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Preface


The light was dazzling. A scorching sun the colour of copper seared the ground, though it was still too early for the real summer inferno. The sky looked neither light- nor bright blue but bleached, as though faded from the heat, and appeared to reflect the grayish desert; the glare was torture for the eyes. In the big house of the noble Riyadh ‘alim Abdullah ibn Abd al-Latif, however, one of the rooms was in semi-darkness: there his daughter was in labour. At last, the infant arrived. To everyone’s delight, it was a boy. In those days no one could know the baby’s gender in advance, and even the highest-placed and richest families had neither doctors nor midwives. The newborn’s grandmother washed the baby in warm, clean water. (At that time no one in Riyadh had electricity, but clean well water was abundant.)


The boy’s father Abd al-Aziz, the Emir of Najd, known in Najd as well as abroad by his family name of Ibn Saud, gave an abaya (a warm cloak) as a gift to the messenger who had brought the glad tidings. It was April 1906, or, according to the Muslim calendar, the month of Safar, 1324 ah. As a rule Najdi chroniclers did not give the exact date of a child’s birth even in noble families, but tied it instead to some prominent event; in the same month of the same year, Ibn Saud had defeated his rival Ibn Mitab of the House of Ibn Rashid, ruler of the Jabal Shammar, in the battle of Rawdat Muhanna.


The emir returned to the capital, and within seven days of the boy’s birth, at a ceremony at his father-in-law’s house, Ibn Saud named his son “Faisal” in honour of his own grandfather. Faisal, whom the Western media would later call “the mightiest Arab ruler in centuries”, would become the king of a country blessed with a quarter of the world’s oil reserves and possessing the two holiest sites of Islam – Mecca and Medina. Nearly seventy years after his birth, while receiving a Kuwaiti delegation in front of television cameras, his nephew approached him suddenly; as the king bent to kiss him, the young man pulled out a gun and fired three point-blank shots at the monarch, extinguishing Faisal’s life.


A great many events occurred over the decades between Faisal’s birth and assassination. His father Ibn Saud had, by his sword, indomitable courage, willpower, spirit and faith, created a state that covered most of the Arabian Peninsula. Two world wars had thundered over the planet, flooding it with blood. The German, Austro-Hungarian, Ottoman, British and French empires had faded into the past. The Russian Empire had collapsed and become the Soviet Union, which, in Faisal’s lifetime, seemed an indestructible colossus on a par with the US in terms of military might. Aircraft, radio, television and nuclear arms had come into being; men had gone into outer space and walked on the moon. It would be naïve and futile to continue compiling a list of the innumerable events that directly or indirectly affected the king’s life and the destiny of his country, Saudi Arabia.


I resolved to chronicle the life and career of Faisal, his successes and failures, victories and losses. Was this too ambitious a task? After all, hundreds of books have been written about Faisal, along with tens of thousands of articles and scholarly papers.1 Naturally, I would have to repeat certain known facts; but perhaps the view of a Russian author who has devoted many years of his life to the study of Saudi Arabia and the Middle East, as well as references to primary sources, could help highlight the lesser-known aspects of King Faisal’s personality and place in history.


In my salad days in the Soviet Union, I chose the history of Saudi Arabia as my research subject because neither Marx and Engels nor Lenin had written anything about that country, nor had Communist Party congresses and Central Committee Politburo sessions passed any resolutions on it. It seemed that in this case, even in the Soviet era, it would be possible to freely express one’s opinion unfettered by official dogma. I will not be coy: my works were still influenced by the Marxist approach to society and history – though I ignored certain dogmas that clashed with the facts.


Lacking in earlier research was any close attention to the role of the individual able to break through historical determinism by force of character, will or fortune, or ignited by the flame of religious faith. Thus the life of Faisal is a challenge for researchers.


A person leaves traces of his or her life in documents, eyewitness reports, reminiscences and material monuments. Politicians of King Faisal’s caliber leave behind such a vast number of testimonies and documents that merely listing them in brief could fill volumes. The selection of facts in this book, therefore, reflects my own attitude, strengths, weaknesses, knowledge or ignorance – my convictions or prejudices, if you will. It is up to the reader to either share or reject my conclusions.


This book is about the role of an individual and leader in the historical process. On one hand, the chronology of Faisal’s life is broken at times, while on the other, some of the facts and events covered here seem to lie outside the history of Saudi Arabia itself. Without the latter, however, the motives and logic of Faisal’s behavior would be impossible to comprehend.


The idea to take up a biography of Faisal belongs to my friend Igor Timofeyev, a brilliant Arabist and Russian Orientalist writer who died at the age of fifty-eight – still in his prime – who left us several books on Ibn Batuta and al-Biruni. He had been planning to write a set of biographies of outstanding public figures in the Middle East. (His last work, Kamal Jumblatt: Man and Legend was translated into Arabic and French, and caused a sensation in Lebanon. It brought him fame, alas posthumously, and won him the premier award of the Lebanese republic.)


Both the life of King Faisal and the memory of Igor Timofeyev induced me to carry on Timofeyev’s work; he had amassed a large collection of books and documents, which his widow Olga Timofeyeva graciously handed over to me. According to her, her husband had processed all these materials, and was about to put his ideas on paper. Unfortunately there are no rough drafts, although I have at my disposal his marginal notes in Russian, Arabic and English books, as well as recordings of over a dozen interviews he conducted, which significantly enrich this book. I have conducted additional interviews, and have gathered archival materials in Saudi Arabia, the US and Britain; these, along with several new books, have all added relatively little to the basic information about Faisal’s life and work of Faisal collected by Timofeyev.


Faisal’s contemporaries are departing this life. Those who are still living are in their declining years; their memory is weakening, and in interviews they often make mistakes in recalling major and minor details alike. However, their testimony is priceless: it conveys their personal impressions of the flavour of the time. Interviews with them and quotations from deliberately unedited Arabic documents have the power to immerse the reader in a different world, with a different value system and mindset.


If this book allows the reader to at least draw closer into contact with Saudi society (so unlike our own), to say nothing of understanding and accepting it, and to recognize that it is impossible to apply Western or Russian stereotypes to this alien, desert land, and, finally, to regard as unquestionable the right of the inhabitants of that land to preserve their identity, then its cardinal task may be taken as fulfilled.


Igor Timofeyev and I thought alike, though we each had our own working methods and approach to the subject. As far as I remember, he intended to make Bedouin poetry one of the leitmotifs of Faisal’s biography, for the king himself was both a poet and a connoisseur of poetry. However, my command of Arabic, though proficient enough to read newspapers and history books, falls short of Timofeyev’s standards; he could savor Bedouin poems. He was a philologist, an artist and a political scientist, while I am a historian and a political analyst.


In this work, references to interviews, quotations and little-known books and documents have been kept to a minimum. The contents of these pages will be amply sufficient for the general public; experts and scholars will either take me at my word or turn to the sources and literature cited at the end of the book. Responsibility for factual accuracy and citations, and for the given assessment, is mine alone.


This book could hardly have been finished in such a relatively short time but for the help of Seraphim Chukanov, who began as an assistant to Igor Timofeyev and later agreed to cooperate with me. His invaluable contribution to the making of this book included a considerable part of the translation from Arabic and English into Russian; the addition of valuable facts; the identification and discovery of new literature in the sea of the Internet; the work on footnotes, name and place-name indices; participation in correspondence; and a vast amount of technical work.


I would also like to express my deepest gratitude to my extremely responsible editor, Yevgeny M. Rusakov. Apart from purely editorial work, he made a special study of post-war US–Arab relations and helped me verify certain facts and correctly place emphasis on descriptions of King Faisal’s diplomatic activity.


This book could never have come about had it not been for the help of Prince Turki al-Faisal and Dr Dalal bint Muhammad al-Harbi of Riyadh Girls’ University, who took the trouble to look through the Arabic version and supplemented it with valuable data, for which I am most grateful.


I cannot but express my deepest gratitude Dr Yahya Muhammad ibn Junaid, the secretary-general of the King Faisal Center for Research and Islamic Studies, and members of his staff, in selecting documents and photographs and organizing interviews and meetings in Saudi Arabia.


My thanks also go to Svetlana Polunina and Lubov Pruntova, who patiently and repeatedly typed my illegible manuscripts and dictated passages.


Alexei Vassiliev


Mamontovka, January 2012





CHAPTER ONE



The Delicate Youth on a Fiery Horse


Faisal was the third son of the Emir of Najd, Abd al-Aziz ibn Abd al-Rahman. His mother, Tarfa, was the daughter of the chief alim of Riyadh, Abdallah ibn Abd al-Latif, who was a direct descendant of Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab – a religious teacher who, in the eighteenth century, had combined his zealous preaching on monotheism and ideas on Islamic reform with the sword of Muhammad ibn Saud, Abd al-Aziz’s ancestor and the founder of a dynasty. Abd al-Aziz and his descendants created a state that encompassed almost the entire Arabian Peninsula and challenged the Ottoman Empire, but was destroyed by the army of Egypt’s Muhammad Ali Pasha in 1818. Imam Turki ibn Abdallah began restoring it on parts of its former territory, work that was completed in the 1840s–50s by Imam Faisal, grandfather of Abd al-Aziz. However, this state, too, fell apart, because of feuding among ibn Abdallah’s sons; the Ibn Rashid emirate promptly exploited the disorder, taking the place of Al Saud. After seizing Riyadh in 1902, Abd al-Aziz began rebuilding the state as well as the glory of his ancestors, as we shall see.


The birth of a son was joyous news. The good tidings were brought to the newborn’s father, Emir Abd al-Aziz, by a servant in the home of the grandfather, Sheikh Abdallah. On the seventh day, Sheikh Abdallah arranged a party in honour of his grandson’s birth, to which of course he invited his son-in-law. There the father named his son “Faisal”.


News of the birth of a third son to the Emir of Riyadh spread through Wadi Hanifa, which stood on the tableland alongside the emirate’s capital, Riyadh. (Water had been discovered, not deep underground, in the middle of the surrounding desert, under the bed of a dried-out ancient river (wadi), and a string of oases had sprung up along the al-Arid valley for several dozen kilometres. Important news was passed quickly from one end of the wadi to the other by one neighbour shouting loudly to the next.) The fellahin and the Bedouin probably shouted to each other more or less as follows:


“Emir Abd al-Aziz has had a third son!”


“And who is his mother?”


“Tarfa bint Al al-Sheikh.”


“And what is he called?”


“Faisal.”


Saudi author Munir al-Ajlani writes: “The wise old men of Najd, who lived in the time of the Imam, told young Abd al-Aziz, who was exiled in Kuwait along with his father, about his grandfather Faisal, about his audacious affairs and his political methods in relations with nations and states, and the boy was in extreme admiration of him. He wanted to be like him and was proud that he was his grandson … On this fortuitous spring day, as he radiated hope and joy, Abd al-Aziz said, looking at the newborn: ‘I have named him, with God’s blessing, after his grandfather: Faisal.’”1


In accordance with the Islamic custom of aqiqa, several lambs were slaughtered, guests fed and meat handed out to the poor. Sheikh Abdallah recited a prayer into the infant’s ear. Afterwards everyone prayed, and a servant carried the child around to prominent guests so they could take a look at him.2


The families of Al Saud and Al al-Sheikh had long been kin. Abd al-Aziz’s brother Saad was married to another of Sheikh Abdallah’s daughters, Tarfa’s sister, and they had children. His other brother Muhammad was also married to a daughter of Sheikh Abdallah’s.


Abd al-Rahman, Faisal’s grandfather, had had eleven sons by different wives. Two of them, Abd al-Aziz and his brother Muhammad, were born – as the English author Gerald de Gaury claims – at the same hour and on the same day, by different mothers – though official Saudi sources refute this version, claiming that Muhammad was a little younger than his half-brother. Young Faisal would have thirty-three younger brothers of those who grew to maturity. At birth, he already had two elder brothers, Turki and Saud, by a different mother. (Tarfa herself was in poor health, and her first child, a girl, died upon reaching adulthood.)


Within five or six months of Faisal’s birth, his mother died. A wet nurse was found for the infant, and he was placed in the care of Haya al-Miqbil, his maternal grandmother. Says Turki al-Faisal, King Faisal’s son: “Her name was Miqbilia, since she was from the Al Miqbil family. This was a well-known and respected family from a village not far from Riyadh.”3


There is a legend that after her daughter’s death, Miqbilia went to Wadi al-Dawasir and beseeched the Almighty to give the orphan Faisal a dignified life. (Interestingly, young Faisal would later be greeted in this place with honour upon his victorious return from the military campaign to Asir.)


Sheikh Abdallah had a large and spacious house called “Duhna”, located in the district of the same name. (Now only the mosque in which he preached remains.) Miqbilia was like a mother to Faisal, and he would always love her. When his grandfather died, he took her with him to Hijaz, where he would become viceroy, and looked after her for the rest of her life.


In his grandfather’s home, Faisal learned deep religiosity, prayer, fasting, disciplined behavior and emotional restraint. These virtues were all part of Abdallah ibn Abd al-Latif’s everyday life, and filled the boy’s heart from a young age.


Faisal began his religious training at the age of six, when he was sent to the kuttab (primary school). It was located in the southern part of the mosque, where his grandfather preached. The building had verandas on both sides, called misbah in Arabic (plural: masabih). The diminutive, musaibih, means “little lamp”. Through the masabih, air and light entered the building. The teacher, Sheikh Muhammad ibn Marhum, was called Musaibih, and his school was called Kuttab Musaibih.


The pupils had neither notebooks nor boards to write on; Musibih would draw the letters of the Arabic alphabet in the sand. This alphabet was based on the Baghdad school of spelling, which was customary back in the first centuries of Islam. The children imitated their teacher, writing the letters in the sand with their fingers, and learned how to form letters into words and where to place the diacritical marks.4 Boards of fig-tree wood were later used, and on these the teacher wrote with a knife-sharpened reed pen using ink made from wood glue and soot.


The children’s main task was learning the Qur’an by heart. First they learned Al-Fatiha, the first sura, followed by the other suras in the shorter sections. The fundamentals of religion were taught: Who is Allah? Who is the Prophet? What is religion? How do we pray, and how many times a day? What is zakat? What is Hajj?


Faisal was a keen learner with a good memory. He began reciting the suras of the Qur’an by heart even before he learned to read. When he completed his study of the Qur’an, a celebration was arranged, in which the entire city participated.


On the eve of the celebration, the teacher read Al-Hatima (“Completion of the Great Qur’an”), and all the children said: “Amen!” The next day, Kuttab Musaibih was closed, and neighbouring schools were also invited to participate in the celebration.


Abd al-Aziz’s children and the boys from other noble families went to different kuttab. There were no special schools in those days for young emirs, nor were they driven there in cars; the choice of a place for study depended on how close it was to home.


Faisal, “who had completed study of the Qur’an”, was placed on a horse, and was accompanied by other children of the royal family as well as ordinary city residents, many with sabers. Everyone was dressed in their best clothes and sang anthems. The procession set off; the doors of local houses were thrown open, and the boy greeted by the residents. It wound its way around the markets and arrived at the emir’s palace. Abd al-Aziz kissed the happy hero of the festivities, gave him some money, and said: “My son, pray for me.” He believed that the prayer of a person “who had completed study of the Qur’an” was certain to reach God. The young boy raised his arms to the sky and asked that Allah bestow longevity, health and success on his father, then gave the money to his teacher. Another two or three students who had completed their studies along with Faisal also received gifts.


The procession then continued to Emir Abd al-Aziz’s sister, Nura, who was the wife of Saud al-Kabir, a great-grandson of Faisal ibn Turki and the ruler of the second Saudi state. He was one of the family’s elders. There the children were given sweets and a good meal.


Thus an entire town celebrated the event: “Now this tradition has been forgotten,” Saudi author Abd al-Rahman ar-Ruwaishid notes sadly.


Several years before Faisal’s completion of Qur’anic study, he had gone through just as important a ritual in the life of a Muslim boy: circumcision. At that time, boys in Riyadh were circumcised between the ages of three and seven, but six or seven was the customary age. (Nowadays the preference is to perform this operation in infancy, while the infant is still being breastfed.)


Turki al-Faisal says: “He was circumcised at approximately seven. At that time, many children gathered to celebrate this event together.”5 The circumcision was performed by a barber known as “Mahmoud of Mosul”, who at one time had served in the Turkish army. (Mahmoud practiced folk medicine, circumcision and bloodletting; he also pulled teeth – without anesthesia, of course – and shaved men’s heads.) People preferred to perform circumcisions in the spring, and in the morning, while it was still cool. The emirs sometimes gathered together several children of approximately the same age, including the children of servants, and they were all circumcised on the same day.


When celebrating circumcision – a boy’s initiation into manhood – the performance of ardha, a war dance with sabers, was often arranged. Drums were beaten, people fired guns into the air, the sabers flashed. The emir himself participated in the dance.


The cutting of the foreskin, while causing discomfort, was not an excessively painful operation, but the child was nevertheless distracted: “Look, see who has come!” The saber dance also redirected the child’s attention from the pain. The wound was sprinkled with ash to stop the bleeding, and seven to eight days later it healed over. (No one knew of antiseptic in those days; sometimes the operation led to inflammation, which was even known to end in death, but this time everything turned out well.)


Faisal’s schooling ended with learning the Qur’an, but in his grandfather’s house he participated in numerous gatherings, listened to theological disputes and embraced the fundamentals of religion and the norms of the shari‘a according to the formulations of Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab. He firmly grasped the concept of monotheism, the belief that God is the only creator of this world, its Lord, who dictates its laws; that there is nothing and no one equal to Him capable of creating what He has created; that no one is worthy of exaltation and adoration apart from God.


Many people in the Muslim world have moved away from these clear principles, and have begun endowing the things created by God with His abilities and attributes. For example, they make pilgrimages to the mausoleums of Muslim saints, offering them vows, bringing them sacrifices, praying for their wishes to be fulfilled and asking them for help, convinced that these saints can do good or fend off evil. People have even endowed plants and rocks with divine force, which is in no way consistent with true monotheism.


Only God may be called on for help. Intercession may not be asked of anyone, whether angels, prophets (God’s messengers), righteous men and or saints; they cannot be advocates for Muslims to God for their sins. A vow may only be given to God. Righteous men and the companions of the Prophet must not be excessively honoured, mausoleums must not be built over their graves, and their graves must not even be tended too zealously and thus turned into places of worship. Moreover, while people recognize that the Prophet Muhammad carried out a great mission, he is nevertheless considered by Islam to have been an ordinary man chosen by God to bring the people His word. Muhammad must not be worshiped, and nothing may be asked of him. He may not be asked to intercede. His grave may be visited, but without any requests to or for him, although it is acceptable to pray for him to the Lord.


How was such a staunchly religious country to be ruled? How did Faisal’s father rule? Faisal found the answer in the words of his grandfather: ordinary people must obey the knowledgeable ones, the older man would teach. Those who rebel or rise up against the emirs can expect to suffer the tortures of hell. But the emirs must, at the same time, treat their subjects fairly, and look after slaves, servants and hired workers; no one should forget that it is easier for the poor man to inherit the Kingdom of Heaven.


All of this blended into the formula:


Each of you is a shepherd, and each is responsible for his flock. The imam cares for his subjects, men care for their families and livestock, women care for the homes of their husbands, for their children and for their livestock. A boy should care for the property of his father and for his livestock, a servant for the property of his master and for his livestock.6


Sheikh Abdallah taught Faisal to be kind and prudent, to always keep his promises, to be tolerant, to never tell lies, gossip or be talkative and not to be mean or envious.


Arabian historian Abd al-Hamid al-Khatib writes in his book, The Just Imam:


His Highness was brought up in the home of his maternal grandfather and acquired all kinds of knowledge from him. From the youngest age, he grew up in an atmosphere of piety and fear of God. He also acquired modesty and consideration from his grandfather, could not tolerate bombastic grandeur or arrogance, and would not put up with abasement and weakness.7


“I asked His Highness once about the books he liked to read in his early youth,” writes al-Ajlani. “And he replied: ‘After the Qur’an and Hadith, books on history and literature.’”8


The circumstances in which young Faisal grew up should be neither embellished nor depicted too grimly. Religion, conduct and the moral standards of Najd all correlated to a society that lived in a different epoch, not only in contrast to Europe and North America but also to Arabia’s Arab neighbours – for example, Egypt or Syria. The clocks were set for different historical eras in Riyadh, Cairo, London and Moscow. I shall return to this thought when describing Faisal’s life and activity.


Once, Abd al-Aziz summoned Faisal and presented a young, dark-skinned boy with a broad, flat nose and bright eyes named Marzuq ibn Raihan. “He will be your ‘little brother’,” Abd al-Aziz said, using the term for dark-skinned slaves who grew up with their masters, played with them and became their bodyguards. (In those years, many Africans took their children with them when they set off on pilgrimages, and sold them into slavery in order to finance the return journey. Many wealthy families of Hijaz and Najd had male and female black slaves.) Yet Faisal treated Marzuq like a brother and granted him freedom. The two bonded from childhood. Later, in New York’s elite Waldorf Astoria hotel, Faisal would have lunch at the same table as his black servant, and the other guests would look at them in astonishment.


Children then had a great amount of freedom. Until the age of six or seven, they were allowed to run about barefoot as they wished and play with their heads uncovered. Boys wore nothing but long shirts and had long, plaited hair. Until a certain age, girls went about with their faces uncovered. When the boys grew older, they began to use slingshots for hunting birds, and imitated the falconry they saw adults engage in using sparrow hawks. They boldly climbed trees, shinnying up the palm trunks using a belt, and dexterously clinging to the stumps of cut-off branches with their toes.


Faisal was physically weaker than his peers, but was distinguished by his prowess. The boys knew how to swim and bathed in deep wells; Faisal, holding his nose, would jump from a height of several metres into a deep well, and splash around there until he was thrown a rope and pulled back out.


Faisal’s closest friends in play were his brother Fahd, who died during the Spanish Flu epidemic after World War I, and his uncle Abdallah ibn Abd al-Rahman, a youth of approximately the same age who would remain his friend and comrade-in-arms for the rest of his life. Faisal was also friendly with his other younger brothers, who lived with their mothers in other homes and not at his father’s palace. Only Abd al-Aziz’s second son, Saud, who was born in 1902, lived with his mother in the palace for a long time, as his mother was constantly in attendance there. But Saud married early, and had his own home and servants.


From a young age, Faisal spent a lot of time with his paternal grandfather, Imam Abd al-Rahman, to whom he remained attached until the older man’s death. He saw the respect and honour with which Abd al-Aziz – who himself enjoyed universal respect, and was even feared – treated his own father, always standing up in his presence, sitting below him and listening to his advice. Imam Abd al-Rahman loved his grandson very much, this skinny orphan with a large head who suffered from poor health.


Infrequent picnics with their father in the orchards and palm groves in the suburbs of Riyadh were a real treat for the boys. Early in the morning, a cavalcade of mounted riders set off for the beautiful garden of al-Badiya, which belonged to Imam Abd al-Rahman, to their green spaces or to the estates of the emir’s relatives and friends. In summer, peaches, grapes, figs and pomegranates would ripen at different times, and the boys could eat the fruit and engage in various entertainments and conversations. A stream burbled close by. Everything exuded peace. The men in their party would settle themselves on rugs under a canopy of palm leaves or in the shade of a jojoba tree, eat a breakfast of fruit, drink coffee, talk and pray. The children ran around the orchard shouting, playing their games; sometimes the father would call them to him and sprinkle water over them from the stream with his large hands, and they would run off helter-skelter.


They hunted for birds in the palm groves using their slingshots and nets. There were doves, quail and other wild fowl there. Various traps were set up, which the boys could make themselves, and they would proudly show off their catches to the adults.


Sometimes their father’s family went out into the desert to hunt. They pitched their tents close to tamarisk groves. The adults hunted gazelles, and bustards were collected using falcons. The children tried to catch hares and hunted for smaller birds.


In the orchard, Abd al-Aziz would take his afternoon siesta. After a hearty dinner, the cavalcade would return to Riyadh, where the residents gathered at the gates to take a look at their emir and his retinue. Young Faisal accompanied his father, first sitting in front of a slave who rode on horseback, then by himself. He delighted in watching his powerful giant of a father riding a magnificent steed, which once belonged to a military commander of the Sham-mar tribe who had been taken captive by a Najdi warrior, who then presented the horse to his emir.


From a young age, the boy learned how to ride and developed excellent horsemanship. “We train ourselves in endurance. We put up with much that is hard and onerous,” said Abd al-Aziz to the Arab-American traveler and writer Amin al-Rihani, continuing:


It is our land, our habit of life, our destiny … We have to be always ready and fit. I train my own children to walk barefoot, to rise two hours before dawn, to eat but little, to ride horses bareback – sometimes we have not a moment to saddle a horse – leap to his back and go! This is the Najdi – the Najd spirit – the Najd condition of life. Especially the Najdis of the South – we are like our Bedu in this. The people of Al-Qasim are traders and are not, therefore, so hardy and brave as the people of Al-‘Ared or the Bedu of the Kharj country. There in the south are the hardest and most truculent of the Bedu; the Benu Murrah and the Dawasir are savages.9


Faisal, like the emir’s other children, walked barefoot, rose two hours before dawn, ate but little and rode horses bareback. Turki, Abd al-Aziz’s first child and Faisal’s elder half-brother, arguably had the best steed, an object of his admiration and adoration, and was an excellent horseback rider.


Turki, born in 1900, was distinguished by his height in his youth, as well as his strength, good looks and daring. He had already participated in military campaigns. When Turki allowed his brother to mount his horse without saddle and stirrups, Faisal sent it into a gallop with his heart in his mouth, so that everyone could see him race around Riyadh.


Says Bandar al-Faisal: “King Faisal used to repeat: ‘Not one of us can compare with Turki.’ I did not personally know Turki, but King Faisal spoke with particular fervor and pain about King Abd al-Aziz and Turki.”10


Apparently, looking at skinny Faisal, Abd al-Aziz unwittingly compared him with his two elder children, sturdy Turki and Saud, who were so like himself. Both were the children of his wife Wadha of the the noble family of Urayir in the Bani Khalid tribe.


In 1918, Abd al-Aziz’s favorite wife, beautiful al-Jawhara bint Musaid ibn Jiluwi, bore the emir two sons: Muhammad, in 1910, and Khalid, in 1912.


Riyadh at the time had several thousand inhabitants, to which were added nomadic Bedouin and caravan riders. It was surrounded by an ocher-colored, crenellated fortress wall, which Abd al-Aziz restored and reinforced as early as 1902. Despite the name of the city (riyadh means ‘orchards’), there were very few orchards in it. However, there were deep, stone-paved wells, mainly in Batkha, which was a branch of the fertile Wadi Hanifa with its orchards and groves.


Riyadh itself stood in an open desert. There were neither looming mountain ranges nor abundant greenery around it. Here is a description of the market in Riyadh by Englishman Harry St John Bridger Philby (about whom more later):


The Suq was thronged with people buying and selling. Here one was selling a censer by auction, crying the last bid of seventeen piastres; there a Baduwi stood sentinel over a bevy of white sheep while would-be customers inspected them and went away and came again. Beyond them a couple of women sat to one side vending the contents of a rag-basket as it seemed – strips of tent cloth and the like. And the idle sauntered to and fro as we passed down along the side of the great mosque to the N.W. gate, where women were drawing water from the narrow-mouthed masonry wells, of which there are many sunk in the rock-platform on which the town stands. By each well is a step of rock-slabs and a rough stone trough for animals to drink from. Then beyond the gate we had to struggle to make a path through the multitudes of homecoming goats, among which there was but a single sheep and the inevitable herd-boy on his donkey.11


The houses in Riyadh were usually single-storied. Instead of windows they had triangular or round openings to let in air. In the summer heat, people slept on the roofs. Only the emir’s residence, his palace-fortress, had three stories. The city was built of local stone and raw yellow-brown adobe brick. The mosques were simple structures with low minarets. The narrow, sandy back streets were full of garbage and waste; the latter was removed from the latrines and stacked on top of the town walls, where it dried in the sun and was carried away by the wind. The interiors of buildings were not decorated apart from floral patterns carved with a knife on the damp stucco, and the ceiling rafters covered with red, black or blue geometrical patterns.


The desert air was invigorating, with the exception of those summer days when a south wind blew or a sandstorm swirled up. Then it became difficult to breathe; the palms and other vegetation were covered with gray dust, which stayed on until the winter rains. Occasionally, a downpour caused dangerous, tempestuous mudflows. In mid-winter, the north wind brought icy cold, and temperatures dropped to zero. The rocks and grass were covered with hoarfrost at night. There was no heating in the homes.


This was a land of extremes, perhaps explaining why a lot of people put their trust in God more zealously than anywhere else.


The whole of Arabia, with the exception of the mountains of the ‘Asir region, Yemen and Oman, was desert, from the Arabian Gulf to the Red Sea. The settled population lived close to water sources, in the rare oases between Najd and Hijaz and in Hijaz itself. The distances were enormous. During the times when Arabia did not have telegraph, telephone or radio, messengers took a week to deliver messages on fast camels from the coast to Riyadh. At the beginning of the twentieth century, as in the mid-1700s, this vast territory could feed only 2–3 million people, most of whom were nomads.


Trips through the desert, roaming from place to place, encounters, talks by the fire under the canopy of the starry night sky, helping a friend in difficulty, a drink of water in the scorching heat … all these experiences informed Faisal’s perception of his homeland.


The Arabian desert consists of rocky wadis and tableland black as though charred. There are narrow gorges and steep passes, steaming sand dunes dozens of metres in height, scorched valleys. The wind blows sand into swirling tornados that would, in those times, gyrate in a sizzling dance around the caravans. In the shimmering, iridescent air, illusive visions of palm groves on riverbanks would arise, as well as infrequent dreamy oases half-buried in the sand – mirages like a djinn’s trick.


Arabia is great in size and history. The green islands of the oases become lost amidst the windswept cliffs, boundless sands and lifeless expanses. And how the sun beats down in the desert, with no shade for relief! Through the heat haze, everything gleams like a mirage. In the desert it is so difficult to preserve life, or even observe it, that each of its manifestations brings joy. All of a sudden, some delicate light green grass or the transparent branches of an acacia might appear where there had been nothing but sand and rocks. Further on, more lifeless desert, then suddenly a flock of birds. Where are they flying from? Where are they going? Sometimes a hare jumps out of the coarse undergrowth, and in the sand you can see the fresh hoof marks of a gazelle. You might come across several sooty stones left by travelers, who lit a fire and cooked there. Or, in the middle of a desert valley, you will notice a well where the Bedouin bring their camels and goats.


The Bedouin is a rare exemplar of man’s ability to adapt to the almost unendurable conditions of an extremely hostile environment. Born in squalid huts, either under the scorching sun or in the marrow-chilling winter cold, newborn Bedouins’ tiny bodies would sometimes be washed in camel urine by unkempt midwives, consecrating them to the sacred fraternity of the desert, and dried camel dung would be sprinkled on the babies as well. If a child survived – and only one in three might have done – his or her existence would be one long struggle for survival. From a very young age, the Bedouin learned to assimilate the lessons of this merciless struggle, tempering their wills and comprehending the humbleness and grandeur of man in the desert. Despite the constant hardship, the poorest of Bedouin, having conquered deprivation and the harsh environment with their uncompromising spirit, regarded themselves as the best of people and recognized no one as their masters. For them, the outside world with its succession of rival empires was of little importance.


The worst crime for a Bedouin was to betray a friend. His devotion to his family and tribe was boundless, whereas he was ferocious and cruel to his enemies. He regarded a stranger – unless he was a guest – along with his property, money and livestock, as his legitimate booty.


Bedouin emotions ran close to the surface. Their characters stemmed from an indomitable desire for freedom. A mild attack on one’s honour and dignity could arouse fury in the Bedouin. They respected strength, disdaining any sign of weakness. But, for them, a request for shelter was sacred, and to turn it down meant to act with dishonour.


Bedouin valued personal allegiance highly, but would always estimate the benefit to be gained for themselves from the acquaintance. They could not be ordered around. Aristocratic by nature, the Bedouin were democratic in social relationships, self-assured and self-satisfied. They were hungry for money, but also incessantly generous and ready to share their last drops of water or last handfuls of rice with a guest. When they played host to strangers whom they had never seen before and would never see again, they would give them what they themselves desperately desired.


Wrote the journalist, author and scholar Muhammad Asad, who had traveled around Arabia:


To be sure, it is an unruly life, full of contradictions, of weird ideas and tribal warfare, of violence as well as of outstanding examples of kindness and generosity, of betrayals as well as deeds of supreme self-sacrifice: a form of life which has remained stationary throughout countless centuries, lacking what is described as “progress”; but, nevertheless, it is a fully developed, mature culture, possessed of a life-perception all its own and absolutely different from all the other cultural formations. All this must be stressed if one is to understand the “how” and “why” of Arabia’s spiritual and social history.12


The nights in Arabia are bitterly cold in winter, when the stinging wind seems to bite right through to the bone and people must huddle together to keep warm. During the day, the Bedouin wrap scarves around their faces to fend off the sun, and carrion birds circle overhead in the hope that someone does not survive the long journey. As proof of this, the bones of animals, half-buried in the sand, are often seen along the way.


In bygone days, when the Bedouin set up camp, they would pitch tents, the frames of which were covered with fabric made from black goat hair. Back then, far from all the nomads were subordinate to the emir of Najd; it was better not to light a fire in a strange place at night. Travelers had to spend the night half-sitting, holding a rifle between their knees. If, on the other hand, a peaceful meeting occurred between caravans or clans from friendly tribes, people would gather around the campfire and speak of simple things: life and death, starvation and food, pride, love and hate, lust and its satisfaction, wars, palms, distant lands, trade. Guests were offered full cups of camel milk, rich and creamy, particularly at the beginning of spring when, after the rains, the desert is briefly covered in greenery. Sometimes they competed in poetry improvisation contests called mrad.


Just as a thousand years ago, the melodies that were developed as the Bedouin roamed from place to place could be heard by the campfires. Under the big, low stars, one could feel the infinite grandeur of the desert’s ocean … but God forbid that a traveler be left there alone, in the middle of a sandstorm, or without a waterskin. The sun, appearing as though forged from red metal, would disappear behind the clouds, and the camp would be half-covered with sand.


Faisal loved the cruel, beautiful desert his entire life. Even after he became king, he would try to get away at least once a day into the desert with trusted relatives and friends, in order to breathe its pungent air, pray, contemplate lofty and important thoughts and become invigorated. Sometimes they would organize camel races in the desert, in which the fast omaniya camels distinguished themselves. These large animals, called “wind drinkers”, were a magnificent sight, stretching out their necks and flying over the desert.


The Arabs of the desert have a saying: “The best woman is like a playful camel.” The camel is, for them, the greatest of God’s gifts. “You are dear to me, like the apple of my eye, o my camel!” sing the Bedouin. “You are as dear to me as my health, o my camel! How sweet to my ears the sound of your bells, o my camel! And my evening song is sweet to your ears!”


The camel served the nomad, alive and dead alike. Coats, wraps and rugs, as well as awnings and ropes, were made from its fur. Its milk and meat were used as food. Leather was made from the skins, and the bones were burned. The Bedouin partook not only of fresh camel meat, but also of its meat dried in the sun. (Incidentally, in order to chew it, one needs very strong teeth like those of the nomads. Moreover, only the Bedouin women ate camel brains, because, according to local beliefs, this food made men weak-willed.)


Camels can travel enormous distances without a drop of water, or drink putrid, salty water, quenching the thirst and hunger of their masters with their magnificent milk. In the pre-oil era, a man’s wealth in Arabia was determined by the number of camels in his herd. The horse was, and remains, a luxury. According to an Arabian legend, when God decided to create the horse, He summoned the southern wind and said: “I will create a new being from you.” He breathed life into the wind, and the noble horse appeared. But it complained to its creator that it neck was too short, that its back did not have a hump to which a saddle could be attached and that its small hooves sank into the sand. Then God created the camel; the horse shuddered and almost fainted, horrified by the appearance of what it had wanted to become. (A verse from the Qur’an asks: “Why do they not reflect of the camels and how they are created?”)13


The Bedouin sold livestock, leather, skins and butter at the oases in order to buy rice from India as well as dates. The date palm, the queen of trees, needs a hot, dry climate and an abundance of water. Of this tree it is said: “Its feet are in paradise, and its branches are in hell.” A palm grove with heavy bunches of red and yellow fruit is an unforgettable sight. However, for the residents of the oases, who called themselves ahl an-nahl (“people of the palm”), it represented plenty and prosperity. Some elite Bedouin families, and sometimes entire tribes, might own date-palm groves in the oases and rent them to the fellahin. Along with the one-humped dromedary camel, the date palm became a symbol of Arabia in the pre-oil era; it is no accident that its image appears on the Saudi Arabia coat of arms.


Let us return to young Faisal. For many, school ended with the learning of the Qur’an by heart. Those who wished to continue studying would delve into Islamic jurisprudence, the fundamentals of religion, and become ulama. Others, particularly young emirs, preferred to learn the martial arts – horseback maneuvers and shooting – as well as how to distinguish between different breeds of horse and camel. Faisal was drawn to feats of combat and was eager to earn his father’s approval. He was certain that when he grew up, he would go with his father on military campaigns and stand by his side in state affairs in order to serve the House of Al Saud and strengthen the faith. His military training took place under the supervision of an old warrior devoted to Abd al-Aziz. Young emirs carried sabers that reached down to the ground.


From the age of ten or eleven, while still living in the house of Sheikh Abdallah, Faisal began to attend his father’s majlis gatherings when the latter was in Riyadh. There he learned the rules of dignified conduct, about the relations between different tribes, which had friendly attitudes toward his father and which were hostile. He learned about the nature of tribal disputes, arguments about who owned pastures and wells; about the correlation between the customary laws of the tribes and the shari‘a; and about vendettas and rapacious raids. The assembly discussed news of the births and deaths of well-known people, trade, the rains, harvests and droughts. Caravans of pilgrims passed through Najd, heading for the shrines of Hijaz, and along with them came news of the far-off wider world. (The caravans came from principalities on the coast of the Gulf, bearing goods from India and Iran, or from the north, from Iraq. The Arabian Arabs led caravans of camels for sale in Egypt and Iraq; magnificent Arabian horses were taken out via Kuwait, and were bought by the Turks and British for their cavalries.)


At the majlis, those in attendance discussed the politics of the large empires. The Ottomans had nominally ruled Najd since the mid-1800s, and their vassal Jabal Shammar was an enemy of the Riyadh emirate; the British had established a protectorate over the principalities of the Arabian Gulf. The Arabian Arabs knew that the latter was the dominant power in both India and Egypt.


In 1911, young Faisal witnessed a meeting between his father and Captain W. H. Shakespear, a British political agent in Kuwait. What could the five-year-old boy remember? It was the first time he had ever seen a foreigner, someone who was not dressed in the same way as other people. It was raining. They took photographs. The foreigner spoke strangely in Arabic. The boy could hardly remember much else. The photographs that Shakespear took of that memorable meeting still exist, including one famous snapshot of Abd al-Aziz’s troops flying their colors. (This photograph – processed, retouched and enlarged to several square metres – currently adorns the waiting room in the palace of the governor of Riyadh.) Perhaps Faisal also recalled that on 25 January 1915, when he was eight years old, Shakespear was killed in battle against the Shammar, in which he took part because of the Ajman tribe’s betrayal. Abd al-Aziz was defeated then, and was very saddened by the death of this Englishman, whom he considered a close friend.


Faith, everyday life, prayers and celebrations all intertwined in the boy’s perceptions and became one during times of joy and grief alike. Ramadhan, one of the main events of the year for Muslims, is both a celebration and test of a person’s strength of spirit and faith. Believers abstain completely from food and water from dawn till dusk, read the Qur’an or listen to a professional reading and devote themselves to pious thoughts and prayers, for “prayer is better than sleep”, and this is the month in which God sent down the holy book to the Prophet Muhammad. From Faisal’s early childhood until the last year of his life, when he had already become the country’s worldly-wise leader, Ramadhan remained a test for him, a cleansing of sinful thoughts and a celebration of unity with all believers. As described by Philby in 1918, Ramadhan fell in midsummer, when the arid days were long and fasting required special endurance. Faisal was then about twelve, and had already been married off by his father. He considered himself a grown man, and fasted and prayed along with the whole family.


Old Imam Abd al-Rahman had completely detached himself from all earthly affairs and devoted all his time, apart from praying, sleeping and eating, to reading the Qur’an. Faisal’s father also loved to read the holy book. When he was finished he would close it, kiss it reverently and give it to the court servant for safekeeping. However, he was still engaged in state affairs, even during Ramadhan, and twice a day – after his morning nap and after the midday prayer – he received visitors, heard messages from the provinces and carried out correspondence.


From the first rays of the “false dawn” (which in summertime comes seven-and-a-half hours after sunset), a large carbon-arc lamp was lit on the flagstaff atop the palace, and at the same time the call to prayer rang out. Everyone woke up to get ready for the coming day. After praying, they ate and drank until the real dawn came, which was hailed by azans from various minarets. Then came time for the second prayer, after which fasting began: fifteen-and-a-half hours in the hottest, driest and dustiest season of the year. Sleep was natural protection for those weak in spirit. But Abd al-Aziz only allowed himself to sleep in snatches – after morning prayer, before midday and after midday prayer, in addition to three or four hours at night.


Approximately a quarter of an hour before sunset, he and his closest male family members would go up onto the roof of the palace. There they would await the first sounds of the azan, announcing the setting of the sun. Each man held a date between his index finger and thumb and repeated the phrase Astagfiru Allah (“God forgive us”). They placed the dates in their mouths with the last words of the azan, indicating the end of the fast, and then drank water. Immediately, servants brought large trays of cut watermelon onto the roof. (The watermelons grown in Najd are huge, sweet and luscious.) This was followed by the sunset prayer, after which a sumptuous dinner was served.


Then the men would retire to their rooms to spend time with their wives and children, after which they gathered together again in the palace mosque for evening prayer. The Qur’an was read, and after a small break it was time for the tarawih – special prayers for keeping the soul safe from danger.


On 7 July 1918 – 28 Ramadhan 1336, according to the Muslim calendar – everyone waited impatiently for the new moon to appear, which meant the end of the fasting. Not long before sunset, many townspeople went up onto the roofs of their homes in order to catch a glimpse of the crescent above the jagged ridge of the Tuwaik mountains, which clearly stood out in the rays of the setting sun. Among them were many women, as it was considered that they had sharper eyesight than men. When darkness fell, they still could not see the moon in the sky, which meant that the fasting would continue for another day. But at around two in the morning, when many had already fallen asleep, a cannon was fired. It turned out that a Bedouin from a neighbouring tribe had ridden into town and said that his co-tribesmen had seen the new sickle moon. He was sent to the head sheikh, Faisal’s grandfather Abdallah, who promptly summoned a council and ruled that the fasting was over. The next day would be celebrated as eid al-fitr – a celebration of breaking the fast. The people’s joy and excitement defied description.


At five-thirty in the morning, even before dawn, the streets were already full of festively dressed townspeople. In the rays of the rising sun, dust from running feet billowed up in clouds, and the bleating of goats and sheep was heard. The male population of the town went to the square at the northeast gates of the palace, where the feast prayer was said. The service began at dawn and finished with Abd al-Aziz’s address to the people. Then the crowd rushed to the palace, where the guests were greeted with countless trays of rice and mutton. People filed into the building in an endless procession, then entered the hall where the emir received his subjects. In honour of the celebration, the servants in the palace were given gifts.


On 5 August 1918, Abd al-Aziz launched a campaign against the Rashidi emirate of Hail, an offshoot of the Shammar tribe. According to Philby, his troops numbered no more than 5,000 people on camels and horses. The emir took his sons Saud, Faisal and Fahd with him. The eldest, Turki, already commanded the advance party. Saud also participated in the battle; the underage Faisal and Fahd were left in the rear camp. One of Abd al-Aziz’s bodyguards, Saad al-Yamani, a courageous soldier and a friendly, candid person who had served the emir since 1904, was placed in charge of protecting the two young princes.


Everything about the campaign interested Faisal. He noticed that his father’s soldiers were armed with either short-barreled or long-barreled English rifles. Sometimes the soldiers sawed off the gun barrels to make them handier, but the sawed-off guns lost their firing precision. The most popular gun was the Enfield carbine, which had a crown on the gunstock, earning it the nickname Umm taj. It was the most highly prized rifle. The Mauser came second; depending on the volume of its magazine, it was called Umm ashara (ten-charged), or Umm khamsa (five-charged).


During the campaign, Faisal got a taste of powder smoke when part of the train in which he was riding was suddenly attacked not far from Yatib. The Sham-mar retreated after the fight, having lost a dozen or so of their men. During this skirmish, Faisal’s military mentor and bodyguard al-Yamani stayed by his side.


When Abd al-Aziz galloped into the camp with an armed escort, the boys came out to welcome their father and kissed him on the tip of his nose, then took up their places in the tent as befitted this solemn occasion. Abd al-Aziz inquired after their health, as though they were guests of honour instead of his own sons; this formality was part of their upbringing, intended to teach good manners.


Faisal grew up imbibing knowledge about his country and religious fundamentals, as well as a love of Arabia’s deserts and its inhabitants. He also learned devotion to his family and to the history of his people. All his feelings about these matters were concentrated on his father, whose personality predominated. He wanted to serve his father, to stand by his side and emulate him in order to gain his encouragement and approval. The figure of Abd al-Aziz is crucial to understanding Faisal’s personal life, destiny as a politician and role in the history of Saudi Arabia. It was in the shadow of this gigantic figure that Faisal would live and work. He would become his heir under new conditions, although he had to wait eleven years after his father’s death, until his elder brother Saud left the political arena.


“My deceased father Abd al-Aziz has been my school, and the beacon to guide me,” al-Ajlani quotes Faisal as saying. “He is my true school … I left the kuttab and went to real school where my deceased father Abd al-Aziz was my teacher, under whose wing I was nurtured and grew up. It was his instruction that acquainted me with life. He was my school, from which I drew my lessons and experience.”14


Saudi children, and perhaps the entire population of Saudi Arabia, know Abd al-Aziz’s life story by heart. Other Arabs also know much about it, but readers in other languages will need a more detailed description of this outstanding personality and the main events of his life.


At least 500 books have been published about Abd al-Aziz. I have also devoted many pages of my works to him. Arguably the best books about him have been written by H. C. Armstrong, Daniel van der Meulen, H. St John Philby and Amin al-Rihani. Armstrong’s book Lord of Arabia: Ibn Saud, published in 1936, can be placed above them all. He presents a literary image of Abd al-Aziz, which more precisely describes his personality than dry, academic description, not to mention commonplace eulogies. Lord of Arabia makes compelling reading and is written in a literary style. Aside from minor mistakes and inaccuracies, its virtue also lies in its full correspondence to the facts.


The next chapter will consider Abd al-Aziz ibn Abd al-Rahman al-Faisal Al Saud, the father of our protagonist, Faisal.





CHAPTER TWO



The Father


Abd al-Aziz’s grandfather, Emir Faisal ibn Turki Al Saud, became a political prisoner after the fall of al-Diriyah, escaped from Egypt in 1843 and succeeded in restoring the emirate in Najd and al-Hasa in the mid-nineteenth century. When he died in December 1865, his sons began their struggle for power atop his freshly dug grave. Taking advantage of this discord, the rulers of the vassal emirate of Jabal Shammar north of Najd, which was gaining in strength, discarded their token dependence on Riyadh. The emir of Jabal Shammar, Muhammad ibn Rashid, established his control over the whole of Najd, sending his governor to Riyadh in 1887; al-Hasa was seized by the Ottomans. Jabal Shammar recognized the suzerainty of the Ottoman sultan, but there were no Turkish troops in the principality.


Faisal’s younger son Abd al-Rahman tried to liberate Najd from the Sham-mar control in 1890, but failed. Abd al-Rahman found refuge, along with his sons Abd al-Aziz and Muhammad (each ten years old at the time) and other relatives, with the Banu Murra tribe that wandered at the very edge of the great Arabian desert of Rub al-Khali. Abd al-Aziz’s mother and other women of the family were later accompanied to Bahrain by Abd al-Aziz under the protection of the local sheikh.


Life with the Banu Murra was hard and full of privation. These Bedouin were permanently on the brink of death from starvation. Their diet consisted of dates and camel milk, as well as the occasional gazelle, rabbit or bustard they were able to shoot. When hunger struck, they would also eat the flesh of other, smaller animals. On the whole, they were fairly negligent in their performance of Islamic rituals. They were brave, belligerent and ruthless warriors, however, and the caravans feared them.


During his boyhood and adolescence, Abd al-Aziz learned the lessons of survival and war in the desert. He slept rough, participated in raids and hunting and could tell by footprints who had passed through a certain place and when. He learned how to take care of camels and cover huge distances on camelback, with only a small pouch of dates and a waterskin of sour milk for nourishment.


Abd al-Rahman eventually found an opportunity to play the game according to the old laws of the desert. After establishing its dominance over the whole of Najd, the Shammar dramatically gained in strength – which did not suit the Ottomans, who needed a counterbalance to Ibn Rashid in order to keep their vassal on a short leash, weak and in constant need of their assistance. The Sham-mar’s enemy, Sheikh Muhammad of Kuwait, thought along the same lines. He did not want to suffer the fate of Al Saud, which had lost its domains to Ibn Rashid. In 1893 he invited Abd al-Rahman and his family to Kuwait, and the Turks gave the former ruler of Najd a modest allowance of sixty golden liras a month.


Abd al-Rahman’s family took up residence in a single-story, three-room house with a patio, and found themselves in the humiliating position of kept guests. Abd al-Aziz wandered the narrow streets of the small wattle-and-daub town of Kuwait, drank coffee with friends and visited the port and the bazaars. He listened to, and commended to heart, his father’s stories about their family’s great past, and prayed for a great future. His desire to end his exile, and his dreams of restoring the glory of his ancestors – the state created by Saud the Great one-and-a-half centuries earlier – were so strong that he felt ripped apart by them. He learned and was guided by the tenets of the faith he had received in Riyadh from Sheikh Abdallah ibn Abd al-Latif Al al-Sheikh, whose daughter he would marry after the seizure of Riyadh and who would give birth to their son, Faisal.


At the end of the nineteenth century, Kuwait became a centre of attention for the Great Powers and their intrigues. Germany was scheming to break through to the Arabian (Persian) Gulf, which Great Britain regarded as its own inland sea, by building the Baghdad railroad with access to Kuwait. Tsarist Russia was hatching vague plans. In Kuwait itself, the ruling family was split. After what today might be called a bloody coup, Sheikh Mubarak Al Sabah seized power in 1896; in 1899, he secretly accepted British protection in order to safeguard himself from the heavy hand of the Turks.


Mubarak had lived in Bombay for some time, where he had taken up smoking and become accustomed to luxury (by Arabian standards): he owned brocaded armchairs and a carriage. Music, tobacco, his luxurious clothing and furniture and the pomp with which he went out for rides in his carriage were all alien to the deeply religious Abd al-Rahman. But his son Abd al-Aziz became friends with Mubarak, and called him a second father. The Sheikh of Kuwait invited him to his state majlis, where the young boy became acquainted with new ideas, new people, new customs and ways of thinking. He saw foreign merchants and travellers, Frenchmen, Englishmen, Russians and Germans, and watched Mubarak, this grand master of Arabian diplomacy and politics, converse with them.


Mubarak did not regard the Saudis simply as guests: they were also military allies. In 1900 the Kuwaitis, along with Abd al-Rahman’s men and the Bedouin allied with him, marched on Jabal Shammar, where Abd al-Aziz ibn Mitab ibn Rashid (henceforth “Ibn Mitab”) ruled. Abd al-Rahman’s son Abd al-Aziz seized Riyadh with a small detachment of men, but could not take the citadel; Mubarak’s main forces and allies were defeated in February–March 1901, in a battle at al-Sarif. Abd al-Aziz ibn Abd al-Rahman was forced to return to Kuwait to save himself and his small detachment. A British warship fired on the troops of Ibn Rashid, who besieged Kuwait City, and they withdrew into the desert.


Engaging in warfare against Ibn Rashid appeared futile – to everyone but Abd al-Aziz. He talked Mubarak into helping him, and Mubarak gave him thirty camels (some of which suffered from mange), thirty rifles with cartridges and 200 rials in gold coins.


In mid-1901, Abd al-Aziz left his two wives and his first-born son Turki with his father. After gathering forty relatives and friends, among whom were his brother Muhammad and cousin Abdallah ibn Jiluwi, he set off on his military campaign either to win or to die in the attempt. In the hope of sharing in the gains, several thousand Bedouin joined him along the way. Nothing was to be gained, however, and the Bedouin deserted him: nomads and the oasis inhabitants were too afraid of Ibn Mitab’s wrath to stage an uprising. In fact, their reluctance may have predetermined the success of Abd al-Aziz’s venture, as his tiny detachment was thus able to move about without attracting the enemy’s attention.


After all the failures, Abd al-Aziz assembled his men and informed them that he would press on regardless; those who wanted to leave were welcome to do so, and those willing to take the risk with him were asked to stay. Thirty devoted relatives and friends as well as ten other men from Riyadh stayed.


The odds seemed to be against Abd al-Aziz. Yet he decided to risk an appearance in the vicinity of the former Saudi capital on 12 January 1902. He left a few of his men with camels and horses to rest in a small oasis, instructing them to flee if he did not return by the following morning, and set off with the remainder of his party for the tumbledown walls of the city. In the dead of night, the armed men headed by Abd al-Aziz crept over the wall near the Shumaisi Gate and made for their friend Ibn Juwaisir’s house near the residence of Ajlan ibn Muhammad, the Shammar’s governor. Ajlan was married to a Riyadh resident, and visited her during the day. He preferred to spend his nights in the al-Mismak fortress with a garrison of some eighty men. Ibn Juwaisir prepared a meal for Abd al-Aziz and his men; then they broke into the house where Ajlan’s wife lived. Failing to find the governor there, they locked his wife and a female relative in one of the rooms. Abd al-Aziz sent for his brother Muhammad and the small detachment waiting outside the city, and everyone gathered at the house. Ajlan’s wife informed them that the governor might come to see her after morning prayers, so they decided to wait. Tension mounted among the men, who were aware of the recklessness of their undertaking.


The morning of 15 January 19602 arrived. At last, Ajlan and a few guards emerged from the gate of the fortress; Abd al-Aziz and his men opened fire, and when the Shammar tried to flee, they pursued them. Abdallah ibn Jiluwi only just managed to kill the governor, who had already re-entered the Mismak fortress (now a famous tourist site in Riyadh). Legend has it that the tip of Abd al-Aziz’s spear was lodged in the door, and that the walls still bear traces of Ajlan’s blood. A muezzin appeared on the tallest minaret of the Mosque of Imam Turki ibn Abdallah (Abd al-Aziz’s grandfather) and announced: “Rule belongs to Allah first and to Abd al-Aziz next!” Taking advantage of their surprise attack, Abd al-Aziz’s men made short shrift of the Shammar garrison in the fortress and of all the enemy soldiers in town. Two dozen of the Shammar, who had locked themselves in the fortress tower, were released on parole; only two of the young emir’s men had been killed, and three wounded. The daring, desperate, almost suicidal and irresponsibly bold seizure of Riyadh lent an aura of success to Abd al-Aziz. Young Faisal would hear the story of this daring feat dozens, if not hundreds, of times.


The people of Riyadh swore allegiance to Abd al-Aziz, who immediately began fortifying the walls of the capital. When Ibn Mitab found out about the fall of Riyadh, he became infuriated and swore revenge on his old enemies. In the meantime, Abd al-Aziz acquired reinforcements sent from Kuwait: seventy armed men headed by his other brother, Saad. Before the Shammar arrived, the young emir had managed to gain control over all of the territory around the capital.


Abd al-Aziz gave his father, who arrived from Kuwait, an honourable reception. There was complete mutual understanding between father and son: Abd al-Rahman passed all main political and military affairs onto his son, while remaining imam of the Muslims and Abd al-Aziz’s chief consultant. The son showed his father boundless respect and love.


Taking advantage of the hiatus the Shammar afforded him, Abd al-Aziz began orchestrating raids in every direction. In southern Najd, he secured assistance from the Dawasir tribe, whose nobles were his relatives. He moved from oasis to oasis, from tribe to tribe, and inspired people to fight, cajoling their leaders, arguing with and convincing them. He slept so little that sometimes he simply collapsed in his tent to rest for two or three hours. Finally, he was able to defeat the superior forces of Ibn Mitab at Dilam. The retaking of Riyadh was a risk that had paid off; this time, the Shammar were defeated in open battle.


New skirmishes followed. Abd al-Aziz proved himself to be a strong military commander who was able to calculate his own and his enemies’ moves and remain several steps ahead. When Ibn Mitab besieged Riyadh in the spring of 1903, Abd al-Aziz was near Kuwait. He did not rush to assist his father, who was defending the fortified capital, but moved on to Qasim in the north, threatening the enemy’s supply routes. When Ibn Mitab discovered this, he lifted the siege and quickly retreated to assist his forces in the north. By 1904 Abd al-Aziz controlled Najd to about 100 kilometres north of Riyadh.


The war was not only between two Arabian emirates, but a personal rivalry between Abd al-Aziz and Ibn Mitab. The ruler of Jabal Shammar was not very tall, and was coarse, intolerant and cruel. He was not liked, but feared, and understood only force. All the same, he was a very courageous and experienced fighter.


Abd al-Aziz, a giant of a man, was the exact opposite of his rival. He won over the sympathy of the tribes, and knew how to boost their pride and ignore their shortcomings. He possessed qualities that the Arabs admired, being infinitely generous and “democratic”, and showered his supporters with gifts. He was an admired figure, a reputedly great lover and a recklessly courageous fighter. Despite his strict and austere Muslim upbringing, he loved jokes and laughter. Critically, he was young and full of religious zeal and energy, while his rival was already old. Abd al-Aziz conquered not to destroy, but to bring order and ensure security. He did not plunder, but took the spoils of war and divided them fairly among his men. He, too, was merciless – he had to be.


Harold Armstrong tells the story of Abd al-Aziz’s capture of Obaid, one of Ibn Mitab’s relatives:


Ibn Saud [that is, Abd al-Aziz] was seated on his Arab mare when Obaid was brought before him.


“So,” he said, looking down at him, “it is Obaid ibn Rashid, he who murdered my uncle Mohamed in Riad.”


Dismounting, he drew his sword, which his father had given him and which now he carried always. For a while he balanced the sword in his hand.


“Do not kill me, o Abu Turki,” cried Obaid.


“This is no place for mercy,” replied Ibn Saud. “I will do justice, the justice of just revenge for murder.”


He struck three times …1


In history, legend is just as important as fact; thus it is not important whether or not this conversation actually took place between the Emir of Riyadh and his captive. After all, according to some records, Abd al-Aziz’s uncle Muhammad was not killed, but rather died from illness. Yet it is important to know that Abd al-Aziz took revenge on his enemies.


The emir’s rapid success did not please the Turks. A counterbalance to Jabal Shammar was acceptable; a strong, independent Najdi emirate was not. The Ottomans decided to intervene.


In June 1904, a Turkish detachment of approximately 2,000 bayonets and six cannons was sent from Basra to Najd. In one of the battles that ensued, the Emir of Riyadh was severely wounded, but showed the same strength of spirit in defeat as in victory. He was able to restore his army, rallying both nomads and the settled populace, and turn back the course of combat. Both Ibn Mitab and the Turks were defeated. Despite his youth and intoxication with victory, Abd al-Aziz was wise. He understood that he could not challenge the Ottoman Empire. Even then, the young leader was able to bide his time. With the help of his father and Sheikh Mubarak of Kuwait, he decided to help the Turks to save face. Abd al-Rahman wrote a letter to the governor of Basra claiming that the Shammar, who had lured the Turks into a clash with his son, were to blame for everything. A compromise was reached. The Turks sent small garrisons to Buraida and Anaiza, towns in the province of Qasim where the sultan’s name had begun to be mentioned in the Friday sermons. At the same time, they recognized Abd al-Aziz as the ruler of Najd.


New Ottoman troops sent from Baghdad to Hijaz compelled the people of Najd to pay lip service to the sultan’s suzerainty. In the meantime, an uprising in Yemen forced the Turks to send some of their troops there from Najd. The Ottoman garrisons quickly dwindled as a result of disease and desertion, and in 1906 they were forced to evacuate to Hijaz and Iraq. Fewer than 1,000 of the 4,500 soldiers dispatched over a span of two years returned, spelling utter defeat. In the words of the chronicler Saud ibn Hizlul, when the Ottoman army left Qasim, “they thanked their lucky stars”: they had left Najd forever.


Even before their departure, on 13 April 1906, a skirmish occurred between the armies of Abd al-Aziz and Ibn Mitab. At dawn, the Emir of Najd attacked Ibn Mitab’s camp after firing on it first with cannons. The ruler of Hail began rushing around, trying to restore order. He pushed through to the banner of Al Rashid, which had already fallen into the hands of Abd al-Aziz’s men. Thinking that he was addressing his own men, Ibn Mitab shouted something to them in the Shammar dialect; he was recognized, and instantly killed. The Shammar fled in panic. Abd al-Aziz was the product of his times and social conditions, stamped by the prevailing traditions and mentality, including the concepts of honour, magnanimity and ruthlessness. Had he been defeated in battle, he would have been treated in the same way.


It was then that the Emir of Riyadh’s third son, Faisal, was born.


When he set off on a campaign, Abd al-Aziz never took a bed with him (though in later years he would be accompanied by an iron cot on a cart). He slept on a rug spread on the sand. When he retired for the night, he would place his sabre by his side. Sometimes, taking precautions against vulnerability in sleep to a treacherous blow, he would not lie down but doze off in a half-sitting position instead, placing his chin on his hands and his hands on the hilt of his sabre, stuck into the sand. He was always on the alert, despite being surrounded by bodyguards. His horse always stood beside the tent, and he was ready to jump onto it and ride off without a saddle or bridle. His way of life had turned his body into a knot of taut muscle and tendons. He ate and drank only as the occasion permitted, and as a result suffered from stomach problems.


Yet his energy seemed boundless. He worked during the day, and throughout most of the night. Sitting at the entrance to his tent, he would speak with those who came to see him, listening to their complaints and resolving disputes. People came to him with messages and news. He had excellent knowledge of his country, of the history of the tribes and oases and of the lives of the city-dwellers and Bedouin. He knew how to set up camp, organize food deliveries, gather fodder. His orders were well thought-out and reasonable. Moreover, even under the most difficult circumstances, he never neglected the five daily prayers.


Military campaigns, particularly battles, excited him and put a sparkle in his eye. Everyone around him ran themselves into the ground, just as he did; he drove himself to exhaustion, but he never lost his reason. After the victory over Ibn Mitab, he was to wait fifteen long years before being able to annex Jabal Shammar.


The Shammar had not yet been broken. Abd al-Aziz was still unable to take Hail and conquer the tribe in its own country. They remained a threat, if not a lethal one. A split had developed in the Rashidi clan, which weakened the hostile emirate even further. The Rashidi were unable to put forward a leader anywhere near the calibre of Abd al-Aziz.


Such were the first years of Abd al-Aziz’s activity after returning to Najd. They became the stuff of legend, and young Faisal grew up in an atmosphere of deference toward his father and in admiration of his glory, courage and daring.


Abd al-Aziz was in the prime of life. Tall, lean and powerful, he was a recognized leader with the reputation of a courageous fighter, surrounded by an aura of victory. He was a military commander who had defeated the Turks, liberated Najd from the Rashidis and achieved success thanks to his intellect, valour and strong leadership. He was a charismatic man who married many times, which further increased his popularity – but I shall speak of that later.


However, the emirate’s financial prospects were too weak to support sustainable rule. Everyone understood that the Bedouin would not recognize the power of the new master if he prohibited them from launching raids without giving them anything in return. They joined Abd al-Aziz not because they were devoted to his clan, but because they counted on receiving the spoils of war from victorious campaigns. The ruler of Najd forbade them to raid without his permission, and mercilessly punished anyone who did not obey this decree. The Bedouin were ready to betray him at any moment as a result, and always tested him.


Abd al-Aziz was under the constant watch of those around him, and under the critical eye of the ulama, who believed that they were the only keepers of orthodoxy. If this scrutiny bothered him, he never showed his irritation. Of course, he was a genuine Muslim; he prayed, fasted and gave to charity like a true believer. He did not drink, smoke or wear luxurious clothing; all the same, the ulama did not trust him fully. He was merry and liked a good laugh, something they found reprehensible. He allowed his men to sing during campaigns. In politics, he was a pragmatist. After discovering that some of the residents of Anaiza smoked, he did not punish them – although, from the viewpoint of orthodoxy, he should have done.


Abd al-Aziz was helped by his kinship with the Al al-Sheikh family, and by the reputation of his father, Abd al-Rahman. The ulama trusted the imam, who spent most of his time praying and reading religious books, and was distinguished by great piety. He served as a link between his son and the ulama, if there was indeed a need for one.


The next blow came from an unexpected direction. The strengthening of the Najd emirate did not please Sheikh Mubarak, for the same reason it did not suit the Turks: Abd al-Aziz’s former ally and patron, whom he called “Father” in all his letters, began to support Abd al-Aziz’s enemies whenever he considered it necessary. There was an area between Kuwait and Najd where the militant Mutair tribe had entrenched itself. Mubarak established ties with the sheikh of the Mutair, Faisal Al Dawish, and persuaded him to form an alliance with the Rashidis.


In the fall of 1907, during a battle between the Emir of Najd and Shammar and Mutair forces at Tarafiya, Abd al-Aziz’s horse was killed and he himself fell, breaking his collarbone. Neither side gained an advantage. One can imagine Abd al-Aziz’s torment lying sleepless and writhing in his tent. After all, there were no painkillers available that he knew of. In the morning, however, overcoming the terrible pain, he led his men into attack. The Shammar fled; next, he attacked the Mutair, and permitted his men to plunder and set fire to their settlements as far as the borders of Kuwait, as well as seize tents and livestock.


In 1908, the Young Turks seized power in Istanbul and tried to reinforce their position in the Arab countries, particularly in Hijaz, home to the holy cities of Mecca and Medina. They began building a railroad from Damascus to Medina. Husain ibn Ali, a descendant of the Prophet who had lived for a long time with the family in Istanbul and was considered to be loyal to the Ottomans, was appointed Sharif of Mecca and ruler of Hijaz (several years later he became a founder of the Hashemite dynasty, which once ruled in Hijaz and Iraq and currently rules in Jordan). He was already over fifty, and experienced in managing affairs with the Turks; but he was stubborn, suspicious and extremely ambitious.


During the two years of his rule, Sharif Husain demonstrated his loyalty to the Sublime Porte by marching on the province of Asir while the Turks were preoccupied with suppressing Imam Yahya’s revolt in Yemen. Husain conquered Asir for his masters and returned to Mecca via the oases of Bisha, Ranya and Turaba on the border of Najd, establishing his suzerainty over them. In late summer of 1910, the sharif gathered Bedouin troops and invaded Najd. On the way, he took Saad, Abd al-Aziz’s brother, prisoner.


Abd al-Aziz was preparing to take action against the Hijazis when he learned that a revolt had begun behind his back, headed by his cousins – the sons of Saud, his father’s rival, who had ruled at one time in Riyadh. They relied on the support of the powerful and militant Ajman tribe, with whose dignitaries they had kinship ties.


Abd al-Aziz did not make things hard for himself. He understood that faced with an uprising, he would not be able to deal with the hateful Husain. Swallowing his pride, he quickly made peace with him and paid a ransom for Saad. Abd al-Aziz promised to pay the Ottoman sultan 6,000 rials a year and recognize the Turks’ token suzerainty over Najd. Saad was then released, and Husain returned to Mecca. However, the Emir of Riyadh did not intend to fulfil the provisions of the treaty; he did not pay tribute, and only paid lip service to the sultan’s authority.


After the pact was made with the Sharif of Mecca, Abd al-Aziz went to al-Hariq to suppress the revolt. He executed all the leaders of the mutiny, but pardoned his cousin’s son Saud ibn Abdullah ibn Saud, who served him loyally for the rest of his life thereafter. The other leaders of the uprising fled to Hijaz, where the sharif gave them refuge. This story travelled from oasis to oasis, from tribe to tribe. Everyone had to know how Abd al-Aziz dealt with traitors, and how fair he was to those devoted to him.


Abd al-Aziz performed his main state duties publicly. In Riyadh, he would sit on the steps of his palace in front of a gathering of guests, townspeople and ordinary Bedouins; in bivouacs, he sat at the entrance to his tent, or at the mosque in settlements where there were neither palaces nor fortresses. He was surrounded by local sheikhs, personal bodyguards from among his best men and devoted African slaves. They were all armed with sabres and guns, and some had rifles; a few of the slaves wielded heavy sticks. (The slaves also performed the functions of executioners.)


The emir settled disputes over wells and pastureland, tribal boundaries, the distribution of water, the ownership of camels, accusations of theft and compensation claims for injuries received in fights. Each person had the right to appeal to him directly. Sometimes he was lenient and generous, and at others harsh and easily angered if he heard unfair or unjustified objections. His rulings were made on the basis of the shari‘a, but also took into account customary tribal law. He had power over life and death. He would listen to the testimony of both sides and make a decision. If, for instance, he decided that theft had been proven, the guilty party had his hand cut off right then and there.


There were cases when the relatives of a murdered person asked Abd al-Aziz to punish the murderer. If he ordered the accused sentenced to death, the blood feud would then be perpetuated. However, according to custom, a ransom could be paid in order not to aggravate a blood feud between tribes and clans, and the emir usually called for a ransom in such cases. Both sides would accept this decision.


People spread stories about Abd al-Aziz throughout the country, and judged his actions and decisions. He was supposed to make decisions quickly, to be fair and, if necessary, harsh. He could not hide behind the machinery of state, which simply did not exist at the time; nor could he create an illusion of perfect wisdom. He was ruler, military commander and judge all rolled into one. If he faltered, showed that he did not know the shari‘a and customs or was unfair, he would not be respected as a ruler. Given half a chance, people would have refused to pay taxes and, most importantly, to send armed men to participate in campaigns. Abd al-Aziz was irrefutably an autocrat, but he was an autocrat by the will of his people, who did not know, did not want to know and could not imagine a different type of rule.


He appointed vice-regents in every town and oasis to ensure security, collect taxes and provide armed men at his request. He usually selected them from local elites, if they were not his traditional enemies. Sometimes, when these elites were hostile, he would send his own appointee from Riyadh along with strong bodyguards.


Abd al-Aziz paid great attention to his choice of local rulers, evaluating their characters and abilities and knowing well how to act, with a generous hand or an iron fist.


When he visited a town or oasis he not only met with its ruler but also with all other high-ranking dignitaries. He prayed, drank coffee and discussed local problems with them, asked how things were going and handed out gifts.


He showed no pity for incapable, dishonest and especially disloyal governors.


Abd al-Aziz made the tribal rulers and sheikhs responsible for each other. He was well aware of who was friendly with whom, who was related to whom and who was involved in a blood feud, as well as the reasons behind any disputes or rivalries. If necessary, he would play on their contradictions.


What’s more, religious preachers sent from Riyadh were loyal supporters of their ruler.


At the beginning of the second decade of the twentieth century, storm clouds gathered menacingly over the emirate. Although the Ottoman Empire was weak, it had not given up its Arabian domains. The railroad to Medina had been completed, and the Turks began funding Jabal Shammar and the tribes hostile to Abd al-Aziz, the Mutair and Ajman. Rumours circulated that an army had gathered in Baghdad to invade Arabia.


Then the Balkan wars broke out; the Italians defeated the Turks in Libya, and the Bulgarians attacked Istanbul. Within this context, control over an insignificant piece of desert was a secondary matter for the Turks. They even redeployed troops from al-Hasa and Mesopotamia in order to concentrate them where danger was greatest. It was then that Abd al-Aziz saw his chance to reach the Arabian Gulf and seize al-Hasa.


This province constantly attracted the attention of the rulers of Riyadh. Not only did they regard it as their lawful domain, but the emirate also needed access to the sea. Moreover, the rich oases of al-Hasa, along with the customs revenue they generated, could strengthen Riyadh’s financial position. The ruler of Najd, however, knew from experience that the British were the main force in the Gulf. Beginning in 1903, he made attempts to establish friendly relations with them.


At the beginning of 1912, the Sublime Porte, engaged in war in the Balkans, tried to enlist the support of its distant Arabian provinces or ensure their neutrality. A delegation was sent to Abd al-Aziz, asking, in particular, for Najdi troops to be sent to al-Hasa to support the Turkish garrison. The ruler of Najd felt that al-Hasa would soon fall into his hands like a ripe fruit.


The population of al-Hasa, weary of the Turkish yoke, regarded the Najdis as liberators. (As early as 1903, the Russian consul in Basra wrote that the Ottoman mutasarrif in al-Hasa “has driven the Arab population of the sanjak (district) to exhaustion by his corruption and arbitrary rule”.)


“The Turks’ power over al-Hasa was illusory,” reported the consul. “In early May, Ibn Saud suddenly invaded al-Hasa with 8,000 well-armed Arabs and attacked Hufuf. It was not very difficult for him to capture the town.”2


Again, Abd al-Aziz wisely decided not to completely antagonize the Turks. He permitted their garrisons to be evacuated from al-Hasa with their weapons, and agreed to pay lip service to the sultan’s suzerainty.


The annexation of al-Hasa dramatically strengthened the emirate’s position. Abd al-Aziz acquired two ports in the region of the Arabian Gulf, and revenue from the local customs houses. But he understood how limited his possibilities were, and he had already achieved great success. In the West lay Hijaz, ruled by Sharif Husain, his enemy, who still relied on the Turks. He still called Sheikh Mubarak of Kuwait “Father” and asked for his advice, but he knew that Mubarak was acting against him. He did not attack the Shammar because he was aware of their military strength and ability to resist, as well as their readiness to strike if his grip on Najd slackened.


A force was needed that would consolidate the state, uniting both nomads and the settled population with the power of spirit, religion, and ideals. Abd al-Aziz’s role was to unite people on the basis of religious zeal and fervour. He thus had to strictly devote himself only to faith and prayer.


It is not known who first had the idea of Bedouin hijra settlements, the inhabitants of which began to consider themselves members of the Ikhwan brotherhood. Perhaps it was Abd al-Aziz’s idea, perhaps his father’s; most probably, it was his father-in-law Abdullah ibn Abd al-Latif’s. The spiritual fathers of Ikhwanism were Abd al-Latif, from the Al al-Sheikh family; Sheikh Isa, the qadhi of al-Hasa; and a certain Abd al-Kerim al-Maghrebi, who had come to Arabia at the turn of the century and settled in the area of al-Artawiya, a future hijra.


If the Bedouin under the leadership of Abd al-Aziz were no longer to make raids, they had to have a more or less permanent source of income. This was to be settled farming, and brotherhood in serving God was to become more important than tribal loyalty.


In addition to strict adherence to the five main requirements of Islam, the Ikhwan were also required to be devoted to their “brethren”, to obey the emir-imam, to help each other in every way and to refuse to have contact with Europeans and the people of the countries they governed.


The exact date of the foundation of the first settlement of al-Artawiya is not known, but it seems to have emerged in the first half of 1913.


At the markets in Kuwait, some members of the Mutair tribe voluntarily sold some of their camels and camp belongings necessary for maintaining a Bedouin way of life. They settled in al-Artawiya and began building houses, having decided to devote themselves exclusively to farming and the study of tawheed (monotheism). (Other Muslims were regarded as polytheists.)


The traditional bonds of mutual assistance within kin and tribe became the basis of the Ikhwan’s solidarity: if one of them lost his property in a raid or from disease among his livestock, the brethren collected donations to help him.


Abd al-Aziz, while encouraging a settled lifestyle, helped the Ikhwan with money, seeds, agricultural tools and material for building mosques, schools and houses. He also sent them religious teachers, mutawwa. In addition, he supplied the men with weapons and ammunition for “the defence of the faith”.


The emirs of the hijra, who came with their retinues to meet with Abd al-Aziz once a year, received money and other gifts from him and enjoyed his hospitality. Their names were registered in special books, and the amount of their subsidy depended on their record of service and the number of their followers. Ikhwan who were liable for conscription were entered in the registries at the ruler of Najd’s court office and received an annual payment. If necessary, they received grants to buy food or livestock, repay a debt, arrange a wedding or build a house.


Theoretically, a person seeking admission into a hijra was to give up the customs and norms of tribal life. But this requirement was not observed in practice, and the hijras were populated mainly on the basis of tribal affiliation. The Ikhwan settlements essentially became the headquarters of sheikhs from the largest tribes. Faisal Al Dawish of the Mutair settled in al-Artawiya, as did Ibn Bijad of the Ataiba in al-Ghatghat, Ibn Nuhait of the Harb in Duhna and Ibn Jibril and Ibn Thunayyan of the Shammar in al-Ajfar.


It was intended that the Ikhwan’s religious fervour would be directed toward worshipping God and serving His representatives on Earth. Their religious and secular zeal was to be rewarded with spoils – not through inter-tribal raids and plunder along the caravan routes, as had been the case in the past, but in making war against the polytheists. The economic and social need for settling the nomads and switching them to farming correlated with religious zeal and military requirements, but these values could contradict each other, and some hijras disintegrated.


The new converts were, as a rule, more fanatical than the old followers of religion. The Ikhwan began to consider themselves above all Muslims, and looked down on the others. They distinguished themselves in their appearance, dyeing their beards with henna and shortening their white dishdashas to barely knee-length.


The Ikhwan established an order that Philby would describe as “unprecedented”. The Bedouin called the new regime “the muzzle period”. The old privileges of the sheikhs, such as exemption from zakat and the khuwa collection from weaker neighbours, were abolished (though they survived in other forms, to a limited extent). The Ikhwan regarded anyone who did not join them as polytheists, be they the inhabitants of oases and towns or nomads.


However, the emir was never a fanatic himself. He made pragmatic use of the Ikhwan movement to achieve his goals, skilfully avoiding its extremes.


As an adolescent, Faisal learned of his father’s military and political achievements by listening to stories of his campaigns and battles while attending the majlis, watching how his father subdued, reconciled, punished or generously showered gifts on the Bedouin tribes. But Abd al-Aziz only showed his diplomacy in small doses to his subjects, the ulama and even to his closest entourage, understanding that their reactions might not always correspond to the requirements of political expediency.


The lessons he learned in Kuwait, in the court of Mubarak, a virtuoso of Arabian diplomacy, did not go to waste. Primarily, he understood that independence from the Porte could be achieved by alternating military confrontation (preferably not with the Turks themselves, but with their vassals) and political means – paying lip service to the sultan’s suzerainty, accepting Ottoman titles, hoisting Ottoman flags. However, in order to reinforce his conquests, he had to seek mutual understanding with another great power– the British Empire. The British avoided direct contacts with him at first, not wishing to interfere in the affairs of Central Arabia, and after he conquered al-Hasa they did not want to turn their contacts into specific obligations.


Europe was heading for World War I. London was trying to draw the Ottoman Empire out of a possibly hostile coalition, and had no intention of falling out with Istanbul over a remote, impoverished, third-rank Arabian principality. Britain thus avoided signing any formal agreement with Abd al-Aziz, something for which the emir was striving. According to the 1913 agreement between London and Istanbul, most of Abd al-Aziz’s emirate remained under the suzerainty of the Ottoman Empire, as it was further north than the straight “green line” drawn between the Aden protectorates and Qatar to demarcate British and Ottoman domains. Totally oblivious of this secret agreement, Abd al-Aziz came up with a brilliant solution: in May 1914, he signed a treaty with the Turks that recognized him as the hereditary ruler (wali) of Najd and al-Hasa, about which the sultan issued a firman (edict) on 8 July 1914, and imposed on him formal obligations of military assistance to the Ottomans in the event of war with other countries. The British would not find out about this agreement until they occupied Basra in 1914 and went through the Ottoman archives there.


At the beginning of the military campaigns against the Ottoman Empire, Britain’s priorities were to retain control over Egypt, the Suez Canal and the Red Sea as well as seize a stronghold in the lower reaches of the Tigris and Euphrates in order to protect the Iranian oilfields from a possible Turkish-German invasion. The former was achieved by the presence of British troops in Egypt and their control over the approaches to the Canal from Sinai; the latter, with the help of an expeditionary corps sent to Mesopotamia.


The British troops landed in Basra and began to move toward Baghdad. The territory of Hijaz as far as Yemen was under tight Turkish control, and Jabal Shammar was the empire’s ally. Of course, Britain attempted to enlist the support of Abd al-Aziz; but he was courted by all sides. Both on the eve of the beginning of the war and afterward, Turkish and German envoys came to see him, trying to talk him into supporting the Porte. At the same time, he maintained good relations with Shakespear, the British political agent in Kuwait.


The war dramatically changed relations in the Saudi–Ottoman–British triangle. Britain was prompted to formalize its relations with Abd al-Aziz in order to cover the flank of its Mesopotamian army, immobilize part of the Turkish army with Najdi help, neutralize the Turkish-armed Jabal Shammar and cut off supplies to Turkish garrisons in Hijaz. Shakespear, who had previously established friendly personal relations with Abd al-Aziz, decided to participate in his military campaign against the Ottoman Empire’s vassals – the Shammar.


The battle with the Shammar at Jirab lasted for several days at the end of January 1915. Some sources claim that the only person killed was Shakespear himself, while others mention nearly 100 casualties on both sides. The Ajman, who fought with Abd al-Aziz, betrayed him at the crucial moment, and he was defeated; Abd al-Aziz’s men, under the strong influence of Ikhwani dispositions, went into battle emitting war cries. (These facts are interesting not only as a picturesque detail of World War I, which was being waged in Europe with the use of artillery, toxic gas, airplanes and tanks. In Arabia, the very choice of militant slogans showed the difference between the social structures of the two emirates: Jabal Shammar’s base was tribal, whereas Najd’s was pan-Arabian, based on the Ikhwan’s monotheism.)


Abd al-Aziz had scarce funds and people. The tribes only recognized strong and successful rulers, and were ready to betray him at the first sign of weakness. The Turkish money handed out to the tribes was working against him. The Ajman, headed by Sheikh Zaidan ibn Hithlain, had already risen against him, but Abd al-Aziz did not show any sign of weakness. He glowed with optimism and self-confidence, and with his stick he publicly struck all those who brought him bad news (although he listened attentively to all the reports in private, in order to formulate a plan). He announced that he would attack Jabal Shammar; it was a bluff, but it worked.


An agreement had to be reached with the British.


Aware of the defeat of British troops in Mesopotamia during the war’s first eighteen months, Abd al-Aziz never acted directly against the Ottoman Empire. Who could predict the outcome of the war? If he remained under the power of the Turks, their revenge would be terrible.


The ruler of Najd understood that in war, the British were in greater need of him than he was of them, so he could bargain better conditions for himself in the long-desired agreement. Finally, on 26 December 1915, in the village of Darin, he signed just such an agreement with his old acquaintance Sir Percy Cox, Britain’s political advisor to its troops in Mesopotamia. Study of the documents shows how attentively and skilfully Abd al-Aziz approached each point in the agreement, and how competently he defended his position without permitting the kind of wording that would have given the British enough leeway.


Cox and Abd al-Aziz signed the agreement, in which the British government recognized him and his heirs as the “rulers of Najd, al-Hasa, al-Qatif, and al-Jubail, and their dependencies and territories”. The agreement was ratified by the Viceroy of India on 18 July 1916. Abd al-Aziz’s two long-term goals had been achieved: he was now recognized as the legitimate ruler of Najd, and Britain had an obligation to assist him. He conceded responsibility for foreign affairs to Britain, and pledged not to grant concessions on his territory to anyone but the British. At that time, neither of these points had any significance for him. The agreement was the first legal document confirming the new international status of the Saudi state.


On the eve of the signing, Britain presented the Emir of Riyadh with a gift of 1,000 rifles and 20,000 pounds sterling. It also permitted him to purchase military equipment in Bahrain.


Meanwhile, secret negotiations between the British and Sharif Husain of Mecca led to an Arab revolt against the Turks, which began on 5 June 1916. The international clout of the sharif, a descendant of the Prophet, along with his ties to Arab nationalists and the possibility of paralyzing four Turkish divisions from Maan to Sana’a in the uprising, all predetermined the choice of Husain as Britain’s main ally in Arabia.


Abd al-Aziz found himself surrounded by enemies on three sides: to the west by the British-backed sharif, to the north by the Ottoman-backed Jabal Shammar and to the east and north by the militant Ajman tribes that rose against him. Nor did he forget the Ajman’s treacherous behaviour in the battle of Jirab.


In the summer of 1915, before signing the treaty with Britain, Abd al-Aziz set off with a small detachment for al-Hasa, where local fighters joined them. He attacked the Ajman in May–June 1915 at Jabal Kanzan, but the Ajman put up a tough resistance. The Najdis lost some 300 men, including the emir’s brother Saad, and Abd al-Aziz himself was wounded by a bullet that hit the ammunition belt around his chest. The belt saved him, but the ammunition exploded and his ribs were damaged. His men fled, and he with them, as Bedouin tactics required; but he did not lose heart.


After this failure, Abd al-Aziz was forced to take cover behind the walls of the Kut citadel in the city of Hufuf. The Ajman began to plunder the neighbouring oases and held Abd al-Aziz under siege for almost six months, until September–October 1915. They were also helped by a few local emirs and the Araif (desendants of the Najdi Emir Saud ibn Faisal, uncle of Abd al-Aziz). Assistance to Ajman came also from Hail. Meanwhile, Abd al-Aziz’s father sent his son reinforcements under the command of his second son, Muhammad.


Sheikh Mubarak needed Abd al-Aziz weakened, but not defeated, by the Ajman. Worried lest they succeed beyond his expectations, he sent his son Salim to help the emir.


The battle against the Ajman resumed. Abd al-Aziz participated, towering over everyone. When he was hit in the thigh by a bullet and fell the Ajman fled, taking advantage of the ensuing confusion. Then Salim joined the fray. His father had given him an order: if the Ajman were winning, he was to help the Emir of Najd; if the emir appeared as though he would be victorious, he was to support the Ajman.


Abd al-Aziz’s troops were in low spirits. The emir was wounded and could no longer take command. In order to prove he was still in good shape, still hard and strong, Abd al-Aziz called on the sheikh of the neighbouring oasis and asked him to find a girl to marry immediately. That very night a wedding ceremony was held, and Abd al-Aziz was able to prove his virility though he was badly injured. The men were in awe, and their despondence disappeared. They were being led by a giant who had proved himself a real man with his young wife, even though he was wounded. New skirmishes with the Ajman followed.


Meanwhile, Salim returned to Kuwait after learning of the death of his father, Sheikh Mubarak, in January 1916. Jabir ibn Mubarak, Abd al-Aziz’s friend, became the Sheikh of Kuwait.


Throughout 1916, Abd al-Aziz fought the Ajman. The old rules of desert warfare were forgotten: wells were destroyed, palms hacked down. The hatred was so intense that the women, who also took part in the war, finished off the wounded men of their enemies. Abd al-Aziz was able to move faster than his opponents. He was the better military commander and the more far-sighted leader, and dealt mercilessly with the Ajman until Zaidan ibn Hithlain fled from al-Hasa to Kuwait.


Abd al-Aziz maintained ties with the Ottoman governor and commander-in-chief of the Ottoman troops acting in the environs of Medina. He sold camels to the Turks for hard cash.


On 20 November 1916, Percy Cox organized the so-called Great Durbar in Kuwait, a meeting between Abd al-Aziz, Sheikh Jabir and Sheikh Hazal of the Muhammara settlement. Abd al-Aziz made a theatrical gesture, presenting the British with 700 confiscated camels that had been intended for the Turks.


After the Great Durbar Abd al-Aziz visited Basra, where the British showed him their modern armaments. There he encountered airplanes for the first time. Although the emir was too discreet to express his admiration, he was presumably impressed by this modern hardware. (The only thing he could not understand was how a woman – the highly influential political officer and writer Gertrude Bell, who escorted him – could represent the British army.)


By the end of 1917, Abd al-Aziz had restored control over Najd and al-Hasa, and could relax.


The British army, which was advancing on Baghdad, was besieged close to Qut and taken into captivity wholesale. Britain sent reinforcements, and the new troops seized Baghdad and began to move on Mosul. In Egypt, Britain also rebuffed the Turks at the Suez Canal. Under the command of General Edmund Allenby the army began to move north, toward Palestine.


The British began giving Sharif Husain a monthly subsidy of 20,000 gold pounds, as well as arms and ammunition, but it was not so easy to cope with the Turks; they held the entire line from Maan through Medina to Yemen throughout the war, although the Arab revolt immobilized their four divisions for two years.


Even Abd al-Aziz’s neutrality in the absence of any energetic action was in Britain’s interests. In any case, he drew off some of Jabal Shammar’s forces. As a result, starting from 1 January 1917, the emirate began to receive a monthly subsidy of 5,000 pounds sterling. While still placing their stakes on Sharif Husain, the British began to understand that the ruler of Hijaz was to blame for aggravating the Hijaz–Najd discord. They recognized him as the ruler of Hijaz, but in no way as “King of the Arabs”, as he proclaimed himself, and handed him a copy of the British–Saudi treaty, which he was supposed to respect. This did not stop Husain from using Britain’s subsidies to buy the loyalty of the tribes living between Najd and Hijaz, which aroused Abd al-Aziz’s immense irritation.


Captain Thomas Edward Lawrence, hardly distinguishable from the other liaison and intelligence officers, was amongst those sent from Cairo by the British to communicate with Husain. However, he possessed great literary abilities, and his book, The Seven Pillars of Wisdom, written after the war, would gain renown. “Lawrence of Arabia” became a national hero of Britain.


Thanks to Lawrence’s force of personality and his literary talent, Western European and American historical literature and fiction would take a great interest in the Arab revolt against the Turks. Lawrence came to see the Sharif of Mecca in October 1916, and met his sons Abdallah and Faisal. After taking the small towns on the Red Sea coast from the Turks, the Bedouin detachments set off for the north of Hijaz in order to seize the port of Aqaba. During an important battle against the Turks at the approaches to Aqaba, the outcome was decided by a brave and capable Bedouin leader. (Lawrence, beside himself, fired haphazardly, killed his own camel with a shot in the head and collapsed, unconscious.) After that, the actions of the Arab troops were limited to operations against the Turks to the east of the River Jordan and to railway diversions, in which Lawrence played an active part. Although the Arab revolt contributed to the Allies’ success and saved British soldiers’ lives, the Arabs’ sacrifices merely resulted in the division of their lands by the European powers. Lawrence knew this would be the result:


Not being a perfect fool, I could see that if we won the war the promises to the Arabs were dead paper. Had I been an honourable adviser I would have sent my men home, and not let them risk their lives for such stuff. Yet the Arab inspiration was our main tool in winning the Eastern war. So I assured them that England kept her word in letter and spirit … But, of course … I was continually and bitterly ashamed.3


The Arabs did not respect Lawrence: “With English gold he bought Arab blood,” wrote the Dutch Arabist and diplomat Daniel van der Meulen.


“He told a story that was a lie … I think I understood Lawrence better than they, the Arabs, did. They could not appreciate the artist in him. Lawrence was naïve. He was very gifted but not a fully mature man. For him Arabia was a road to adventure. Arabia, the beduin, guerrilla warfare in the desert on camel-back was a sport for him, a trial of endurance. He had the inspiration of an artist and the courage of a true leader but behind him was not the sober conviction of a ripe mind. When the vision faded as it must, it no longer interested him. He shook the dust of Arabia from off his feet forever. That is to say he intended, he tried, to do so but that Arabian dust clung to him, it clung to his soul. He tried to get rid of it, by forgetting and being forgotten. He gave up his name, renounced his celebrity and disappeared into the anonymity of the ranks of the Royal Air Force as Aircraftsman Shaw. He returned his decorations. He sought the noise of motors and the intoxication of speed and ended up by killing himself in a crash on his motorcycle. Aircraftsman Shaw tried to do penance for what Lawrence in his pursuit of fame and, doubtless, at the prompting of patriotism had done in Arabia and thereafter. He played with Arabia, he had seen it as an episode to be forgotten when it was over. But he could not forget: he became a victim of his own delusion.”4


In 1918, as war continued in Europe and the Middle East, the British were in need of any allies they could get; Russia had withdrawn from the war after two revolutions. Although the American expedition corps appeared at the front at the beginning of 1918, the Entente, before its counter-offensive in July 1918, was in a difficult position. The British decided to prod Abd al-Aziz into taking even greater action. A delegation from Baghdad headed by Philby was sent to meet him.


Harry St John Bridger Philby was born in Ceylon, at that time a British colony, into the family of a tea plantation owner. He studied at Cambridge, served in the British Indian provinces of Punjab and Kashmir and was a representative of the unique culture of the British Empire of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. He was an ambitious bureaucrat, an academic proficient in Asian and European languages and a sociable lad, but with a particular kind of dissident bent. Over time, he became renowned in Arabist circles and among those interested in the Middle East. (After his death he became known chiefly as the father of Kim Philby, who attained great heights in the British secret service while doubling as a super-agent of the Soviet intelligence service in England and the US, before, during and after World War II.)


Philby’s mission in Arabia consisted in persuading Abd al-Aziz not to attack his enemy Sharif Husain of Mecca, prompting him instead to engage in overt action against Jabal Shammar. When Philby met Abd al-Aziz, he was so impressed by him that the two men became friends. Philby remained devoted to Abd al-Aziz for the next thirty-five years.


Ever the dissident, Philby categorically condemned British colonial policy, retired after the war and worked for a US oil company, of which more later. In contrast to Lawrence, he was not an artist, and never tried to be one, as van der Meulen noted. However, Philby did not want to live as others, but in harmony with his own tastes and ideas; he saw an opportunity to realize his ambitions in Arabia, and Abd al-Aziz was just the person to open his path to glory: in the middle of the desert, Philby met a great man who had become great by deciding to be himself, to fight by himself and to defy fate, believing in his mission and in guidance from on high. (Philby nevertheless could hardly have been a deeply religious person, though he later converted to Islam and became Abdallah Philby.) His ambition was his undoing: he was ready to sacrifice everything to have his name inseparably tied to Arabia. Philby was a most controversial person, which made it difficult to evaluate him. He did not have any real friends, but he did have a lot of enemies. Few people understood that he was a man unable to be at peace with himself. He was devoted to Arabia, but he was too much of a European, too much of an Englishman, to become a proper Arab.


His life was connected both directly and indirectly to the hero of our story, Faisal.


In 1917–18, Abd al-Aziz was in his prime. (I draw here from the portrait given by Harold Armstrong.) A giant with wide shoulders and a broad stride, he behaved with quiet dignity, like a man who was used to people obeying him and who had the right to demand subordination. His mood could be guessed from his luminous brown eyes: penetrating and intelligent when he understood the gist of some matter and looked closely at a person, they were polite and smiling when he was satisfied – and fierce when he was angry.


Abd al-Aziz had a handsome face with a high, broad forehead and finely chiselled features. His large nose gave him the appearance of a nervous, energetic eagle in profile. He had a clipped moustache and a short, trimmed beard. Too big and heavy for Arab horses, he was nevertheless a wonderful horseman.


He could not stand dirt, and favoured perfume, particularly the rose-scented variety, but he was very sensitive to unpleasant smells. Once, on a hot day, he sat with a foreign guest discussing important affairs. Prior to this, his guest had been eating garlic and onions and had also been smoking. The emir could not restrain himself, and called servants to remove the unpleasant smell from the room by means of sweet-smelling incense. When the guest left, Abd al-Aziz exploded: “Pasha!” he said, sprinkling himself liberally with scent, “he was no pasha, but a scavenger.”5


Gertrude Bell presents a literary portrait of Abd al-Aziz in her book The Arab War:


His hands are fine, with slender fingers, a trait almost universal among the tribes of pure Arab blood, and in spite of his great height and breadth of shoulder, he conveys the impression, common enough in the desert, of an indefinable lassitude, not individual but racial, the secular weariness of an ancient and self-contained people, which has made heavy drafts on its vital forces, and borrowed little from beyond its own forbidding frontiers. His deliberate movements, his slow, sweet smile, and the contemplative glance of his heavy-lidded eyes, though they add to his dignity and charm, do not accord with the Western conception of a vigorous personality. Nevertheless, report credits him with powers of physical endurance rare even in hard-bitten Arabia.6


His diet consisted of simple fare. In the mornings he ate several small, flat cakes with sour milk; for lunch and dinner he ate rice and meat, with bread and a few dates. He drank coffee and tea all day long, and nothing else apart from water.


Although nights in Saudi Arabia are very cold, he did not have heating in his room and never allowed a brazier in his tent.


He was a quick worker with an excellent memory and a knack for concentrating on a particular subject. He could dictate several messages to two secretaries at the same time, breaking off and turning from one secretary to the other. After becoming distracted by conversations and guests, he would continue dictating from where he had left off.


Naturally, he made sure he had a residence worthy of an emir. In Riyadh he rebuilt the palace, enlarging it and walling it off. In front of the palace was a square, in which up to 3,000 people could gather.


Hospitality and generosity were part of Abd al-Aziz’s nature, and a big part of his politics. At least 1,000 people were fed at his palace every day; cauldrons of rice and mutton were steaming constantly, and piles of flat cakes and cups of sour milk awaited. The emir gave out clothing to guests from his storehouses, in keeping with their rank. He was infinitely generous. “Neither I nor my ancestors have ever kept a chest in which to hoard money,” he said. “Hoarded money does no good.7


Although he often hid his feelings, he gave vent to them freely when moved to do so. When he exploded his anger was terrible, entirely engulfing him. His whole body would tremble with rage. Yet these outbursts would quickly pass. If he made mistakes in a fit of anger, he later admitted them. If he performed some injustice, he tried to correct it immediately.


Sometimes, however, his angry tirades were deliberate. Once Fahd al-Jiluwi, a conceited young man and the son of his favourite cousin, who was truly devoted to Abd al-Aziz, struck one of his bodyguards. The emir summoned the young man. When Fahd appeared, the emir seized a stick with which he drove camels and poked the young man roughly, thus teaching him to respect the ruler’s bodyguards. Moments later, he calmly spoke with some English guests.


Of course, Abd al-Aziz had been repeatedly injured in battle, and his injuries made themselves felt. He ate irregularly and quickly before rushing back to his affairs, driving himself to exhaustion with overwork, constant stress and insufficient sleep, and of course he drank too much coffee. He never got enough rest. In order to keep himself sharp he took too much medication, but never wanted to undergo any serious treatment; his entire being protested against illness and cures.


In times of happiness and grief, even during outbursts of anger and in illness, he kept a level head. He calculated his steps in advance, particularly where important affairs of state were concerned, in order to make sound decisions. He was a true leader, and his political acumen never failed him.


When the emir was in Riyadh, he sometimes gathered the majlis after evening prayers in order to exchange opinions with his close associates. After that he visited his harem, then once again invited friends to his private rooms, where they might discuss people, horses, camels, falcon hunting, war, women, past battles or religious problems. He listened with pleasure to the stories of foreigners who visited Riyadh, and loved to speak with them about international politics.


By the spring of 1918, Abd al-Aziz had firm control of Najd, but a great deal of skill was required to avoid clashes with the enemies surrounding him. One of them was Salim Al Sabah, who became the ruler of Kuwait after Jabir ibn Mubarak’s death. Abd al-Aziz broke up the Kuwaitis’ smuggling activities; the Sheikh of Kuwait captured his people in return.


In the meantime, Sharif Husain declared himself king of the Arab countries and sent a letter to Abd al-Aziz demanding that he recognize his new title and give up his suzerainty over the Ataiba tribe, which lived between Najd and Hijaz. The emir protested, demanding that a border be determined between Najd and Hijaz and that an agreement be reached on the allegiance of the nomadic tribes that dwelled on the frontiers. According to a Najdi chronicler, Husain supposedly replied as follows: “What borders are you demanding? You are either crazy or drunk.”8 The Emir of Najd never forgot this insult. He warned the British that he would be forced to fight Husain.


A clash with Husain was in the offing. Khalid ibn Luwai, ruler of the border oasis of al-Khurma – an important trading centre on the road between Najd and Hijaz – was close to the family of Sharif Husain; yet he joined the Ikhwan, drove out the representatives of the Sharif of Mecca, refused to pay him taxes and placed himself under Abd al-Aziz’s protection. The inhabitants of al-Khurma then repelled an attack by a small detachment sent by Husain. The Ikhwan and the ulama demanded military action against Husain, but pragmatic Abd al-Aziz bided his time, knowing that things were not that simple. Alongside him was the British mission headed by Philby, which demanded that he remain true to the treaty with London and refrain from attacking British allies, of which Husain was one.


Abd al-Aziz waited throughout the summer of 1918. His agents reported that the Ottoman armies were on the brink of collapse, demoralized by mass desertion, semi-starvation, illness and lack of weapons and ammunition. The British were winning the war. All the same, it was difficult for Abd al-Aziz to understand Britain’s policy. As agreed, he did not attack its allies – but it also protected Sheikh Salim of Kuwait, who was keeping the Ajman tribe in opposition to Abd al-Aziz. The British asked him to attack Jabal Shammar, but closed their eyes to the fact that the Kuwaitis were selling arms to this very emirate. The British did not allow him to attack Husain, but were also giving the sharif money and weapons, and with the help of this money he bought the loyalty of the border tribes and set them against the Emir of Najd.


Philby could not explain to him that, during the war, various British departments – the India Office, the War Ministry, the Foreign Office and the Arab Office in Egypt – were acting out of sync and were sometimes hostile toward each other. The India Office sympathized with the ruler of Najd; the Arab Office in Egypt supported Sharif Husain, and fed him vague promises. The Foreign Office proceeded from the Sykes–Picot treaty with the French, which envisaged partitioning the Arab countries and cancelled all Britain’s earlier promises to Husain and the Arab nationalists.


By April 1918, after Jerusalem had been taken, the British no longer needed to eliminate the Jabal Shammar emirate. They even refused to deliver arms and money, which Philby had promised in December 1917. Abd al-Aziz was disappointed, but decided that this was an opportune moment to march on Hail. On 5 August 1918, a campaign began against Jabal Shammar, about which Philby left a detailed report. (I have already written about young Faisal’s participation in these hostilities.) Philby provided Abd al-Aziz with 20,000 pounds from a fund at his personal disposal.


Abd al-Aziz succeeded, with great difficulty, in persuading the Ikhwan and ulama to support his march on Hail. Faisal Al Dawish was in favour of a war against Husain. The Ikhwan was growing in strength, and had to be won over again and again; but Abd al-Aziz was a magnificent orator, and was able to convince his audience that an expedition had to be carried out precisely against the Rashidis.


The Emir of Najd again defeated the Shammar, but could not take Hail. He had seized good spoils, though – livestock, weapons and even a gold treasury. The Ikhwan, Abd al-Aziz’s troops and the Bedouin troops were well pleased.


On the heels of World War I came the great influenza pandemic of 1918. In the winter of 1918–19, the “Spanish flu” killed more people than the war itself. After millions had already died, it was as though God or nature itself was taking revenge on the irrational slaughter, adding new victims. The pandemic was so lethal, and led to such a rapidly mounting death toll, that many thought the end of the world had come. Once the first symptoms of the disease appeared, the victim died within hours, his or her lungs filling with blood, suffocating them. Moreover, the Spanish flu favoured the young and healthy rather than the elderly or children with weakened immune systems.


In 1918–19, 675,000 Americans died in the pandemic, 200,000 in October 1918 alone, while the war was still going on. Throughout the world, influenza took between 30–40 million lives. In India, more than 10 million people died.


The flu swept across Arabia, claiming the lives of approximately 25,000 inhabitants of Najd and countless Bedouin in the surrounding towns and oases. There was death in every house. In the palace it killed Turki, the emir’s firstborn – a gallant, brave youth, his heir and the apple of his eye – as well as two of his other sons, Fahd (Faisal’s playmate) and five-year-old Saad. In the royal harem, it killed Jauhara, his queen.


By that time, Abd al-Aziz had many wives, but Jauhara was the only woman he loved. She was his cousin and a princess of the Al Saud family. His mother had arranged his marriage to this beautiful and talented girl many years earlier, when she was but seventeen. They had quarrelled every now and then, and even separated for a while, but very soon Abd al-Aziz had restored the marriage. She had borne him two sons.
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