British Ambassador’s Residence, at least on the inside, resembled a small English country house, transported to the Bou Regreg and made comfortable by a staff of Edwardian proportions. Its châtelaine, Arlene Fullerton, carried a small remote-control device which I assumed was something to do with security; in fact, it summoned the butler.


William, her husband, was a scholarly Arabist; and with Arab hospitality he had invited me, a passing stranger, to stay. While he dealt with ambassadorial paperwork in his study, I gave Arlene my thumbnail sketch of IB. ‘He’s a sort of Arabic Marco Polo.’ I hated myself whenever I said that. ‘But vastly more interesting. And of course he went much further.’ I went through IB’s destinations, which were also mine. Arlene then began to catalogue her own travels as a diplomatic consort, mostly in the Arab world but with a spell as First Lady of the Falklands. I had noticed the photograph of William, gubernatorially plumed and sword-girt, standing beside the famous London cab. ‘Now that’s one place IB didn’t get to,’ she said.


‘Oh yes he did,’ I retorted. I sensed her asking herself, understandably, if her husband had invited a lunatic to stay, and quickly explained about the Royal Air Maroc in-flight magazine. Arlene, my sanity re-established, seemed relieved.


After dinner, we all retired early. ‘We don’t often get a night in like this,’ William said. ‘Where is it tomorrow? Oh yes, Peru.’


Next morning, I rose to find that my hosts had long since left for work. I breakfasted alone and damp, having been chased across the lawn by a sprinkler. At dinner the night before, I had mentioned my conversation with Khalid and his phrase about ‘martyrdom on the path of God’. ‘Many of the migrants really are martyred,’ said William. ‘Rafts capsize in the Strait of Gibraltar, people get suffocated stowing away.’ Now, opening today’s Libération, which lay on the breakfast table, I found grim confirmation of his words: five migrants, in this case Tunisians trying to get to Italy, had died of asphyxiation in a cargo hold. The same article also revealed that over the past twenty-eight days alone 2,773 illegal immigrants, nearly all Moroccans and Tunisians, had been caught on and around the tiny Italian islands of Lampedusa and Pantelleria.


It seemed to me that money by itself was not enough to explain this lemming-like exodus. Starvation might force one to gamble with the sea and the Italian coastguard; but these young men, while hard up, were not starving. I wondered if what propelled them was not economics, but genetics. After all they, no less than IB, were heirs to the Arab and Berber pastoralists who had ranged across North Africa. If there is a gene for wanderlust, the Maghribis are sure to have it.


That afternoon I drove to the Villa Baghdad to meet the man who, if anyone, could tell me about the tomb in Tangier. Dr Abdelhadi Tazi, sometime Moroccan Ambassador to Tripoli, Tehran and Baghdad (twice, hence the name of his house), member of the Moroccan Royal Academy and editor of the new Arabic edition of IB’s Travels, was in his late seventies, but sparkled with energy. I was not surprised when he said he had fourteen children. One of them appeared, a girl of about 12. ‘Greet your uncle,’ her father told her, and she delicately presented one cheek to be kissed, and then the other. We sat in a room rich with cushions and books, overlooking a lawn on which sprinklers threw out miniature rainbows. Gunpowder tea was brought, and dates in light and melting pastry. ‘I have them sent from Baghdad,’ he said. ‘The dates are from al-Basrah. There are none better!’ Basrah dates have been the connoisseur’s choice since antiquity; because of sanctions and the Iran-Iraq war, which devastated the Basrah palmeries, they are now a rarity.


‘You live in San’a? A most beautiful city! When you return there, in sha Allah, you must give my greetings to my brother the Qadi Isma’il al-Akwa’, and to his brother the Qadi Muhammad.’ He spoke Arabic with panache, savouring selected words as if they were the finest Basrah dates.


He asked me which editions of the Travels I had. ‘Well, I’ve got the Hakluyt Society version,’ I said.


‘Ah, the late Professor Sir Hamilton Gibb. And dear Professor Beckingham. In the study of IB, you Europeans are our masters! I am only … an amateur. And in Arabic?’


‘Only the Beirut one done by Dar al-Turath,’ I admitted, feeling the reflected lustre of Gibb and Beckingham rapidly fading. ‘It isn’t much good.’


‘Hmm … These Beirut editions are a grave disservice to the memory of our shaykh, IB.’


‘I couldn’t agree more,’ I said.


‘Unfortunately, you will not have found a copy of my own edition. His Majesty bought up most of the print run to give away.’


This was bad news. I had already trawled the bookshops of Tangier and Rabat in search of the edition. Now it seemed there was no chance of finding the one thing which, apart from IB’s blessing, I had hoped to take away from Morocco. Dr Abdelhadi said he was working on a second edition; but I might have to wait years for it.


For the next couple of hours we talked of nothing but IB. I soon realized that Dr Abdelhadi was no less obsessed with the traveller than I. From time to time, when I came up with some new interpretation or reference, he would utter a little cry, in English, of ‘Congratulations!’ or ‘Bravo!’, and jot down a note. On each occasion, my academic ego was given a small lift.
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