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CHAPTER ONE


The Accession of Mulai Abdul Aziz





MY FIRST INTRODUCTION to the Moorish Court was in 1887, only a very few months after my arrival in Morocco, when I was invited by the British Minister, the late Sir William Kirby-Green, to accompany his special Mission to the Sultan.


Mulai Hassen was then at the zenith of his power. He was a ‘strong’ Sultan, probably cruel, and certainly capable. His energy was never-failing, and he maintained order amongst his lawless tribes and stamped out the constantly occurring revolts by an almost unceasing ‘progress’ through the country, accompanied by his rabble of an army. He seldom spent six months together in any of his several capitals, and the Moors had a saying, ‘The Imperial tents are never stored.’


The great labour, the enormous transport that these journeyings necessitated, is difficult to appreciate. Not only was the Sultan accompanied by his numerous ladies and all his viziers and their families and suites, but he had with him as well some ten thousand soldiers and a rabble of camp-followers. A large number of native merchants also joined the throng, for trade flowed to the region in which the Court was residing.


Some idea of the results upon the country passed through can be imagined from the fact that the very name of these expeditions in Arabic is ‘Harka’, ‘the burning’. No matter whether the tribes were in incipient rebellion, in open revolt, or in peace, they had to provide the food and fodder of this great horde, whose ravages more nearly resembled those of a flight of locusts than the passing by of human beings. Not only such ‘legal’ taxation as could be extorted was collected, but the viziers and the Sultan’s entourage had to be bribed and paid as well, while every soldier and every camp-follower pillaged on his own account. On receiving the news of the coming of one of these Imperial expeditions, as many of the population as could, or as dared, fled to other regions; and the Sultan often passed through a deserted country, except that the Governor and tribal representatives had to be there to pour the little wealth of the countryside into the royal coffers.


Morocco was still an almost unknown country in those days. Europe paid little attention to what was passing within its boundaries, and so long as the Sultan’s actions didn’t threaten to complicate international questions, he was allowed to go his own way. The rivalry of Great Britain and France was its outstanding feature, together with the constantly recurring quarrels and petty local wars of Spain with the tribes that surround her ‘Presidios’ on the northern coast. Morocco lived its life apart. True, it was at the very gates of the Mediterranean, but it might have been in the Pacific for all the attention that it attracted. From time to time the European Governments despatched special Missions to the Sultan – gigantic picnics to one or other of the capitals, during which the pending claims would, or would not, be settled; a commercial treaty was possibly discussed; eternal friendship was sworn where only hatred on one side and indifference on the other really existed, for in those days the general feelings of the Moors toward the Europeans and Christians amounted to hate.


Sir William Kirby-Green’s special Mission proceeded by sea to Mazagan, conveyed by a British warship, and thence overland to Marrakesh, the Sultan having, as the custom was, sent an escort, transport, and tents to the coast for this purpose.


However rotten the state of Morocco may have been at that time, Mulai Hassen’s strong hand held its fabric together, and presented to the outside world a front of great dignity. The British Mission travelled amongst the tribes in perfect security, and was received with all honour and with pretended rejoicings. Compliments flowed as fast as mountain streams – happy in their wording, sonorous in their utterance, and absolutely insincere.


And then, in mingled dust and sunshine, the entry into the southern capital; the threading of its narrow streets; the throng of onlookers; the almost hopeless crush of horses and mules and men; and our arrival in the great garden of olives and oranges which surrounded the kiosks of the Maimounieh Palace, in which the Mission was housed during its stay at Marrakesh.


The reception of foreign envoys by the Sultan formed a pageant of much magnificence. Only a very few years later the whole formality was changed, and the representatives of the Governments of Europe were no longer received as vassals bringing tribute. But as long as the old etiquette lasted, there could be no question about the splendour of the ceremony. It may have been derogatory, and no doubt was, for the representatives of the Great Powers of Europe to stand bareheaded in the sun while the Sultan, under a crimson parasol, remained on horseback; but no one could dispute the picturesqueness of the scene or its oriental dignity.


The great square of the palace, covering many acres, in which the reception took place, was surrounded by yellow walls, here and there pierced by gateways. At one end, above these walls, appeared the flat terraces and green-tiled roofs of the palace, at the other extremity the cypress and olive trees of the great park of the Agdal; while away to the south, towering high into the morning sunlight, rose the snow-covered peaks of the Atlas Mountains. A fitter mise en scène for a great pageant could scarcely be imagined.


The great square was lined with troops, ragged and parti-coloured, some in uniform and some out of it, and some in uniform so ragged that they were as much out of it as in it. Others, again, in brilliant costumes of every colour, evidently made and served out for the occasion. In detail much was wanting, perhaps; in general effect it was a rainbow. Into the centre of this square the British Minister and his suite were ushered by high white-robed functionaries of the Court, while close behind the little group of uniformed Europeans were piled the cases of presents sent by the British Government to His Shereefian Majesty. In fact, the whole traditional ceremony was based upon the reception of vassals and the offering of tribute.


A blast of trumpets, and the great green gates of the palace are hurled open, and a hurried throng of Court attendants, in white robes and crimson-peaked fezes, emerges. A band of shrill music – pipes and drums – bursts into noise. Banners and wand-bearers and spear-bearers follow, and black grooms leading horses, saddled and caparisoned in gay silks and gold embroideries, which prance and neigh at the dust and noise. Then the Sultan, a stately figure in white, on a white horse trapped in green and gold. Over his head is borne the great flat parasol of State, of crimson velvet and gold, while at his side attendants wave long white scarves to keep the flies off his sacred person. After him follow his viziers, portly gentlemen swathed in soft white hanging garments, and then more Court attendants and slaves.


As the sacred presence of the Sultan passes into the public square a great shout rends the air, and the bowing crowd cries, ‘May God protect the life of our Lord.’


As the procession approaches the group of the British Mission it divides to right and left, and the Sultan advances, accompanied only by his Chamberlain and one or two attendants, and followed by his viziers. The members of the Mission bow and salute, and the Chamberlain presents the Minister to His Majesty, who bids him welcome. Sir William Kirby-Green then read his speech, and handed his credentials to His Majesty, wrapped up in silk. The Sultan took them, holding the folds of his cloak between his sacred fingers and the infidel documents! The suite is presented, and after another word or two of welcome on the part of the Sultan, His Majesty turns his horse and retires again to the precincts of his palace, amid the cries of his people, the booming of cannon, and the shrill blast of native music.


It may not be out of place to give here a brief account of how this ceremony came to be abolished. I was attached, in 1902, to Sir Arthur Nicolson’s special Mission to the Sultan Mulai Abdul Aziz at Rabat. There had for some time been a strong feeling on the part of the European Governments that some new ceremonial should replace the traditional form of the reception of the representatives of the Powers, and I was sent to Rabat, a week in advance of the Mission, to urge upon the Sultan the expediency of this change. I was at that time upon very intimate and friendly terms with His Majesty, and had ample opportunity to put these views before him. Mulai Abdul Aziz always had, and has, the true instincts of a great gentleman, and he agreed readily that the form of reception in vogue at his Court was derogatory to the position and dignity of a special envoy from the Sovereign and Government of Great Britain. At the same time, he maintained that it was extremely difficult to introduce radical changes in Court etiquette without creating a hostile feeling amongst the people, or at least running the risk of much criticism. For a few days he hesitated; but the evening before the arrival of the Mission he authorised me to inform Sir Arthur Nicolson that the old ceremonial would no longer be carried out, and that his reception would take place in a room in the palace. In order to explain the change of procedure, it was allowed to be whispered in the town that His Majesty was a little unwell, and unable to stand the fatigue of the great function in the open air.


The reception accordingly took place in an upper room of the palace. The young Sultan was seated cross-legged on a pale blue Louis XV sofa, the greater part of which was covered by his outspread robes. At his side stood his Minister of Foreign Affairs and his viziers. The Chamberlain introduced the British Minister, who read his speech in English, the interpretation being made by an official of the Legation. The Sultan whispered his reply to the Foreign Minister, who spoke it out aloud.


The scene was attractive, and of course much more ‘intimate’ than the great ceremonial of the past, but was never lacking in dignity. The ‘audience’, confined strictly to the reception, lasted only a very few minutes, when the Minister and his suite retired. As we were proceeding down the staircase, I was hurriedly called back into the Sultan’s presence. He had thrown off the great white cloak in which he had been almost enveloped, and discarded his heavy turban of State for one of much less weighty dimensions. His viziers and courtiers had departed. Calling to me to come quickly, he cried, ‘Climb up here with me, on to the back of the sofa; we shall be able to see the Mission ride out of the palace square’; and he clambered up and stood on the gilt carving of his throne, whence, by pulling himself up by his hands, he could just see out of a little window high up in the richly-decorated wall of the room. Following his example, I mounted beside him, and together we watched the Minister and the Mission mount their horses and depart from the palace, to the booming of guns.


At the time of my first visit to the Court, Si Ahmed ben Moussa, better known as Bou Ahmed, was the predominant figure amongst the native officials. He held at this time the post of Chamberlain, one of great importance and influence, as its holder was in constant contact with the Sultan, and could gain his private ear. He was undoubtedly devoted to the Sultan’s interests, and served him faithfully and well. His father had been a palace slave, and he himself was very dark in colour, and of most unattractive appearance. He was a man of no particular intelligence, but of indomitable will, and cruel. He made no pretensions to understand the foreign relations of Morocco; and except in so far as he was anti-European, more from political than religious motives, he seems to have had no fixed policy. Even later, when he became, under Mulai Abdul Aziz, Grand Vizier, he was content to leave the discussion of all affairs of foreign policy to the other viziers, though no doubt he took part in the decisions arrived at. Mulai Hassen’s Foreign Minister was Sid Fadhoul Gharnit, a wily and intelligent gentleman, who is still living. When the Government of which he was a member fell – and the falls of Government in those days often meant the falling of heads too – Sid Fadhoul Gharnit was seized by a stroke, and disappeared into the recesses of his house. For years he was supposed to be paralysed, and was no doubt in bad health; but another change of Ministry came about years afterwards, and he emerged again, miraculously cured and looking younger and more spry than ever, to become Grand Vizier for a time. He has now retired from public life, and resides in Fez. No doubt his paralysis, real or feigned, saved his family from ruin, his fortune from confiscation, and probably himself from prison or even death. Difficult as was the work, great as were the responsibilities of Cabinet Ministers in Morocco, they were not pestered by an Opposition, for if – rarely – any members of the outgoing Government survived, they were always in prison.


In 1893 Mulai Hassen determined to visit the desert regions of Morocco, including far-off Tafilet, the great oasis from which his dynasty had originally sprung, and where, before becoming the ruling branch of the royal family, they had resided ever since their founder, the great-grandson of the Prophet, had settled there, an exile from the East.


Leaving Fez in the summer, the Sultan proceeded south, crossing the Atlas above Kasba-el-Maghzen, and descended to the upper waters of the Wad Ziz. An expedition such as this would have required a system of organisation far in excess of the capabilities of the Moors, great though their resources were. Food was lacking; the desert regions could provide little. The water was bad, the heat very great. Every kind of delay, including rebellion and the consequent punishment of the tribes, hampered the Sultan’s movements; and it was only toward winter that he arrived in Tafilet with a fever-stricken army and greatly diminished transport.


Mulai Hassen returned from Tafilet a dying man. The internal complaint from which he was suffering had become acute from the hardships he had undergone, and he was unable to obtain the rest that his state of health required, nor would he place himself under a regime. For a few months he remained in the southern capital, and in the late spring of 1894 set out to suppress a rebellion that had broken out in the Tadla region.


While camping in the enemy country he died. Now, the death of the Sultan under such circumstances was fraught with danger to the State. He was an absolute monarch, and with his disappearance all authority and government lapsed until his successor should have taken up the reins. Again, the expedition was in hostile country, and any inkling of the Sultan’s death would have brought the tribes down to pillage and loot the Imperial camp. As long as the Sultan lived, and was present with his expedition, his prestige was sufficient to prevent an attack of the tribes – though even this was not unknown on one or two occasions – and to hold his forces together as a sort of concrete body. But his death, if known, would have meant speedy disorganisation, nor could the troops themselves be trusted not to seize this opportunity to murder and loot.


It was therefore necessary that the Sultan’s demise should be kept an absolute secret. He had died in the recesses of his tents, themselves enclosed in a great canvas wall, inside which, except on very special occasions, no one was permitted to penetrate. The knowledge of his death was therefore limited to the personal slaves and to his Chamberlain, Bou Ahmed.


Orders were given that the Sultan would start on his journey at dawn, and before daylight the State palanquin was carried into the Imperial enclosure, the corpse laid within it, and its doors closed and the curtains drawn. At the first pale break of dawn the palanquin was brought out, supported by sturdy mules. Bugles were blown, the band played, and the bowing courtiers and officials poured forth their stentorian cry, ‘May God protect the life of our Lord.’ The procession formed up, and, led by flying banners, the dead Sultan set out on his march.


A great distance was covered that day. Only once did the procession stop, when the palanquin was carried into a tent by the roadside, that the Sultan might breakfast. Food was borne in and out; tea, with all the paraphernalia of its brewing, was served: but none but the slaves who knew the secret were permitted to enter. The Chamberlain remained with the corpse, and when a certain time had passed, he emerged to state that His Majesty was rested and had breakfasted, and would proceed on his journey – and once more the procession moved on. Another long march was made to where the great camp was pitched for the night.


The Sultan was tired, the Chamberlain said. He would not come out of his enclosure to transact business as usual in the ‘Diwan’ tent, where he granted audiences. Documents were taken in to the royal quarters by the Chamberlain himself, and, when necessary, they emerged bearing the seal of State, and verbal replies were given to a host of questions.


Then another day of forced marches, for the expedition was still in dangerous country; but Mulai Hassen’s death could no longer be concealed. It was summer, and the state of the Sultan’s body told its own secret.


Bou Ahmed announced that His Majesty had died two days before, and that by this time his young son, Mulai Abdul Aziz, chosen and nominated by his father, had been proclaimed at Rabat, whither the fleetest of runners had been sent with the news immediately after the death had occurred.


It was a fait accompli. The army was now free of the danger of being attacked by the tribes; and the knowledge that the new Sultan was already reigning, and that tranquillity existed elsewhere, deterred the troops from any excesses. Many took the occasion of a certain disorganisation to desert, but so customary was this practice that it attracted little or no attention.


Two days later the body of the dead Sultan, now in a terrible state of decomposition, arrived at Rabat. It must have been a gruesome procession from the description his son Mulai Abdul Aziz gave me: the hurried arrival of the swaying palanquin bearing its terrible burden, five days dead in the great heat of summer; the escort, who had bound scarves over their faces – but even this precaution could not keep them from constant sickness – and even the mules that bore the palanquin seemed affected by the horrible atmosphere, and tried from time to time to break loose.


No corpse is, by tradition, allowed to enter through the gates into a Moorish city, and even in the case of the Sovereign no exception was made. A hole was excavated in the town wall, through which the procession passed direct into the precincts of the palace, where the burial took place. Immediately after, the wall was restored.


Beyond having been presented to Mulai Hassen while accompanying a diplomatic Mission, I never had personally any conversation with him. In those days the isolation of the Court was extreme, and the most rigid traditional etiquette was in force. He was no fanatic, and had he been able to break down some of the great reserve which encircled him, he probably would have been content to do so. In appearance he was extremely handsome, dark, but showing no trace of black blood, with straight regular features, and a most dignified bearing. His most remarkable feature was, however, the sadness of his expression. I saw him on many occasions during the last few years of his reign, for he appeared fairly often in public, and was always struck by this look of weariness and sadness. He died in middle age. Yet apparently he possessed a considerable sense of humour, and was not averse at times to playing practical jokes upon his Court and entourage. It was his son, the Sultan Mulai Abdul Aziz, who told me of the following incident.


It was the custom of the Sultan in early spring, when the first fresh butter of the season came in, to give a feast to his courtiers and to certain distinguished people of the town. Butter with the Moors is like the primrose with us. It heralds the spring, the time of great productiveness in Morocco, when the flocks and herds bear their young and fatten upon the rich grass. A few months later summer comes, and the herbage dries up. The cows cease calving and their milk runs dry, with the result that the people are dependent upon preserved butter – ‘smin’ – for their food; and they are great butter eaters, both in its raw state and in their cooking. So when the first cows calve and butter comes into season, no feast is complete without its ‘lordly dish’ of this much-appreciated article. The poets sing of it, as ours do of the nightingale – not materially, but rather as being the outward and visible sign of the new spring-life of all things, those few months in the year when all is productive, all is increasing, and which give promise of the great crops that are to follow.


Amongst the guests of the Sultan upon one of these occasions was a certain celebrated scholar, a master of religion, who was charged with the education of the Sultan’s sons. He had, as well as great knowledge, another characteristic – great meanness.


When the repast was over and the steaming dishes of cooked meats, or what was left of them, had been removed, there remained great plates of fresh butter, the very first of the season, hard and rolled into large balls. The learned tutor of the Sultan’s sons stated that it was much to be regretted that such splendid butter should be wasted by being eaten by the palace slaves and attendants, and forthwith he tore off a length of his fine white turban, rolled up one of the large balls of butter, and replaced the package in the crown of his high-peaked fez, which formed the foundation of his headgear.


One of the slaves told Mulai Hassen what had occurred, and he determined to amuse himself at the expense of his sons’ tutor. He entered the great chamber where the guests were assembled and bade them welcome, paying a few compliments to each. When it came to the turn of the learned man, the Sultan congratulated him on his great attainments, adding, ‘He shall be specially honoured. Bring rose-water and incense.’


Now, it is the custom at Moorish feasts to sprinkle the guests with rose and orange-blossom water, and to perfume their robes with incense. So the long-necked silver bottles and the brass incense-burner were produced. From the latter, laid upon red-hot charcoal, the burning sandalwood diffused its smoke in delicious clouds. Having received the regulation sprinkling, the incense-burner was placed before him. Lifting his wide sleeves, the slaves held the censer below them, allowing the smoke to permeate his voluminous garments. Then drawing the hood of his ‘bernous’ over his head and face, the customary perfuming of the turban was begun. But the slaves held tight, and instead of the performance lasting half a minute, it was unduly prolonged. At first it was only the richly-perfumed smoke of the sandalwood that entered his nose and eyes; but presently the delicious odour changed, for the butter concealed in his fez, melting under the applied heat of the red-hot charcoal, was beginning to drop into the incense-burner, giving forth a penetrating and unpleasant odour of cooking. From drops to a trickling stream took a very little while, and soon the whole room was full of the smoke of burning butter, while the aged scholar presented the most pitiful sight – half-blinded, choking, and dripping all over. When he had been washed and cleaned up the Sultan had gone.


Mulai Abdul Aziz was, at the time of his succession (1894), about twelve or thirteen years of age. He was a younger son of the late Sultan, for Islamic thrones do not necessarily descend by primogeniture. It is not unseldom a brother who succeeds, and at times even more distant relations. The throne is almost elective inside the royal family, though, as a matter of fact, a Sultan generally nominates his successor. The descent from the common ancestor – who in this case of Shereefian families is the Prophet Mohammed – is of far greater importance than the relationship of the deceased and succeeding Sultan. After the abdication of Mulai Hafid in 1912, his half-brother, Mulai Youssef, was ‘chosen’ to fill the throne, and accepted without hesitation. His choice has been amply justified by the dignified manner and the constant tact that he has always shown in his very difficult position.


The mother of Mulai Abdul Aziz was a Turkish lady, brought from Constantinople to Morocco. Report states that she was a woman of great intelligence and considerable force of character. She was certainly a most devoted mother. It is even said that she played a part in the politics of the country, and that she was consulted on affairs of State by her husband. That she must have possessed a remarkable personality is clear from the fact that she maintained her influence over the Sultan till the day of his death – no easy task amidst a host of rivals – and so assured the succession of her son. Her great friend and companion in the harem was another Turkish lady, the mother of the reigning Sultan Mulai Youssef. It is curious that these two ‘strangers in a foreign land’ should both have been destined to become the mothers of Sultans.


It was only natural that the succession of a minor gave rise to every form of intrigue at Court. There were two great factions in the palace – the party of Bou Ahmed, the powerful Chamberlain, on the one hand, and that of the Grand Vizier and Minister of War on the other. These two high officials belonged to the aristocratic and powerful family of the Ulad Jamai, and were respectively Haj Amaati and Si Mohammed Soreir. Now Bou Ahmed was the son of a negro slave, and therefore could count on no tribal or family influence. His rivals, on the contrary, were Fez aristocrats, highly born, and supported by the influential population of the towns. They came of what is known as a ‘Maghzen’ family – that is to say, a family who in the past had held Government posts, and had a sort of traditional claim to high employment. It was evident that jealousy must exist between these two factions.


Bou Ahmed’s position of Chamberlain gave him constant access to his sovereign, whose extreme youth brought him little into contact with his viziers. No doubt, too, Bou Ahmed could count upon the influence of the Sultan’s mother. He had been the constant and trustworthy confidant of her husband, and instrumental in putting her son on the throne. His own fate, too, depended upon his keeping him there, and there can be little doubt that Mulai Abdul Aziz’s mother and Bou Ahmed worked in connivance.


As soon as the new Government was organised sufficiently for Mulai Abdul Aziz to travel, the Court left Rabat for Fez – the real capital of the country. No Sultan can count upon his throne as being safe until he has been accepted by the religious and aristocratic Fezzis, and taken up his residence in the city; for Fez is the centre of religion and learning – and also of intrigue – and the influence of its population upon the tribes is very great. It was therefore very important that the young Sultan should reach Fez at as early a date as possible. His journey through the tribes to Meknès was very successful. He was well received on every side, and on his arrival at the old capital which Mulai Ismail, a contemporary of Louis Quatorze, had built, the population of the city accorded him a popular welcome.


Meknès is some thirty-three miles from Fez, and there remained only this last stage of the journey to be accomplished.


Bou Ahmed fully appreciated his position. He knew that once in Fez his influence must decrease. His rivals could count upon the support not only of the townspeople, but also of the Sultan’s relations in the capital. To the Fezzis he was an upstart, and there would be no peace from their intrigues to bring about his fall, and no pity when he fell. It was a case of now or never for Bou Ahmed.


There were no signs of the coming storm. The Ulad Jamai brothers were no doubt waiting till their arrival amongst their own people in Fez to begin a more active intrigue, and Bou Ahmed himself was courteous and a little obsequious to the influential viziers. A few mornings after the Sultan’s arrival at Meknès, the usual morning Court was being held. Haj Amaati, the Grand Vizier, surrounded by his white-robed followers, rode into the palace square, amidst the bowing officials and the salutes of troops. He was immediately summoned into the Sultan’s presence.


Mulai Abdul Aziz was alone with Bou Ahmed when Haj Amaati entered. He prostrated himself, and waited for the Sultan to speak. In a rather frightened voice Mulai Abdul Aziz asked him a question. Haj Amaati’s answer was not found satisfactory, and Bou Ahmed burst forth in a string of reproaches against the Vizier, and accused him of disloyalty, avarice, extortion, and political crimes. Suddenly appealing to the Sultan, he asked for permission to arrest him. Mulai Abdul Aziz inclined his head.


A few minutes later a dishevelled, cringing, crying creature, amid jeers and laughter, was dragged through the palace square amongst the crowd that only so short a time before had been bowing to the ground. His clothes were torn, for the soldiers were rough, and his turban was all askew. As he passed through the gate, dragged by the soldiery, the sentry at the door seized the Vizier’s clean white turban and set it on his own head, replacing it by his own dirty fez cap. A shout of laughter greeted this act.


The Vizier’s brother, Si Mohammed Soreir, the Minister of War, had not yet left his house for the palace. He was arrested at his own doorway, and did not attempt to resist, but allowed himself to be led to prison.


The subsequent history of these two men forms perhaps the blackest page of Mulai Abdul Aziz’s reign. They were sent in fetters to Tetuan, and confined, chained and fettered, in a dungeon. In the course of time – and how long those ten years must have been – Haj Amaati died. The Governor of Tetuan was afraid to bury the body, lest he should be accused of having allowed his prisoner to escape. He wrote to Court for instructions. It was summer, and even the dungeon was hot. The answer did not come for eleven days, and all that time Si Mohammed Soreir remained chained to his brother’s corpse! The brother survived. In 1908 he was released after fourteen years’ incarceration, a hopeless, broken, ruined man. Everything he had possessed had been confiscated; his wives and children had died, the result of want and persecution. He emerged from his dark dungeon nearly blind, and lame from the cruel fetters he had worn. In his days of power he had been cruel, it is said – but what a price he paid!


He settled in Tangier, where I saw him almost daily. He was in absolute poverty; but all his friends assisted him – and he wanted so little. An old slave woman of the family, who had survived in some out-of-the-way corner, came to look after him, and used to massage his tortured wrists and ankles. At length he died.


Two days before his death I saw him for the last time. It was clear that a very little span of life remained for him. I sat with him a long time, and as I rose to leave him, he said: ‘Listen. When they have washed my body for burial, I want you to see that my chains and fetters are put back upon my limbs. I desire to appear before my God as I spent those fourteen years of my life, that I may appeal to Him for the justice my Sultan refused me, that He in His great mercy and forgiveness may open to me the gates of Paradise.’


It was impossible to replace the chains and fetters, but I believe a link was sewn up in his winding-sheet. With the cruellest cynicism he was given an official military funeral, attended by all the native authorities and functionaries – for after all he had been Minister of War!


Sir Ernest Satow represented Great Britain in Morocco at the time of Mulai Abdul Aziz’s succession. On learning of Mulai Hassen’s death, the news of which Kaid Maclean – who was with the Moorish army – had managed to send to Tangier with almost incredible rapidity, Sir Ernest sent for me and told me that he proposed to send some confidential agent to Fez upon a mission, which would certainly be difficult and very likely dangerous, for, as the news of the Sultan’s death spread, there would no doubt be disturbances on every side. I naturally volunteered to go, and my offer was accepted. The same night at twelve o’clock I left, accompanied by one of my men, both of us well mounted and armed. I am averse to carrying arms in such countries as Morocco, and have very seldom done so; but the occasion was unusual, and bands of marauders might be looked for. I was dressed as a native mountaineer, my head shaved except for one long lock of hair, which I, native fashion, wore at this period of my life; my legs bare, and my feet thrust into yellow slippers. A rough brown-hooded cloak covered my scanty clothing. I, no doubt, looked a brigand – my companion was one. Luckily I had good horses in my stable, and we chose the two most likely to stand the fatigue. It was most important to start at once and travel fast, in order, if possible, to keep ahead of the news of the Sultan’s death, which was now publicly known in Tangier. I could not take the direct route for Fez, for part of my mission was to visit certain influential Shereefs en route to whom I was personally known, and to exhort them to use all their influence in the interests of peace, law, and order.


It was midsummer, and dawn was early; but before the sun had risen we reached Arzeila, twenty-six miles from Tangier. Here I breakfasted with the Shereef of Abrish, a brother-in-law of the famous Raisuli, and himself a man of considerable renown. He promised to exert all his influence to keep the tribes quiet. After a short halt I left the town, and at night arrived at Alcazar, having covered, by the route we had travelled, well over sixty miles. From Alcazar to Wazzan was a matter of some eight hours’ ride, and I reached the holy city of that name early the next afternoon. I was most cordially received by the very influential Shereefs who inhabit that little mountain city, so rarely visited by Europeans, as it is holy ground. It was a feast-day; but in spite of that the Shereefs at once got to work, sending numerous letters to the tribes to remain quiet. This work kept me at Wazzan till the middle of the following day, when I started once more, reaching the Maizerieh, a village on the hills above the Sebou Valley, that night. Here we slept, to start again before daylight.


It was clear that the tribes here had learned the news of the Sultan’s death, for all night long there was desultory firing, and in the early dawn we could distinguish groups of horsemen in the valley below. A general wiping out of old scores had begun, combined with organised pillage.


Avoiding as far as possible the districts where firing was taking place, my man and I rode on. The situation was uncomfortable, and I forgot for a moment what brigands we ourselves must have looked; but on suddenly coming upon a long line of laden camels, the half-dozen caravan men in charge took to their heels and ran for their lives. We soon, however, reassured them, and rode on. The fourth day’s travelling after leaving Tangier I arrived in Fez, having by our detours covered from 190 to 200 miles. My horses were tired, but not done up. At midday I presented the British Minister’s despatch, and my verbal message, to a council of the native authorities sitting in the house of Amin Haj Abdesalam El-Mokri, the father of the well-known Grand Vizier, Haj Mohammed El-Mokri, perhaps the most intelligent and capable of all the Moorish authorities of today.


I remained in Fez for several weeks. Meanwhile, Mulai Abdul Aziz had reached Meknès, where, at the moment of the arrest of the Grand Vizier and the Minister of War, I arrived, returning to Fez with the young Sultan.


I have always looked back upon that period with great pleasure. I was engaged upon a mission of some delicacy, and I was thrust into the very midst of native affairs. With that hospitality for which the Mokri family is so well known, I was a guest in their great house, one of the sights of Fez, with its terraced gardens and its many fountains. It required no little courage in those days to harbour a ‘Christian’, and I think this was the first time on which a European had ever been made welcome to stay in one of the great Fez houses. I wore the native dress – I had, of course, arrived without even a change of shirt – and lived in the company of the sons of the family, and was treated as one of them. My wants were amply supplied from the voluminous wardrobes of my hosts.


My mission was a success. On 14th July Sir Ernest Satow wrote me agreeing to my request to be allowed to return to Tangier. His letter is before me now:




The Foreign Office has much approved of my having sent you to Fez, and will not be unmindful of the services you have rendered on the present occasion. I sent copies of the greater part of your long report (which I copied out myself) to Sanderson, and Lord Kimberley read it with great interest. I will only add now that I feel myself under a great obligation to you for having undertaken an important and, to all appearances, perilous mission. But I felt you were the man to accomplish it … Many thanks for all you have done. It has been most successful.





My mission had lasted many weeks, and necessitated riding several hundreds of miles in the great heat of midsummer in discomfort, and often in danger. The British Government remunerated my services by presenting me with a cheque of £100. I did not complain, nor do I now, for it has been so unusual to be paid at all when employed upon these unofficial missions, that it seemed almost extravagant. Only on one other occasion during my whole Morocco career have I ever been paid even my out-of-pocket expenses for tasks undertaken at the request of the British authorities. I never realised myself the extent of the work I have done in this connection until I began to write this book, when I unearthed the voluminous correspondence that a succession of British Ministers had addressed to me, and which seem to treat of every mortal question pertaining to Morocco.


I have quoted Sir Ernest Satow’s letter, not from any desire to boast of the utility of my work, but because it represented one of the very few marks of appreciation and encouragement that I ever received from official sources, or, rather, I should perhaps say, in which the credit of my work was allowed to me. It was only years later that I learned that from the day of Sir Ernest Satow’s departure from Morocco, over a period of many years, all my work went home anonymously – that is to say, contained in official despatch as ‘I understand’, or ‘I am informed’. In my own particular case it didn’t matter much; but I confess that it hurt a little to be told long afterwards that the mass of information that I obtained – often by undertaking journeys at the direct instigation of the British authorities, often by my own personal relations with the tribes, and always at my own expense – went home without its origin being disclosed, and without identity. I have quoted Sir Ernest Satow’s letter; I will give one or two quotations from those of his successors.


‘I want you particularly to find out and let me know the following things …’ ‘It would be interesting, as you are in that part of the country, if you would go a little farther and visit …’ ‘I want you to impress upon the Sultan the importance of …’ ‘I would like you to return here as soon as possible, to consult you about the … question.’ ‘You are the only authority on the … tribes and what is passing there. Could you therefore return …’ ‘I hope you will arrange not to be long away, as I want to consult you about …’ ‘Please give the Sultan clearly to understand that we will not …’ ‘You are the one and only authority on these questions.’ ‘When you have time would you make me a full report on …’ ‘As a private individual it will be easier for you to get the Maghzen [Government] to agree to …’ ‘I bow to your superior knowledge on all these questions, and now agree with you that …’ ‘Do come back. I am lost without having you to consult.’ These are a few extracts of what was written; the verbal instructions and requests were naturally far greater.


I am glad of having been able to be of use, and would not hesitate to act again as I acted in the past; but the policy of depriving the unofficial and unpaid workman of the little crumbs of credit is wrong. It ought rather to be the rule to tempt young men of adventurous disposition to live the life I led, and, if necessary, to assist them – not to use them perpetually and keep them outside the pale. It is contrary to human nature to be absolutely disinterested in the personal success of one’s work, and the suppression of its origin – more particularly when its origin is a lifetime of travel and of study, as well as a proficiency for making friends amongst such people as the Moors – can only tend toward discouragement. In any branch of life but that of diplomacy such action would be considered incorrect.


Since 1912, when the French Protectorate was declared, and even before that date, from the time when England had abandoned all political aims in Morocco except to assist French policy, my information became of more value to the authorities of our friend and ally than to ourselves. I was invited to accompany more than one French special Mission, and have on many occasions been consulted on questions of great confidence, not only by French Ministers in Tangier, but also by the highest authorities of the French Protectorate. My little dossier of French official correspondence compares very favourably with that of our own people. Sir Ernest Satow’s letter, which was quoted, is the one and only expression of appreciation I ever received from the British Government, while I have a dozen letters of thanks, simple and full of appreciation and encouragement, from Paris. My duties as The Times correspondent often brought me into more or less acute discussions with the Spanish Government, but this has not deterred their high authorities from expressing to me on several occasions, in letters which I much appreciate, their thanks for information given, and their satisfaction at the large and fair way I have treated certain diplomatic questions, not only in The Times but also elsewhere.


In such a life as I have led there have been necessarily moments when one has been disheartened and depressed, perhaps owing to fever, perhaps to events. In my case, happily, they have been few and far between, and I look back over those past years in Morocco as a period of great pleasure; but there have been moments when a little word of encouragement, a few lines to say that one’s work had been appreciated at home – another letter, for instance, like Sir Ernest Satow’s – would have been so welcome and have done so much. I can honestly say the occasions have not been wanting.


I have enjoyed throughout the confidence of our representatives, and a very intimate and much appreciated friendship with them all. I have had every opportunity of seeing the inner workings of their diplomacy, and I can state that Great Britain has been fortunate in her Ministers in this country. Some left Tangier to fill more important posts elsewhere – Sir Ernest Satow, Sir Arthur Nicolson, and the late Sir Gerard Lowther, the best and kindest of men. One, perhaps the most brilliant of all, rests here for ever, the last British Minister to Morocco, Sir Reginald Lister, whose loss to his country was so great, and to his friends irreparable.



















CHAPTER TWO


Life at the Moorish Court





MULAI ABDUL AZIZ’S stay in Fez, the northern capital, in 1894, was not of long duration, for it was important that the Court should move to the south to consolidate his throne in those regions. While Northern Morocco has always been the unrestful and most seditious part of the country, it has never presented such a serious danger as the south is capable of becoming, for the northern tribes are poor, numerically in no great force, and always at war with each other. But in the Marrakesh region it is different. The rich agricultural land, and the great harvest reaped from it, render the tribes affluent; they are well horsed and well armed, and very prolific. Again, beyond the plains, the great range of the Atlas Mountains is inhabited by spirited and warlike Berber tribes, to all intents and purposes unconquered. Fortunately for the welfare of a long succession of Moorish Sultans, these great tribes, governed by hereditary chiefs, were nearly always on bad terms with one another; and one of the most important results accomplished by the French Protectorate Government in the last few years has been to form a league of the southern tribesmen. Any one who knew the old Morocco could scarcely believe that the great chiefs – the Glaoui, the Mtougi, the Gindafi, and the Rahamna Kaid – would ever join hands, even in the interests of the country. But today it is so.


Mulai Abdul Aziz was able to leave the north in a state of peace and security. New Governors had been appointed, and Bou Ahmed’s firm hand had made itself felt, and it was indispensable that the Court should move south: there were already signs of unrest that could not be ignored.


The arrival of the Sultan in the southern capital had a tranquillising effect, and Bou Ahmed set to work to restore order amongst the restive tribes and to build himself a palace – at the public expense. For six years he continued building, and every available workman and artist was employed. The result was grandiose, and the building now forms the ‘Residency’ of the French Protectorate Government. The ‘Bahya’ – that is to say, ‘The Effulgence’, as the palace is called – consists of a succession of handsome courtyards, one planted with cypress, orange, lemon, and other fruit trees and flowers, leading one out of the other. These courts are surrounded by arcades, on to which the great rooms open. Everywhere are fountains and tanks of water. This palace must cover many acres of land, and though quite modern, is a building of singular interest. There is one courtyard which is particularly beautiful, where the Moorish architect based his art on the traditions of the past. The walls are higher; the woodwork is not painted, as is usual, in polychrome; while the court itself is not nearly as large as some of the others. The rooms themselves are perhaps less interesting than the courtyards into which they open, though in many cases the elaborately carved and painted ceilings are very good.


On a very recent visit to Marrakesh I was able to wander at leisure over this great palace, accompanied by a native who was in charge, and who knew its every corner and turret, for he had been employed on its construction. I had seen it years before – or, rather, a portion of it – for I had twice been entertained at dinner by its owner, the famous Bou Ahmed. I recall now one of those evenings: the hot, jasmine-scented air of the courts, for it was late in spring, and the great dinner served in one of the saloons, while a native band discoursed anything but soft music just outside; and Bou Ahmed himself – short, dark, and of unprepossessing appearance, but none the less an excellent host. He has been dead now for twenty years, and his property, confiscated by the Sultan on his death, has passed into other hands. His name is only a memory of the past. In Morocco it was not, ‘How are the mighty fallen!’ but ‘How are the mighty falling!’ for almost month by month some great Kaid, some Vizier, or some Prince fell – and fell far indeed.


Bou Ahmed had other things to think of besides his house. There was grave dissatisfaction amongst some of the tribes, particularly amongst the Rahamna, whose extensive territory lies immediately to the north of the city of Marrakesh. A leader, Taher ben Suleiman, had arisen, and under his influence the tribes revolted. The local authorities were murdered or driven out, and the rebellion became general. Its suppression took long, and cost much in lives and money. On one occasion the rebels arrived at the walls of Marrakesh and took possession of the northern suburbs of the town, but were driven back. Bou Ahmed showed considerable ability in the suppression of this revolt: not only was his energy unceasing, but he knew also how to utilise the jealousy and mistrust that always exists among the rebels. He worked tribe against tribe, and division against division. The Maghzen, by its superiority of organisation, and by the means at its disposal to obtain men, arms, and ammunition, prevailed. The Rahamna rebellion was repressed, and hundreds of square miles of country were given up to fire, the sword, and pillage. The tribe was almost wiped out; hundreds died in prison; the women and children became the prey of the soldiery, and were sold or driven away to starve, and devastation reigned supreme. A few years later I travelled through the Rahamna country. It was still deserted, and the fields were grown over with thick weeds and thorn-bushes. Only a few most miserable black tents, with half-starved inhabitants, remained where once the rich and flourishing Rahamna tribe had dwelt. Taher ben Suleiman was captured. He was imprisoned in a cage made of the barrels of his partisans’ rifles – a cage so small that he could scarcely move in it, – and was exhibited to the public of Marrakesh, to be spat upon and reviled. He died in prison.


As long as Bou Ahmed lived the young Sultan remained in the palace. True, he appeared at ceremonies and celebrated the religious feasts in public, but he was a nonentity. Bou Ahmed alone governed Morocco.


In 1900 he died. I was in Marrakesh at the time of his last illness, when he lingered on day by day, kept alive by inhalations of oxygen. No one cared, unless it was a few of his personal followers and attendants, who would naturally suffer by his demise. As for the rest, there was a general indifference. He had never been popular, and the immense fortune he had amassed and great palace he had constructed awoke the jealousy of others who had the same desires but not the same opportunities. He was feared certainly, for his will was indomitable, and he was cruel. A sort of superstitious reverence had encircled his life, but it disappeared when sickness laid him low; and when he breathed his last, the pent-up feelings of the people burst forth, and they rose up and cursed him.


The death of a great personage in Morocco is terrible, and for several days as the Vizier lay expiring, guards were stationed outside his palace waiting in silence for the end. And then one morning the wail of the women within the house told that death had come. Every gateway of the great building was seized, and no one was allowed to enter or come out, while within there was pandemonium. His slaves pillaged wherever they could lay their hands. His women fought and stole to get possession of the jewels. Safes were broken open, documents and title-deeds were extracted, precious stones were torn from their settings the more easily to be concealed, and even murder took place.


While all this was proceeding within the strictly guarded walls, Bou Ahmed’s body was borne out and buried. The Sultan, weeping, followed the bier of the man who had put him on his throne and kept him there through those difficult years of his youth. He must, indeed, have felt himself alone as he stood beside the grave of his Vizier, who, whatever may have been his faults, however great may have been his extortions, had been loyal throughout. When Mulai Abdul Aziz, still weeping, had returned to his palace, his first act was to sign the decree for the confiscation of all Bou Ahmed’s property. It was now organised loot, for officials and slaves were turned loose to carry out the royal commands. For days laden baggage animals, half-concealed under great masses of furniture, heaped with carpets and bedding, or staggering under safes, bore Bou Ahmed’s property into the Sultan’s palace. His women and his slaves were made to give up their loot, and the house was left empty and its owners penniless. A few days later nothing remained but the great building – all the rest had disappeared into space. His family were driven out to starvation and ruin, his slaves were taken by the Sultan to be kept or sold, and his vast properties passed into the possession of the State. It was the custom of the country. The belongings of all State functionaries passed at death to their lord and master the Sultan. I see Bou Ahmed’s sons now and again. They are in complete poverty, and accept as presents with real gratitude the little sums which an upper servant in England would despise.


The accepting of small presents of money is, in Morocco, not considered by any means derogatory, much less the accepting of large sums. I remember well a great-uncle of the reigning Sultan, a man who had been Viceroy in his time, who regularly toured the country with a slave or two, collecting alms. He was a pleasant genial old gentleman, and had no hesitation in asking any one he met to help him, or in accepting the smallest of coins. On one occasion he arrived at the residence of a native ex-official of the Moorish Court, who lived in Tangier. There was a tennis-party going on, and the guests, amongst whom were a certain number of the representatives of the European Powers, were at tea. His Highness called me aside and asked who all these Europeans were. ‘They are,’ I replied, ‘largely the Ministers of the foreign Powers.’ ‘Aha,’ said the Prince, ‘they ought to be good for a pair of shoes if not for a cloak. Rich people, rich people.’ I was able to deter him, much to his surprise, by explaining that it was not the custom in Europe for members of the royal families to ask total strangers for coats, or even shoes, and I added that if he would wait a little I would see what could be done. I mentioned the Prince’s request to a few of my friends, and we subscribed between us the six francs necessary to purchase a pair of yellow slippers, the only footgear of the country. He was graciously pleased to accept them with the dignity of a Prince of the Blood.


The death of Bou Ahmed naturally brought about changes at Court. Whatever jealousies there may have existed amongst the viziers, and no doubt they were many, they realised that common action was necessary. Each might have, and probably would have, to defend his own particular position from the others, but collectively they had to defend their united positions from all the world. They must either succeed or fall together, and they determined to succeed.


The Sultan was now about twenty years of age, and might at any moment desire to assert himself; and the self-assertion of young monarchs of autocratic power and no experience is dangerous. The viziers realised that in all probability the disappearance of the strong hand of Bou Ahmed would tempt the young Sultan to become more independent, and it was necessary to come to some arrangement as to how he should be led to think and act. Certainly it must not be in the direction of affairs of State – those the viziers meant to keep to themselves. An occupation must be found for the inexperienced and hitherto secluded monarch.


It was the exact reverse of all the traditions of Morocco; but the situation was an unusual one, for there had never been a Sultan in a similar position. The viziers felt that should influence be brought to bear to keep him in his palace he might rebel against this enforced seclusion, and rid himself, and probably in no gentle manner, of the men who had instituted it. No; it was clear the Sultan must be amused, and his amusements must be so numerous and so varied that his entire attention would be distracted from affairs of State. Morocco itself could not supply the novelties that would be required. Such pleasures and such luxuries as the country could produce were his already – women, horses, jewels, and the whole paraphernalia that goes to make up an oriental potentate’s surroundings. For further distractions appeal must be made to Europe. It was not made in vain. It was the beginning of the great debacle, of the reckless extravagance, of the follies and the debts that led to foreign loans, and step by step to the loss of Morocco’s independence.


A strong and good adviser might have prolonged the life of an independent Morocco, for although possessed of no great attainments or willpower, Mulai Abdul Aziz was thoughtful, intelligent, and desirous of doing well. It was no easy matter, however, at Marrakesh, the southern capital, where the Court was at this time in residence, to keep the young Sultan amused. Situated one hundred miles from the nearest port, which itself was three hundred miles down the Atlantic coast, communication with Europe was necessarily very slow, and the Sultan’s ever-increasing orders of European goods took long to carry out. Often, too, the heavy Atlantic swell rendered communication impossible between the ships and the shore for weeks together.


The Sultan’s caterers were at their last resources. Fireworks were played out; bicycle tricks had led to bruises and sprains; and even photography had lost its pristine interest. At this critical moment came word of a belated circus at one of the coast towns. It must naturally have been a very poor circus ever to have found itself at that dreary little port, but its advent was welcomed as enthusiastically as if it had been Barnum’s entire show. Imperial letters were directed to the local Kaids and Governors, agents rushed wildly to and fro, and eventually the circus, bag and baggage, consisting of a dozen people and three or four horses, started out across the weary plains of Morocco to obey the royal command. It all took time, and meanwhile in Court circles it was the absorbing topic of conversation. One or two serious rebellions among the tribes, and an acute quarrel with the Government of a European Power, passed into temporary oblivion.


Now, the proprietress of this circus was an extremely stout Spanish lady of uncertain age, on whose corpulent body the rough jogging on a mule for more than a hundred miles had left almost as painful an impression as the discomfort, heat, and worry of the journey had upon her temper. She herself took no active part in the performance, and it was on this account, to her intense indignation and wrath, that she was refused admittance to the court of the palace in which the Sultan was to witness the show. His Majesty’s orders were that none but the actual performers should be allowed to enter.


So the fat lady and one or two of the employees of the circus remained in an outer courtyard adjoining the enclosure in which the Sultan, seated under a gorgeous tent, was witnessing the performance. A wall some twenty feet in height separated these two courts; and in the outer one, where the fat lady found herself, the Sultan had been building some additions to the palace, and a pile of stone, mortar, and other material reached almost to the top of the wall. The lady was both angry and bored, nor were a herd of gazelle and a few fine specimens of mouflon – Barbary wild sheep – that roamed about the enclosure sufficient to keep her amused.


To have received a royal command to come all that way to the Moorish capital, and then to be deprived of the glory of seeing her own circus performing before a real Sultan, was more than she could bear, and she straightway began to climb the great heap of building material that lay piled against the wall. It was hard work, nor was her figure suited for such mountain-climbing; but she was to receive assistance from a source undreamed of. Affected, no doubt, by her slow progress in a sport of which he himself was so proficient, the old ram mouflon lightly bounded after her. Balancing himself for a moment on his hind-legs, he lunged forward and butted the fat lady so successfully from below that her ascent was materially assisted. In a series of repeated bounds, owing to no voluntary action on her own part, she found herself pantingly grasping the top of the thick wall.


Meanwhile the performance of the circus was progressing to the Sultan’s satisfaction. Suddenly, however, an expression of wrathful consternation became visible in his face, and, speechless, he pointed at the wall. There, far above, was the agonised and purple visage of the fat lady, peering down at the Sultan and his Court. In a moment the officers of the suite were shouting and gesticulating to her to retire. But the only reply they received was a sudden vision of a considerable portion of her immense body, as a playful mouflon, himself invisible, gave her another hoist up. At last all her body was on the wall, to which she clung for dear life with arms and legs, as she lay extended on its summit. It was at this moment that the mouflon appeared. With a majestic bound he leaped on to the summit, stood for a moment poised on his hind-legs, then suddenly dropped, and with a terrific prod from his wide horns, butted the fat lady at least a yard along the wall. He was evidently intent upon taking her round the entire circuit of the courtyard.
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