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PREFACE





THERE has always been a veil of

mystery over the religion of Islam, from its very first days. The mockery of

the Jews stung the early Moslems, who sprang from a people keenly sensitive to

ridicule, as they are even now. The bitterest sayings of the Prophet were

excited by those who scoffed at the religious exercises of himself and his

followers.




It was mockery that led Mohammed

to enjoin secrecy for much of the liturgical worship of his people, and

possibly had something to do with the order to seal Arabia, and the Holy Cities

of Medina and Mecca especially, against all men of a different faith. It is the

fear of mockery which closes the most sacred places of Islam to this day, a

fear which in some places engenders a fanatical resentment against the prying of

strangers.




Secrecy has told against a proper

understanding of the practices of this religion. An almost invulnerable

reticence on the part of its adherents has led the casual or unsympathetic

observer into mistaken judgments, or has left those in deep ignorance of the

truth, who, dealing with a franker people, would, by residence amongst them,

have become familiar with the views and practices of their neighbours. It is a

rare thing in Egypt, for instance, to find anything more than a superficial

knowledge of Islam on the part of European residents. As for the ordinary

tourist, between the chicanery of the plausible scamp calling himself a

dragoman, and the deep reserve of the religious Moslem, it is something less

than knowledge that he takes away with him.




To anyone who would understand

the greater human forces at work in the world, the importance of something like

a just appreciation of a religion numbering over two hundred and sixty million

souls is at once evident. Napoleon at one period of his life thought to use

this great force in his project of a world-conquest, and declared that he might

even become a Moslem himself. In our present day we have seen the approach of

Germany to Islamic Turkey, with an undoubted eye on the Chaliphate of Islam;

the Kaiser going so far as to speak of the Sultan as “my friend and ally.” In

Cairo I have heard the suggestion, from Mr. Carl Peters himself, which in one

of his recent books of travel he puts into precise words: “There is one factor

which might fall on our side of the balance, and in the case of a world-war

might be made useful to us; that factor is Islam. As Pan-Islamism it could be

played against Great Britain, as well as against the French Republic, and if

German policy is bold enough, it can fashion the dynamite to blow into air the

rule of the Western Powers from Cape Nun (Morocco) to Calcutta.”




And yet the extent of the

ignorance of Islam in the West is as great as it is incomprehensible. Any man

who has nothing to guide him but the popular knowledge of the Prophet of Arabia

and his teachings, as they affect his followers to-day, must find, as I did,

when I came to live with the Arab folk of North Africa, and later of Egypt, and

to read the Koran for myself, how perplexingly ignorant of the truth he is.




If he turns to the writings of

the professional Orientalist he finds little real help, for they are redolent

of the lamp, and seldom of the ways and haunts of living men; to the writings

of the missionaries, he finds them in many cases imbued with a strange dislike

of everything Islamic, which makes them partial, and inadequate to really

inform the mind of the unprejudiced inquirer. I do not write this in antagonism

to the work of the missionaries. But I am bound to admit that I know nothing

more misleading than those missionary writings, which are having the greatest

acceptance just now, of the Rev. W. St. Clair-Tisdall, whose Religion of the

Crescent I consider a heartless book, for all its scholarship. One page of Lady

Duff Gordon's kindly observations of the life of Moslem people in her Letters

from Egypt is worth all its erudition. Mr. Samuel M. Zwemer, the secretary of

the Students' Volunteer Movement in America, who has lived as a missionary in

Arabia, is another prolific writer whose cruel and relentless attacks on Islam

are finding great acceptance with stay-at-home people of the West. Though the

readers may be excited thereby at the degradation and darkness they are called

upon to contribute to remove, they are certainly misled if they think they are

gaining a fair view of the life and religion of the people described. It is

strange to me that men holding views so lacking in sympathetic insight as these

two writers could ever expect to find any acceptance with, or to do good to,

the people they can so write of.




The controversy aroused by a

speech of the Bishop of London last year, in the Albert Hall, will be fresh in

many minds. Moslems everywhere were amazed and hurt that they could be said to

“turn out the name of Christ as evil,” the name they revere equally with the

name of their Prophet, and whose virgin mother they never mention without terms

of deep respect. The Bishop, when the storm broke, admitted that he knew

nothing of Islam, but had gone for his information to the work, The Reproach of

Islam , by the Rev. W. H. T. Gairdner, who for over ten years has been a

missionary in Cairo. This work is not bitter, as the others are, but it is,

like them, lacking in that sense of human affection, without which, it seems to

me, no man can expect to find acceptance for a religious message by a strange

people; for without affection he can never truly understand their aspirations

and their needs.




It is true there are other men

amongst the missionaries to Islam who are pursuing a different line, taking to

their work a genial and unbiased spirit, which puts them in kindly touch with

the people they want to help. As an instance of a work of this sort, I may

mention Aspects of Islam , by Duncan Black Macdonald. The Rev. C. F. Andrews,

of Delhi, is a man who never says a word about the Moslem people which is not

instinct with kindliness and justice. If such books increase, it will be

impossible to assert that it is to the works only of ordinary travellers, and

not of missionaries, that one must look for anything like a true picture of the

life and religion of Islamic lands. I hope my simple work may be found to

contribute a little to the result I desire—of greater fairness and better

understanding and appreciation of the motives and ideals of the followers of

Mohammed. My only equipment is sympathy, a fairly long residence with the

people I have sought to know, and quite exceptional facilities, in Egypt

especially, for getting behind the veil, for penetrating the mysteries of the

religion predominant there.




A profound study of Islam, based

upon the immense Arabic literature, it is not in my power to attempt. I have

striven only to give the living people the opportunity, which they have never

had, of stating for themselves their beliefs and their views. I have tried to

fit into the picture of their life, as I saw it, something of their ideals,

with a sympathetic appreciation of what I found to be good and true in the

practice of their religion. The teaching they follow is not wanting in

stimulation to noble impulses, or of restraining power against evil. In

commending to them a higher message, like that of the Gospel of Christ, it is

not, to my mind, necessary in any degree to deny these things. Indeed, am

convinced that it has been a great mistake to do this, accounting probably for

that want of advance which is always to be deplored.




If it is thought that my picture

is too favourable, that I have dwelt too little upon the decadence of Islam,

and of the low moral tone prevailing in the East, I can only answer that I look

upon my work as merely a supplement to volumes that have been written on this

phase of the subject. I have sought the brighter colours, which I consider

other men have ignored, hoping truth may gain by a little genial light being

thrown upon the whole scene, which before has been too much depressed by the

severe and sombrous tones in which it has been represented. 




To mention the names of all those

leaders and authorities in Islam in Egypt who helped me, and with whom I

discussed all the important questions of their faith, would be to tabulate

almost every name of importance in the Moslem world at its intellectual

centre—Cairo. To the Head of the Church in Egypt I tender my grateful

acknowledgments, as well as to every other man—sheikh or cadi, teacher or

administrator, who so courteously assisted me. To private friends innumerable,

in all parts of Egypt, who did so much to make my long stay profitable and

enjoyable, I give thanks. Such friendship as I have found in the East would

enrich the life of any man. To mention names in any category would be tedious

as well as invidious. 


















 




BOOK I MOSLEM HOME-LIFE

IN TOWN AND VILLAGE




VEILED

MYSTERIES OF EGYPT CHAPTER I




“Strange as it may appear to a

generation accustomed to look upon Islam as a cloak for all kinds of vice, it

is nevertheless true that … many Christians who have come into contact with a

living Moslem Society have been profoundly impressed by the virtues exhibited

therein.”




Arnold, The Preaching of Islam,

p. 345. 




HOSPITALITY and all that generous

chivalry which the protection and care of guests may call forth, are virtues

which cover all sins with a true Moslem, especially if he be of Arab descent,

however remote. To be hospitable was as important to the ancient tribesmen of

Arabia as to be brave:“A rushing rainflood when he gave guerdons; When he

sprang to the onset, a mighty lion.” 




Those writers who seek to

discredit the Prophet by pointing to the pre-Islamic virtues, should look here

for their evidence. The tribal system, when each tribe was ruled by the most

generous and the bravest member of it, who pitched his tent at the point most

likely to be attacked by an enemy or seen by a returning friend, or a needy

wayfarer, had in it noble qualities. With the destruction of the tribal system

there was sure to be a diminishing of these virtues, as displayed in royal

fashion especially by the chosen leader. But it should not be forgotten that by

the same process of reasoning it may be shown that the feudal times in England

were better than the days of greater security and freedom, for the mass of the

people, which succeeded them.




But, as a matter of fact, these

noble virtues as shown in the primitive chief have largely survived in the

whole Arab race, and in a thousand ways still manifest themselves to the

delight of those who come into such intimate relations with the Arab Moslems as

admit them into the inner shrine of the home, whether it be the tent or the

palace. Not even the austerities of the sect of the Wahabees, who in a blaze of

grim Puritan zeal last century tried to take Islam back to the teaching of the

Koran and the example of the Prophet, by abolishing all personal display and

making smoking and even coffee-drinking a sin—they would not have carpets on

their floors because the Prophet had none—could suppress the inherited

instincts of a generous hospitality in the Arab mind, as Palgrave testifies in

the story of his travels in Central Arabia. It was Palgrave who found painted

over a door the distich of the celebrated poet, Omar-ibn-el-Farid:




“Welcome to him of whose approach

I am all unworthy, Welcome to the voice announcing joy after lonely melancholy,

Good tidings thine; off with the robes of sadness; for know Thou art accepted,

and I myself will take on me whatsoever grieves thee.”




It has been my privilege to enjoy

the hospitality and genial protection of Moslem people under almost every

condition—in the Palace of the Pasha, and in the “town house” of the country

gentleman in Cairo, as well as in the home of the “Squire” on his distant

estates in Upper Egypt. In the Delta, too, I have stayed in what we should call

a ducal house, famous for its lavish entertainment of guests, who might be

embarrassed by the wealth of hospitality shown them, but for that charming

courtesy with which it is offered—a courtesy perfect in its quietness and

restraint, which enables it to wed itself with the desires and wishes of the

guest in such a way that the mind becomes free to enjoy the good that is

offered without a single disturbing thought.




This same chivalry towards a guest

appears equally, as I well know, in the tent of the desert, and the mud hut of

the remote oasis, where it can charm away the limitations of poverty as surely

as it can soften the demonstrativeness of wealth. I valued very highly these

opportunities of intimate acquaintance with the people, apart from the true

friendships I formed, for the European rarely sees the best of Moslem society.

He easily makes acquaintance with the official class, the Egyptian who has

learned in European cities to despise his religion; but he is debarred as a

rule from entering the circle of true Moslems of good birth and education and

pious life.




We were invited to spend a week

in a remote village in Upper Egypt with friends whom we had known and visited

in Cairo. Arrived at the nearest railway station we were met by a son of the

house, with a regular cavalcade of servants and horses, and the humble ass, for

the five-mile ride across the fertile plain. The white Arab mare reserved for

my use was gorgeous in its trappings; it was the squire's own beast, in gala

array. The servants—each beast had an attendant—were of the fellaheen class,

gentle and smiling, as that simple people usually are; especially when, as in

this case, they are attached to an old historic house and a master whom they

revere, and as their ancestors have been, “time out of mind.”




Our winding narrow path lay

through the fields, and by the waterways, which alone bring the possibility of

fertility to them; the fields being green everywhere with the tall ripe crop of

sugar-cane and Indian corn, as well as with the new beans just springing up.




All this part of Egypt flourishes

under the boon of the ever-spreading system of irrigation, which men even in

the days of Mohammed Ali dreamed of, and realised—on paper—but which British

rule has made possible. All the canals we passed are new; until two years since

the natural flood from the Nile was the only chance for the one annual crop

where now three crops are grown every year.




My friends are Arab Egyptians,

with all the piety of the early Moslems, and unspoiled by that contact with

modern civilisation which their wealth enables them to have. Naturally they owe

much to this threefold enriching of their lands, and they are candid enough to

admit this. The railway too, which recently reduced the road distance from the

village by eight miles, and made possible a daily post, is a greatly

appreciated benefit.




It is not necessary to blindly

love the British occupation to acknowledge the material benefits it has so

lavishly brought with it, or to give up all that is represented by

Nationalistic ideals because one will not accuse it of “Egypt's ruin,” or curse

everything English as it concerns the country of the Nile, in the fashion of

Mr. Wilfred Blunt.




An amusing period to our journey

was made by the canal, about half-way, which had to be crossed by ferry. Here

was an opportunity to see the country-folk at close quarters—the promiscuous

little crowd waiting for the ferry on this side, and the group packed on the

ferryboat coming towards us, to say nothing of the various animals which

accompanied them. Anyone who knows Egypt can imagine the noise, the excitement,

the chaff and badinage as each man gives advice—which no one heeds—to every

other soul within range.




The boatman, as an exception from

the general good temper, was a wag, but of the surly and sarcastic order. His

remarks to his human cargo were an example of that coarseness coming from a

brutal frankness of expression so universal in the East, and which to English

ears is revolting. A criticism he hurled at a peasant girl of fourteen or so,

for her clumsiness, and at which both men and women smiled, would—I hope—have

brought him a swift blow from the roughest navvy in England. In Chaucer's day

our own forefathers were lacking in what we now think is decent reserve in

speech; we had not advanced too far when Shakespeare or even Fielding wrote. I

am told that in Egypt a slow improvement is noticeable as education increases:

and on the effendi (or gentle class), at least, intercourse with Western people

is having its effect, as I can testify. I admit that the coarseness is still

appalling in native conversation; but it is something gained that the Egyptians

have come to realise that its repression is required by all decent Europeans

with whom they have dealings. Neither my wife nor I ever had a coarse remark

addressed to us during the many months we have lived with Eastern people.




This boatman was particularly

enraged with one of our servants, a negro, whose mule slipped into the canal

from the muddy deck of the ferry; the servant nimbly jumping on to its back and

swimming it across the canal, by which two fares were lost! Vials of wrath for

the negro, succeeded by withering scorn for all our servants, the only tangible

point of insult being that they were wearing boots—and such boots! the young

master's “left-offs,” treasured for years, and put on to-day in honour of

visitors. He would tell the Bey—their master—that such stuck-up rascals were

unfit to serve him. All of which abuse was received with good-natured smiles by

our party, whom he obviously wished to excite to conflicting rage.




It was interesting to see the

skill with which those in charge of buffaloes—perhaps a young girl or a boy of

six or seven—would induce the beasts to go through the stream so as to avoid

the ferry charge. The saving of the tenth of a penny is worth any exertion

where the folk are so poor as the fellaheen of Egypt are.




We were a merry boat-load that

eventually started; there is nothing of bucolic muteness about these poor

labouring people, but good-humoured and ready civility, a responsive smile,

very little impertinent curiosity, and a willingness to serve.




At last we remounted and rode

away. The land we now passed had all been under water at high Nile, so that the

two or three villages in sight standing on slight eminences had lately been

islands, but the flood had now returned to the waterways and the river. The

villages, standing amidst their palm trees, with the minaret of the mosque

always rising as the crowning point, looked very picturesque.




Soon in the distance the village

in which we were to stay appeared, standing prettily on its small round hill or

mound. In the centre was the large house, remarkable in an Egyptian village

from having three storeys and standing very high above the

other houses. It was, however, the minarets of the mosques that our friend Omar

very proudly pointed out—for here there are two or three places of prayer, one

of them built by the chief family of the village.




We turned across the last field

of beans, then into a lane, and were at once in the narrow ways of the hamlet;

such a sudden contrast from those wide spaces of land and sky of the valley of

the Nile.




The great house we had seen from

afar belongs to the family with whom we are to stay; but for us is reserved, as

the custom is, a small separate house, with its own courtyard, adjoining the

larger residence. It was at our own door that we were received by the men of

the family, two older brothers of Omar, with that courtesy of which we were

confident. This house, and all it contained, with its own servants, was ours;

literally we were to have sole possession of it; they were honoured by our

coming; we were welcome, more than welcome. All was ours, if only we would

please them by accepting it.




In the Eastern way, these gentle

compliments would break out again in pauses of the conversation. One of the

brothers would smile at me and say, “An honour to our village. You bring a

blessing on our house. Allah yisallimak (God preserve you). From this moment we

begin to live.” Put into bald English, I fancy I hear a murmur of “gush” and

“effusiveness.” I admit it; these greetings are a form of ceremonial

politeness, but they are said with a quiet graciousness which must be experienced

before, to prosaic Western minds, their charm can be realised. And the wealth

of practical hospitality with which they are followed shows that they are

inspired by sincerity. It was remarked once by the natives of a certain village

in this part of Egypt that the murrain broke out as a punishment for

churlishness to a stranger!




I was amused later on to notice

that this politeness goes so far as to lead a man who is silently reading a

letter from a friend to make an audible reply to the compliments addressed to

him in the letter, in exactly the same way as though the writer were present.




We sat for a time in the salemlik

(or men's reception hall) with our hosts and chatted and smoked and drank

coffee. Then Omar introduced us to our establishment. It was built rather like

a square bungalow, only with loftier roof, and the usual central hall of the

Arab house of the rich classes, with a room at each corner leading out of the

hall.




Our bedroom was large, and, with

its mosquito-curtained beds, quite modern in its furnishing, but for an Eastern

brass jug with spout, and its basin, for washing. Omar explained that our

man-servant would come in to pour water from the jug for us when we wished to

wash! Then bethinking himself that English people preferred a splashing variety

of ablution, a servant found a bigger basin and a large jug; and our personal

Arab servant, who had no experience of Europeans, was greatly puzzled to be

told that we should not need his help in this particular matter.




When we invite guests in the

West, we tell them what the arrangements of our ménage are, and expect them,

more or less, to fall in with them. In the East, by a series of ingenious

questions, it will be elicited what the guest's habits and wishes are, and

everything will be made to quietly fit into these. I expected this, and on my

part had tried to find what the family customs were—with little success, I

own—so that we made what, I hope, was a compromise in what was finally settled.




This village is so far out of the

track of visitors—tourists have never so much as dreamed of the existence of

such a place, so far from dahabieh, and Cook's steamer, or even the humblest

temple of Isis—that an Englishman outside the official class has never been

seen here, and my wife is the first European lady even known to visit it.




I had told my friend that I was

anxious to meet with the native people “in their habit as they live” as much as

possible. And as by this time he had doffed his European clothes and was

dressed in a galabieh (a sort of long cloth smock) he modestly suggested that I

should find it easier to approach the unsophisticated country-folk if I wore

native dress and a tarboosh. I agreed, and soon found myself similarly robed

and with the red tarboosh (fez) on my head, while there was placed at my

disposal a second set of garments for special wear, dressed in which I should

appear as a full member of the sheikh or learned class. In many ways I found

this clothing an advantage. Of its comfort, if one adopts the Eastern mode of

sitting on one's crossed legs, there can be no question. As my friend Omar,

when he is in the country, is a holiday-maker, and has time for all the daily

prayers, he finds this garment convenient, if not necessary, for making the

ablutions and other practices of his religion.




As we rode about the country a

good deal, we of course passed many men by the wayside, as well as in the

villages. I was glad to find that they all returned my greeting “Salaam

Aleikum”—“Peace be with you”—with the usual reply, “On you be peace.” This is

the general form—to be first given by the man riding on a camel to one on

horseback; by the horse-rider to the rider on an ass; and by him to the man on

foot; by a man walking to a man sitting; by a small party to a large one; by

the young to the old. Difference of rank does not enter into these general

rules touching priority of salutation. It was the Prophet's custom to salute

all men, of whatever faith or condition; as he said, “I am sent to be kind and

considerate to all men, and not to deal roughly or harshly with them.”




If I had been wearing a hat the

people would have looked puzzled, and possibly a little displeased, at my

salute, and in some cases would not have given the reply, “On you be peace!”

for this is regarded as the greeting suitable as between Moslems.




“If ye are greeted with a

greeting, then greet ye with a better greeting, or at least return it; God

taketh count of all things” (The Koran, Sura iv. 88).




It is a mistake often made,

however, to say that the Moslem will not return the greeting of a Christian. It

is to the idolater or pagan that as a rule he will not reply with “Peace!” To

the Christian the Moslem often answers, “Peace be to him who follows the right

way!”




It is extremely interesting, and

sometimes amusing, to see the ingenuity and persistency with which two friends,

especially after a long absence, will sustain a competition in greetings, one

compliment upon the other, always with a better greeting, in obedience to this

command.




“Salaam Aleikum!”




“Aleikum Salaam!”




“With you be peace, and the mercy

of God, and His blessing!”




“May your day be blessed.”




“May your day be blessed as

yesterday.”




“May your prosperity be

increased.”




And so on. There is something in

the Arabic language which lends itself to a rhythmic repetition and phrase

expansion. Mr. Talbot Kelly, who knows the out-of-the-way people of Egypt so

well, from his travels as an artist, speaks of this “old-world courtesy.”




“I am frequently salaamed by a

native,” he says, “who asks, ‘Does your work prosper?’




“‘Thanks to Allah,’ I would

reply.




“‘God increase your prosperity!

Our Lord and the Prophet know the good men.’ ”




The graceful imagery of the East

permeates the expressions of all classes of men, and among the poor fellaheen

lends poetry to lives otherwise those of toil and drudgery. Every hour we spent

in the fields, and the villages, and by the waterways, exchanging salutes and

greetings with the fellaheen, with the unfailing handshake (imagine how it

disgusts a young 'Varsity lad fresh from England with his

one-“paw-shake”-a-term prejudice) which to a Moslem is the only right way in

which to meet a fellow-creature, whether Pasha or slave, served to show us how

true this is.




The cordial word between master

and man, the curious mixture of unclouded assurance and deference with which

the poorest and most unlettered approach the rich and the learned; the dignity

on both sides which allows of an equality leading to no loss of self-respect

with either—all this serves to create a happy fellowship in a community which

in a prosier sphere would be dull or even sordid.




Only the women of the village

would hide when we appeared, by retiring into a doorway, if possible, or by

hiding their heads in their flowing black veils—and this is a tribute to our

rank, for the fellaheen women do not veil in the formal sense as the townswoman

does; they give no greetings, and only in the case of a woman being well known

to one of our party should we speak to one of them.




And wherever we went we met signs

of the touching, simple kindness of these people. “Would we honour the house by

drinking coffee, or breaking bread in it?” was the invitation from all sides.

And what they offer—it is all they possess very often—is done as a matter of

course; to suggest reward would be to deeply wound them; all they desire is

that you will condescend to accept the respect of which their service is the

sign.


















 




CHAPTER II




“Hither we used to retire when

wearied … and pass a quiet hour … talking over the condition of the country,

and its future prospects, discussing points of morality, or commenting on the

ways and fashions of the day.”




Palgrave, Through Central and

Eastern Arabia, p. 55. 




IT was in the salon of our own

house that we again met the men of the family, as though we were the hosts, and

they the guests; and soon after our arrival, on the first day, lunch was

announced in an adjoining room. We all went to the dining-room, took our

serviettes from the table, and returning to the hall, washed our hands, for by

our own desire we were to eat, during our stay here, in the Eastern

fashion—with our fingers.




Nothing can exceed the daintiness

and the cleanness with which even the humble Arabs eat. If the tourist would

have proof, let him watch the boatmen waiting for the Kasr-el-Nil bridge to

open, under the Semiramis wall in Cairo, as they sit round the common dish at

their evening meal, as the sun is setting.




For my part I sit at meals, eaten

in this way, with pleasure, knowing how scrupulously clean the hands of a

Moslem are (the right hand only is used for eating, and that is always kept

from impure contact), for in addition to the prayer ablution there is always

this special washing at each meal. And one is spared all reflection on the

mysteries of hotel or even domestic” washing-up” of plates and spoons and

forks.




What a meal this luncheon

was—forerunner of an unbroken succession of banquets twice a day to the end of

our stay. Happily, as Omar had been in England, he knew our limitations of

appetite (and digestion), and we were not pressed to eat of each of the

innumerable courses, as the usual Egyptian custom dictates.




After the coffee and siesta in

the hall, we explored the village and met its dignitaries and notables. A

village of this size—there are two thousand inhabitants all told—has a mayor

and a deputy mayor, on which officials we now called to pay our respects. They

are appointed by the Government, at a small salary, but with certain

privileges—for instance, the mayor's son is exempt from military service. The

mayor is responsible for law and order, and can give sentence of imprisonment

up to twelve hours. He is responsible to the mudir.




Egypt, we learned, is divided

into provinces, each province being ruled over by a mudir, with a sub-mudir.

Each province is divided into districts, and over each district is a mamour who

has control over a number of police officers. The mamour has oversight of the

villages in his district, each village having an omdah or mayor. The province

in which I stayed was that of Benisuif, which is in the third or last grade,

having three mamours over its three districts. Tanta, in Lower Egypt, is the

first province in rank, having eleven districts. There is a provincial council

for each province presided over by the mudir. The administration work of the

province is under the eye of an English “Inspector of the Interior,” and these

officials are members of the councils which have authority over the omdahs, but

they are not members of the provincial council.




From a narrow street we emerged

into the brilliant sunshine, which in winter—it was now December—is in Egypt

truly golden, and of all things in nature the most delightful and grateful.




On the village green—only it is

not grass-green, but dust-grey—flocks of geese were preening themselves, and

the children, dressed in every bright colour, played in groups. On the opposite

side, outside a cottage door, sat a number of men in white or blue galabiehs,

smoking and chatting. Now there pass three or four women, in black, one of them

with a bright bundle of a child straddled on her left shoulder, another with

water-pot on her head—the sunshine making, with each turn of the kaleidoscope,

a perfect picture.




We cross the “green,” and enter

the winding ways of the village again—they can hardly be called streets, for

most of them are only just wide enough for a horse-rider to pass along. The

lowly habitations are built of unbaked bricks, in some cases plastered with

rough clay, of one storey, and in every way are as elementary a form of

house-building as can well be.




And how primitive the people are.

I noticed on the outer walls by the side of the entrance of several houses long

marks scratched in the clay, in one place as many as four strokes, in another

two, and so on. The explanation is that a venerable pedlar, who travels all the

way from Medina, with henna, which is particularly esteemed as coming from the

Holy City, and visits all the villages in this part of Egypt, gives credit to

the poor cottagers, and marks his account in this way on the outer walls!




Another house we passed was decorated

round the doorway with crude drawings, denoting that the occupant had been to

Mecca. A knock at the door, and an old man appeared. There were many

handshakings; the old Hadj, as the pilgrim must now be called, beaming with joy

at our interest, consented to be photographed. He had saved, with incredible

self-denial all his life, in order that he might pray in Mecca before he died,

and now he was “making his soul” in his native village, in happy content, sure

of the profuse joys of Paradise when his frugal days on earth should end.




A little farther on we called on

the “oldest inhabitant,” a man aged one hundred and ten. As the whole of his

life had been passed in the service of our host's family, his great age was

well authenticated. Until quite recently he had enjoyed good health, but now he

was deaf and almost blind, and was entirely dependent on his daughter, who was

very attached to him. When he realised that he was receiving a visit from the

grandsons of his old master, he hugged Omar's hand and kissed it, calling down

the blessings of heaven upon him and his brothers.




There is no doubt that the

fellaheen of Egypt reach a very great age. In the takieh (or workhouse) at

Tourah, near Cairo, I talked with a man aged one hundred and twelve, who had

all his faculties, with the exception of a long-chronic weakness of the eyes.

His memory was clear, and carried him easily back to the days of Mohammed Ali's

power in Egypt. Of course I asked him the secret of his great age, and of

course he was positive, as all old people are, that he knew it, although it is

the last thing about which there is any agreement. “A good life, hard work (he

worked till over a hundred), regularity at prayers, scrupulous keeping of the

fast. I believe in fasting, and now that I do not work, I fast two whole days

every week, and still keep Rhamadan. I have always had faith in God, and so

have never worried.” A landowning friend of mine has on his estate in Upper

Egypt a marvellous old man who is over one hundred and thirty years, authenticated

through his lifelong service in the one family. He travels by train to Cairo

occasionally, and but for an accident five years since, would show little sign

of his great tale of years. He preserved prodigious muscular strength till he

was over a hundred and twenty years old, and tales of his prowess would make an

interesting volume.




Another visit was to the old man

who calls the village to prayer from the minaret of the mosque. As is usual, he

had been chosen because he is blind, for the reason that of all things the Arab

people dislike even a suggestion of overlooking, or spying, or eavesdropping.

The Prophet said, according to one of the traditions, “Whosoever listeneth to

other's conversation, who dislike to be heard by him, boiling lead will be poured

into his ears at the Day of Judgment.”




It will be imagined that the

internal arrangements of the fellaheen house are extremely simple; but most of

them have two rooms. They have no chairs and tables, and want none; they sit

more comfortably on the hard clay floor than we do on chairs. A few earthen

pots, a large shallow wooden bowl in which the cakes are made, a water-jar, a

stew-pot or two, with perhaps a circular dishstand a few inches high, called a

soofra, round which the family sit to enjoy the general meal by daintily

dipping into the pot—these are all the furniture or utensils such houses

contain.




The most cherished feature of the

household is the oven or furn, failing which all sense of comfort for the

penetrating cold winter nights is lacking. While we were out walking one day my

friend Omar was touched on the arm by a boy with a request to go with him to a

certain poor abode. He begged leave of us, and disappeared for a time; and when

he rejoined us he quietly told me that an old foster-nurse of his who was ill,

hearing he had arrived in the village, had sent for him. When he sat on the

ground by her side, she had cried for quiet joy that he had come back from

foreign travels—he had been away from the village for a year—without the pride

which she imagined would prevent him from sitting with her in the old familiar

way again! She was cold, now that the winter had come; would he send her a

shawl from Cairo, and another blanket, and, above all, now that she was ill,

and could not seek fuel, would he arrange for her oven fire to be lighted so

that at night she might sleep comfortably on the top of the furn.




The furn makes a wide low shelf,

which becomes a convenient and very capacious family bedstead. It is built of

brick, with an arched oven underneath it, in which the necessary cooking is

done in the daytime; banked at night with the dung-fuel, it affords unspeakable

comfort to all the family, who spread their mats on its brick top. There is a

particular ginn who inhabits the oven, whose permission is always politely

asked before the fire is lighted.




Omar's simple acquiescence in the

poor foster-nurse's request is characteristic of the way charity is distributed

by the well-to-do Moslem families in Egypt. In this village there were many

small households entirely dependent on the unfailing generosity of the great

house. The aged servitor we saw was one instance, and this nurse was another.




Later we visited Halima, a freed

black slave from the Soudan—she had been bought by the family when a girl—who

grinned and gurgled with delight, showing all her negro teeth, at the sight of

the three brothers, the two elder of whom she had nurtured at her breast, as

she told my wife and me quite unashamed. I admired the way in which these

dignified and silk-robed men submitted to Halima's embrace. It was delightful

to watch their expressions of joy as she proceeded to execute a quite graceful

dance to celebrate Omar's return. This took place in the sunshine in front of

the humble abode in which she lives in the midst of innumerable children and

grandchildren, supremely happy in the support she derives from her patrons. Her

greatest consolation is that she has been twice to Mecca, once as the servant

of her mistress, and again later, with my host's parents, as a friend. This was

their recognition of her intimate and faithful service to them in the days of

her slavery—to take her to the Holy City as a friend and an equal.




Soon the magic hour of sunset

came on, when all men in Egypt leave their toil, when the fire begins to glow

upon the hearth, and the call to evening prayer “before the redness has faded

from the sky,” rings out from the minaret across the quiet scene. The stream of

humanity—man, woman, and child—comes in from the fields. By ablution the men

prepare for prayer; our party goes home also to make ready for worship in the

mosque, which is by our gate.




Omar, who is in a plain galabieh,

needs only to wash, and not to change his clothes, but his brothers take off

their silk robes, and don what must be the plainest shirt they possess,

throwing over it the voluminous black and unadorned cloak called the abayah. I

am to go to the mosque to sit by and see the prayer, and an abayah is lent to

me, as it is now becoming a little cold.




It is curious that while we in

the West specially adorn ourselves for our evening pursuits, the Moslem at the

close of day puts aside all his rich clothing. The reason is very simple, as

stated to me by my hosts.




“It is better to pray in humble

dress, for the poor are at your side, and all men are equal in the sight of

God, in whose presence we stand in the mosque.” After prayer too, when the

duties of the day are over, and no visitor may be expected from afar whom it

would be polite to receive in the sheikh's dress, it is more comfortable to wear

these simpler clothes.




And when, after dinner, I was

curled up in the folds of my abayah on a divan in our salon, I knew that the

comfort of the dress was not exaggerated.




We went to the mosque, where two

candle lanterns gave a dim light. I took off my shoes and sat behind the little

rows of worshippers; who, led by the Imām, made their evening prayer together

with a simplicity and earnestness deeply touching in such a remote place; where

the humblest toiler of the soil, making prayer his first duty when his arduous

work was ended, stands side by side with my respected friends—of whose true

goodness and piety, making their praying seem very “right and seemly,” I had

seen many proofs. The evening prayer consists of three rikas (or bowings), with

two voluntary rikas when the Imām has finished the obligatory ones.




No word of protest was uttered

against my sitting in the mosque during prayer. On leaving, my hand was grasped

by nearly all the worshippers, and every blessing quietly invoked for me.




It was now quite dark, and the

unlighted narrow ways of the village looked very mysterious. From the village

green I could hear the voices of boys at play—and later on found that the

twilight time is just as attractive to the boys of a village in Egypt as I know

it to be in the quiet country places of East Anglia, where my own boyhood was

spent. With glowing eyes, one of the boys of this Egyptian village told me of

the thrilling games they play in the early evening hours just before bedtime:

robbers and brigands, and even the path-finding Red Indian, of whom they have

heard by some curious by-way of knowledge. Of all places an Egyptian village

would lend itself to such games, with its narrow passages and sharp corners,

and the pitch-black shadows when the moon is low on the horizon.




Or on other evenings a glowing

fire might be lighted outside one of the houses on the green—many hands would

contribute precious fuel—and the boys would be allowed to sit round, roasting

potatoes and chestnuts, and listen to the merry or romantic stories circling

round. Truly, human nature, and especially boyish human nature, is much the

same the world over.




In the East the imaginative type,

as everyone knows, predominates; and every child has, I believe, a dream-life

which can break for it the bond of material necessity which too early binds the

offspring of the poor. How often have I seen these delightful children of the

East—sometimes the timid little sons of those “sitters on the bench,” the

bowabs of Cairo—in animated play with invisible playmates in the realm of

fancy, smiling, nodding, gesticulating, happy with a joy it might be thought

impossible of realisation in such an attenuated little world as they have been

born into.




One of my friends often talks to

me of his boyhood days in a small Egyptian village. He was a solitary boy, and

would often take his food to eat alone in a hut in the garden, which his family

called his prison. He was nicknamed by his father the “lonely friend.” He would

wander the fields by himself, reciting poetry, and especially he would declaim

the impassioned phrases of the Koran.




I remarked on the Prophet's love

of nature:




“By the night when she spreads

her veil! By the day when it brightly shineth!”




I quoted, and he told me how the

thrilling passages of the Koran caught him as a boy up into an almost unearthly

exaltation of fervour. Later in life Ismael discovered Wordsworth, and often we

bandied our favourite lines from the poet of nature; and I confess it was not

the Englishman who proved to be best versed in the work of one who is a chief

glory of our literature.




When the boys are called home

from their evening games—the fragrance of the stew-pot is generally compulsion

enough—a great silence falls upon the village, for the fear of ginn is present

in every mind; and very unfortunate indeed does the Moslem regard himself—and

especially the fellah—who is compelled to walk alone in unlighted ways at

night.




“God created men and ginn,” the

Koran tells him, fearsome beings “created of subtle fire” (Sura xv. 27); not

all evil, it is true, but some of them the enemies of man, who assume

terrifying shapes.




Even in the twilight these

dreaded creatures emerge from hiding, a common form being that of a white hare.

They traverse the village by-ways and other places with swift and ghostly

footsteps, and indulge their caprices, good and bad, with men, just as our

ghosts and fairies do.




If you do not believe in the

ginn, you have only to look at the heavens for proof; that “shooting star,” as

you call it, what is it but the stone thrown by one of the angels in heaven

when an evil ginn approaches too near in order to try to overhear the

conversation of Paradise and thus learn the secrets of the future—“him who

listeneth by stealth, at whom a visible flame is darted” (Sura xv. 18).




Is there any wonder that in Egypt

most men seek their homes at sunset, and scarcely stir abroad again. I pitied

some of these village men, for recently in that neighbourhood bedouin cattle

thieves had been abroad — they had even taken away the crops—and this

necessitated a certain number of watchers in the fields all night. I saw them

set out to their hateful task—they might have been going to execution. The best

safeguard, however, against all genii, and even evil dreams, is to make the

evening prayer, and this they were careful to do.




At our house, dinner awaited us;

and after dinner we went into our drawing-room (I suppose one should call it),

an apartment with divans round all the walls, handsome rugs on the floor, and a

carved table in the centre, on which was placed the brilliant oil lamp. Here

were already gathered the chief men of the village, as the custom is, come

together to drink coffee, smoke a cigarette, and, above all, to talk.




And what, may be asked, do people

of this sort talk about? This, it will be remembered, is a rich house, with a

daily newspaper, since the post was recently established, coming from Cairo;

and, though in the evenings men of all classes gather here freely, the simple

poor, mostly of sobered age, are only too willing to listen to the conversation

of men who can read and have enjoyed the advantage, which the Prophet himself

commended, of travel.




The

quality of the talk was uncommonly good. For one thing I am convinced that all

Eastern folk are logicians. Questions of morality, and points connected with

religion, frequently occur at such times, with stories from ancient history,

especially of the early caliphs; everything connected with the lives of the

holy men of Islam is cherished and dwelt upon. There is no question, from the

way these stories are universally cherished and handed down, that the youth of

Islam have a far better chance of being acquainted with the doings and sayings

of the great men of their race than the Christian youth has.




The charges of the West against

their religion are well understood, and endless were the questions to elicit my

opinion, on such points as Moslem tolerance, the encouragement of learning in

the days of Islam's pride, the condition of their people in present days under

French rule in Algeria. What did I think of Italian, Spanish, German aggression

against Islamic states?




Did I believe the horrible

scandals propagated against them in the days of the Crusades, to foster

Christian enthusiasm? Did I believe they desecrated the places sacred to the

memory of Our Lord Jesus—on whom be blessings and peace—in Jerusalem? Did I

realise that Omar made a peaceful entry into that Holy City with the Christian

ruler by his side; and that when the Crusaders entered Jerusalem they boasted

in their official report to the Pope that their horses waded knee-deep in

blood? Did I believe that the Moslems burnt the great library at Alexandria?

They were delighted that I had with me a book I was reading at the time, The

Arab Conquest of Egypt, in which the case in favour of the Moslems is so ably

stated by Dr. Butler, who emphatically believes that the caliph Omar was not

guilty of the charge of burning the great library.




Then we turned to newspaper

topics, and they waxed very gay over the suffragette movement in England. One

of them seriously contended for socialism as it is preached in England now.




“Would to God,” he said, “we

could stir the people of Egypt from their lethargy so that the poor would claim

their fair share of the wealth which now flows into a few hands.”




Everyone present showed him how

his own interests would suffer—he is a landed proprietor—but he indignantly

asserted, to my utter astonishment, that he cared nothing for that; the

principle was above such considerations. Here was a man, in a primitive village,

in a country hardly emerged from the conditions of feudal times, declaring for

strikes and revolutions, favouring even the revolt of women!




“I wish Egypt had freedom like

that of England, and, even then, that it was keen enough to go on fighting, as the

people of England do, for further advance for the good of all the people. In

this world everything is for the rich, and the capitalist, who use men for

their own ends.” I was assured that these views were sincere, strange as they

seemed in such surroundings. It was an Egyptian country sheikh, I remembered,

who said of socialists, “They would break up your pretty clock, and give every

man a broken wheel out of it, and so with all things.”




The

good sense, and temper in argument, in such a community is especially

commendable. Whatever the conflict of opinion, there is seldom or never any

wrangling. If one of our party was inclined to more than ordinary heat, the

elder brother of the house, with that curious mixture of the serious and the

benign, often found in the Moslem of this class who has passed his first youth,

would say in a low voice, “Blessings on the Prophet,” and the disputant would

pause to quietly reply, “O God, favour him!” and moderation was at once

restored. Loudness is condemned in the Prophet's traditional laws. Lane's

observation is as just of the Egyptian Moslem to-day as when he wrote it—they

are generally very lively and dramatic in their talk, but scarcely ever noisy

in their mirth. They seldom indulge in loud laughter, expressing their enjoyment

of anything ludicrous by a smile or an exclamation.




I have often discussed the

serious things of life with such a man as this from the desire I have to

discover the secret of the calmness and dignity which marks the true Moslem. He

believes that God “sends down His tranquillity” (Sura ix. 40) on His servants,

as He did on the Prophet—on whom be blessings and peace—when he was in danger.

He believes it is his duty to “endure with patience” (Sura xvi. 128), and he

gets great encouragement from the thought that, if he suffers oppression, the

servant of God who cannot obtain justice in this world reclaims him rights at

the Day of Judgment, and God, who is just, will then compel his oppressor to

make restitution to the oppressed, even the highly favoured martyrs being no

exception to this rule.




Another custom is the way they

mark one of those pauses in conversation which in England is sometimes denoted

by the declaration that “an angel is passing.” After a moment of dead silence,

one of the company will say, “Wahed dhu!” (“God is One”), and the whole company

in a low murmur will repeat, “La ilah ilia Allah!” (“There is no God but one

God”), and conversation will be resumed.




I made a note of all the proverbs

I heard in these talks, for all conversation in the East is enriched with

unending proverbs, as with a wonderful power of expression in poetic form and

idiom. Here are the proverbs and saws:—




Don't ask any man about his

origin; you can read it in his face.




If you censure your friend for

every fault he commits, there will come a time when you will have no friend to

censure.




If you spend all your time

collecting money for fear of poverty, you are practising poverty.




Man is not to be valued by the

robes he wears, but by the character he shows.




The false man is a mirror to your

face, but a thorn in your back.




A wise enemy is less harmful than

a foolish friend.




Make neither your friendship a

pretence, nor your hatred a menace.




Men are boxes, of which the keys

are dealing and commerce,




A kirat (one twenty-fourth of an

acre) of fortune is better than an acre of skill.




Patriotism is from faith.




He who is standing on the shore

may as well be a spent swimmer.




The boy is his mother's double.




God helps us as long as we help

each other.




Beware of speech—a word may bring

a fatal end.




Avarice destroys what the

avaricious gathers.




A king without justice is no

better than a river without water.




The best king is he whose

courtiers are good; and the worst king is he whose courtiers are bad.




Man is often an enemy to things

of which he is ill-informed.




The thing that does not interest

you, ask your stepfather to perform it.




There is no honour like

possessing a good character.




Disdain not a kind action, be it

but to give water to one who is not thirsty.




Knowledge without practice is

like a bow without a string.




Hearts, like bodies, become tired

and should have recreation.




No pious act is more beloved by

God than telling the truth.




Without hope no mother would

nurse her child, nor would any peasant plant his land.




The young who revere the aged

will find reverence themselves when they are old.




The next best thing to belief in

God is to sympathise with people.




There is much good in patiently

tolerating what you dislike.




A true believer is not content

while his neighbour is hungry.




There are men who are keys to

good, and locks to evil.




Avoid vain hopes—content is

prosperity.




Wisdom lifts up a slave into the

dignity of princes.


















 




CHAPTER III




“One must come to the East to

understand absolute equality. There is no reason why the donkey boy who runs

behind me may not become a great man, and as all Moslems are ipso facto equal

money and rank are looked upon as mere accidents, and my savoir vivre was

highly thought of because I sat down with Fellaheen and treated everyone as

they treat each other.”




Lady Duff Gordon, Letters from

Egypt. 




IT was to be expected that we

should meet, in these evening gatherings, a young Nationalist, so many of the

ardent youths of Egypt being of this political faith. The gist of which is that

Great Britain has no rights in their country; that she is an enemy, so deadly,

that no good can come of any of her acts; that she violates every article of

good faith by staying in Egypt; that, without any parleying or conditions, she

should go, and stand not upon the order of her going, but go at once.




As a party, the Nationalists are

less effective now than they have been for some time, but there is no doubt

that they have been the cause of a great deal of trouble to those responsible

for the government of the country. If stability and fixity of political

purpose, with wise disinterested control, had been possible in the people of

the East, no one can say what the Nationalist cause, which at one time embraced

everything in the nation worth counting of youthful enthusiasm and zeal, could

have accomplished. Corruption, self-seeking, cunning, allied with a monstrous

foolishness, a love of abuse of the enemy lacking all restraint and ignoring

truth and sense alike, in a desire to score trivial points, all this finding

expression in a clap-trap press, such seem to me to be largely the causes of

the public discredit in which the party now finds itself, in spite of the great

number of its adherents.




Our young Nationalist, a lad of

nineteen or so, is a student from one of the great schools in Cairo, vastly

intelligent, up to a certain point, keenly interested in all religious and

political questions, confident in his views—who is not at that age?—and, though

inclined to dictate a little, his courtesy is perfect, and his facility in English

remarkable. Political bias is in every thought of the lad, producing a curious

retrograde temper, which could even lead him to a defence of Al Azar University

as it stands now, with medieval methods taking no note of modern needs, and

even ignoring the studies which made Islam famous before the days of decadence

set in—a certain stage of which decadence Al Azar has stereotyped. The new

reforms introduced by the Government into the University he considers a

scandal. The money left was for religious teaching, and to insist on secular

subjects being taught is to turn dishonestly from the original purpose. He

considers that all the ten years of the Al Azar course should be given to the

study of religion and Koranic law and jurisprudence, with, of course, a deep

study of the Arabic language.




It was useless to argue in favour

of a wide learning for religious men; for that general culture of the mind

which would bring to religious lore a finer judgment, and broader

understanding, than is possible with concentration on one subject, and the

great feats of memorisation which are now the rule.




Our young Nationalist confessed

that he hated the English people as he hated their rule; and he detested the

teaching class we send to Egypt, as much as the English language we force the

young Egyptian to learn before he can obtain the necessary certificates to

qualify him for official employment.




When asked what he thought was

the alternative of English rule, in view of the unprotected condition of Egypt,

he said Turkey was of course the natural ruler to which an Islamic state like

Egypt should look.




Did he realise the weakness of

Turkey—had he heard of such a word in connection with that country as

“partition”? He believed such talk was folly.




As showing the unbelievable

degree of suspiciousness which blinds these men—I have found it universal—he

maintained that England's only motive in the Crimean War was to commend itself

to Turkey and so to the Caliph of Islam, who is a Turk, because we were afraid

of his influence on the Moslems of India and other parts of our Empire.




He could no more believe that

such an idea never had any existence in the average English mind than he could

realise that in recent British sympathy with Turkey's aspirations after

political freedom we could be actuated by a shadow of honesty of motive.

Through all, however, his deadliest personal hatred is reserved for

Ex-President Roosevelt, for reasons which need no stating.




This is the sort of thing the

Nationalist press of Egypt has been filled with every day, to be read with

avidity by the youths of Egypt; and this is the sort of thing, with its

constant talk of the “fear” of the English rulers, which brings down the

governing hand upon them with severity and repression, and in nearly all cases

makes it impossible to concede anything to them; or even to show a sign of

relenting, to modify the punishments of those of them who come under the

official displeasure.




A great mistake is made, however,

I am firmly convinced, by legislating as though this sort of young student

Nationalist had alone to be considered. There is another class of young man in

Egypt, quiet, thoughtful, and often travelled, who recognises the folly of the

opinions of this youth; who is, nevertheless, in many cases still his intimate

friend. Anyone who knows the Oriental character will recognise in such a

friendship the extreme reluctance there is in all Eastern people to incur the

displeasure of men with whom they associate.




In effect such a youth has said

to me—On these topics I never speak to Egyptians (and you are the only

Englishman I could ever regard as a friend), for my companions would think me a

traitor to my country if I said, that while I do not love England, or the

English governing people I meet, I still recognise our debt to her, and the

necessity of her staying by us; and that it would be better for all if we could

work together.




The Englishman's probity, his

firmness of purpose, his hatred of tyranny—Eastern tyranny, that is (with a

merry twinkle of the eye), and the unselfish pursuit of justice, and

detestation of corruption and the callous blackguardly intrigue which poisons

our own public life, for all of which Lord Cromer stood like a rock, all these

things we admire. Your exclusiveness and snob- bery, your “Turf-Club” spirit (the

Turf Club is the great meeting-place of English official life in Cairo; its

name is misleading; it has nothing to do with the Turf), and your cruel social

pride, these things we detest; and your scorn of us goes to the quick, and

fills us with hopelessness for the future.




In your own gentlemanly way you

English are tyrants, to the true effect of which you are blind; and in your

repression, and in all the formulas of the young men at the British Agency, by

which we youths are practically ruled at present (Lord Kitchener had only just

arrived; the hope was that when he had got his “pace” he would see below the

thin and all-embracing recipes by which small men think they can comfortably

tabulate a strange people), you lack any sort of discrimination. Consequently,

the ferocious young Nationalist enjoys the heroism of your punishments, and we

who would help you must suffer in silence, and remain ignored and ineffective

in serving our country—and poor Egypt must be all enthralled, with little hope

or prospect of political liberty.




On one evening we stayed to chat

in the mosque, where it is quite permissible to hold a village confab. Indeed,

the mosque is the fitting scene for all the chief concerns of life. Here an

important journey should have its start and its end; in the old days a man's

camel knelt by instinct at the door of the mosque. It is here, in times of fear

or of thanksgiving, that the people should first meet. “Now, however,” said my

friend sadly, “it is the café, especially in the towns, that is taking the

place of the mosque.”




It was an interesting thing to

hear the conversation of the fathers of the hamlet as we sat in a circle on the

mosque mats in the dim candle light. It was not a religious discussion,

although texts from the Koran interspersed it, and there was much talk of

ancient sheikhs' tombs in that part of the country, and the supernatural

attributes of the holy men buried there, about which they were full of lore.




A word from me, and they became

reminiscent—of the dreadful days of the courbash (the tyrant's whip), or the

nabout (his stick weighted with lead); for some of them are not too old to bear

posterior scars, the sign that they were not such cravens—or bloated

millionaires—as to pay the taxes as the agent first demanded them. Fot if they

had done so, it would have been taken as a sign that they could have been

squeezed for a larger contribution. It was no uncommon thing in those days for

men to run away to the hills to escape the extortionate taxgatherer, and to

live for some time the half-starved life of the bandit, defying capture by

hurling stones down upon their enemies if they pursued them.
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