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‘Si nous ne trouverons pas des choses agréables, nous trouverons du moins des choses nouvelles.’


Voltaire, Candide


‘What a difference there is between one who compiles a book from hearsay in the comfort of his home and one who has gone through the tribulation of travel.’


al-Maqdisi, The Best of Divisions




For Martin
and in memory of
IG




Prefatory Note


ABOUT FOUR YEARS ago I mentioned to my then publisher, John R. Murray, that I was planning to go to India for the first time to investigate the adventures there of the Moroccan traveller Ibn Battutah (1304–68/9; IB for short). He gave me a book – Murray’s 1962 Handbook for Travellers in India, Pakistan, Burma and Ceylon, the nineteenth and final edition of a run that had begun in the lifetime of the last Mughal emperor. The book was the size of a moderate novel, but its metaphorical mass seemed suddenly, and disconcertingly, huge: I was holding a subcontinent in the palm of my hand. It was then that I saw how little I knew about India – a bit of general knowledge, and what I’d picked up from IB himself and from earlier Arabic accounts by the likes of Captain Buzurg of Ramhurmuz. That IB was even more ignorant of India when he arrived there in 1333 was a point in my favour. It was the only one. Murray’s Handbook, distilled from a century of wisdom and wandering, from miles of bookstacks, made me realize that I could do no more than try to see the India IB saw; that mine would have to be a pinhole view, not a panorama.


IB’s own book is entitled in full The Precious Gift for Lookers into the Marvels of Cities and Wonders of Travel. The present volume, like my Travels with a Tangerine that preceded it, is a return gift – necessarily not as precious as IB’s but, I hope, acceptable as a 700th birthday present to him. (By his own, lunar reckoning he is rising 721. Years are subjective.)


Bayt Qadi, San’a
April 2004
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IB was born in the Moroccan town of Tangier in 1304. He trained as a jurist, the traditional profession of his family, then in 1325 set off on the pilgrimage to Mecca. The journey gave him a taste for distant travel. In this he was not alone, for wherever he went – Anatolia, East Africa, Central Asia, China, up the Volga, down the Niger, even in the tiny Indian Ocean sultanate of the Maldives – he either met or heard of other Arab travellers. What makes him unique is that he went to all of these places (and more), and then, twenty-nine years after leaving home, went back and wrote about them.


The centrepiece of his book is the account of his ten Indian years. Travelling via Central Asia and Afghanistan, he arrived in September 1333 at the River Indus, the north-western limit of the Sultanate of Delhi. His timing was perfect. The current sultan, Muhammad Shah ibn Tughluq, ruled the greatest empire India had known in 800 years; only under the Mughals, two centuries on, would one man control so much of the Subcontinent again. Muhammad Shah was spectacularly wealthy, prodigiously generous and particularly fond of educated men from the old Islamic world – men like IB. For the traveller from Tangier, the future looked bright. He was not to be disappointed: he began his years in Delhi as a judge, and was to end them as an ambassador. But he was as yet unaware of the multiple eccentricities of his patron-to-be, some of them deeply unpleasant; nor could he have foreseen the many disasters that would attend his Indian career.


I had already followed IB from Morocco as far as the Crimea. It was while I was wondering how to deal with his often problematic onward itinerary that an opportunity arose – to travel to India the way IB returned, by sailing-dhow, across the Arabian Sea.




Dhow Time


‘Hope leads us on; we may succeed, or fail.
The wind’s not always fair that fills the sail.’


al-Mutanabbi


‘YOU MUST BE suffering from lack-of-culture shock,’ Jay said as she removed the packaging of her beefburger.


I was, I admitted, confused.


Jay, an old friend from Yemen now in economic exile in the Gulf, had taken me to a McDonalds off Cultural Square in the Emirate of Sharjah. The square was a large roundabout with a monumental open book at its centre. The culture, judging by a mosque and other buildings in the Mamluk Revival style, was Islamic. And here we were, eating beefburgers and drinking Coca-Cola. Not that there is anything intrinsically unIslamic about fast food, assuming that what goes into the beef- (never, of course, ‘ham-’) burgers has been correctly slaughtered. The Muslim world was eating grilled patties of minced meat centuries before their Baltic cousins crossed the Atlantic. But to me, newly arrived from a burger-free zone in the mountains on the other side of Arabia, McDonalds might have been one of the moons of Jupiter.


Food as a coefficient of cultural mobility is hardly a recent or a purely American phenomenon. ‘Together with our Empire,’ noted Freya Stark, ‘we allowed things like anchovy sauce and tapioca pudding to run uncontrolled over the continents of the world.’ But the British, in turn, have the Romans to thank for anchovy sauce and the Conquistadors to thank, or blame, for tapioca pudding. Food and its terminology have always been on the move, and sometimes with a pleasing orbitality. Thus the praecox, the ‘precocious’ peach of the old Roman, has become by way of a very long Chinese whisper – praikokkion, birkok, barquq, al-barquq, albarcoque, albercocca – the modern Roman’s albicocca, the English apricock or apricot, its precocity now attached to the stalk of an Arabic definite article.


What was disorientating in the Sharjah McDonalds was the way in which not just a comestible but a prime cultural symbol – the hamburger – had insinuated itself so suddenly, and so speciously, into another – the Arabic script. Thus, at Makdunaldiz, you ordered a tishīz barjar, or a tishīkin māk nājit, out of a menu extruded from those fluent ligatures that bind the Muslim world so elegantly together. And, having arrived not by Chinese whispers but in a global yell, the names sound as strange to an Arabic ear as they look in Latin transliteration. An occasional meaning did rise out of the nonsense. For instance, a child with a wide and poetical vocabulary might be puzzled by his hābī mīl (‘Happy Meal’) – ‘My serpent is an eyeliner pencil’. I am no purist: sandwish is better Arabic than shaṭr wa mashṭūr wa baynahumā shāṭir – ‘a bisected part of something, the other half of the bisected something, and between the two of them that which separates two bisected parts’. All the same, a whole generation of Gulf Arabs is being fed a diet of gobbledegook; I mean of course the transliterations.


If the people of Sharjah have sold their birthright for a Big Mac, one could equally well point out that the Brits sold theirs years ago for a chicken tikka masala and that, with hamburgers, the Hanseatic League disinherited North America of pemmican and hominy grits. But the Emiratis were not just eating out; they were on a spree at a cultural cash-and-carry. Our barjars finished, we went to the local hypermarket and headed for the Baskin Rūbinz ice-cream cabinet. Then on to a multiplex in the Sītī Sintar (‘City Centre’) mall in the neighbouring Emirate of Ajman, for a Hollywood movie. ‘In the beginning,’ wrote Locke, reflecting on the prelapsarian savages across the Atlantic, ‘all the world was America.’ Now, antithetically, it seems well on the way to being America once more.


But it was good to see Jay again; and down in Ajman Creek lay the dhow that would take me, propelled by monsoon winds, over the ocean, via Muscat and Mangalore, to Malabar.


*


At first sight it seemed that by sailing across the Arabian Sea and backwards in time, on the trail of a fourteenth-century traveller from Tangier, I would be passing into another universe. But it soon occurred to me that there was at least one point at which the two worlds – Ronald McDonald’s and Ibn Battutah’s – came together. In IB’s time a wind of ideas, symbols and fashions was blowing steadily eastward, from the old Islamic heartland to the Indies, and through the Malacca Strait towards China. Islamic culture was travelling further and faster than at any period since the first century of its existence; and it was being spread not by soldiers or missionaries but by businessmen. They were mobile, cosmopolitan and rich. Something analogous is happening today. The analogy, I admit, is flawed at its very base: the Hamburger Current is propelled by market forces; Islam flows from inspiration divine and prophetic. But mainstream Muslims have never been anti-materialistic. The Prophet was proud of his earlier career as an international businessman, and the Karimi spice cartel of IB’s time was as wealthy, as ubiquitous and as shadowy as any multinational today.
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IB, heading east, was riding the Islamic monsoon. For him, its twin streams of spirit and matter converged at times, at others conflicted. He was launched into them by a dream which, unlike the American dream, was no metaphor.


Early in the summer of 1326, and less than a year into his twenty-nine-year wanderings, IB visited the ultimate fast-food joint. It was a one-man operation run by the most famous living saint in Egypt, Shaykh Abu Abdallah al-Murshidi. Despite his backwoods location deep in the Nile Delta, ‘groups of visitors would come to his hermitage every day, and he would provide them all with food’. Other contemporary accounts go into some detail on the rare fruits, rich sweetmeats and other delicacies that appeared from al-Murshidi’s kitchenless cell, and at times from the broad sleeve of his robe. A particular coup was his instantaneous production of polenta with spring lamb and sour milk for the vizier Mughaltay, swiftly followed, the vizier remembered, ‘by over twenty other dishes only to be found in the sultan’s kitchens’. Moreover, al-Murshidi had a knack of mind-reading exactly what his visitors wanted to eat. ‘I swear by the One and Only God,’ said a scholar of Alexandria, recalling the day al-Murshidi had given him a Transoxanian-style pudding with honey and clarified butter, ‘that I had not told a living soul that this was exactly what I desired.’ IB, one suspects more because of his low status than his low expectations, got a packet of biscuits (and so did I, at the same spot 671 years later). The saint, however, more than compensated him.


‘That night,’ IB dictated in his memoirs thirty years on,


while I was asleep on the roof of Shaykh Abu Abdallah’s cell, I dreamed I was on the wing of an enormous bird. First it flew in the direction of the qiblah, to Mecca; then it turned south towards Yemen; then east; after that it flew south again. Finally it took me far to the east and landed in a dark and greenish land. It left me in that place. I was amazed at this dream and said to myself, ‘If the shaykh reveals some knowledge of my dream, he will prove himself as great as people claim him to be’… Later, after he had prayed the forenoon prayer, he summoned me and told me he was aware I had seen a dream vision. When I related it to him he said, ‘You will perform the pilgrimage to Mecca and visit the tomb of the Prophet – on him be blessings and peace – at al-Madinah. Then you will wander about the lands of Yemen and Iraq, and of the Turks and the Indians. In India you will stay for a long time, and you will meet there my brother Dilshad the Indian, who will rescue you from a great misfortune into which you will fall.’


There is no question that dreams can be prophetic. At the beginning of September 2001, I dreamed of an immensely tall building, a crowd of people milling below, and of an airliner crashing, slowly and deliberately, into the building. The impact woke me with a jolt; the image remained impressed on my mind, and is there now. ‘The first sign of a true dream vision,’ wrote IB’s younger contemporary Ibn Khaldun, ‘is that the dreamer wakes up quickly, as soon as he has seen it … The other sign is that the dream vision remains impressed with all its details in his memory.’


You may dismiss my premonition of the attack on the World Trade Center as a coincidence. Precisely! Ibn Khaldun would reply. In the sphere of spiritual intellection, where dreams are experienced, time and space do not exist. Everything and everywhere is literally coincident. You are reading this sentence, dying and being born, the cosmos is being destroyed and created, IB is travelling, Tim is travelling, all simultaneously and in an infinitesimal space which is the corollary of infinity, of an indivisibly eternal God to whom a thousand years are not as one day but as nothing. Prophets and certain holy men have favoured access to this cosmic microdot. The rest of us blunder in from time to time in our sleep, to wake with confused memories of the future.


Bunyan, Coleridge and others have turned dreams into their literary contents. For IB, the dream was the contents page. Much of his Travels, an apparent series of chance twists, aleatory alleyways and whimsical sidetracks, is in fact a complex but ordered arabesque. The dream in the Delta is the key to the pattern. As contents pages go, it is impressionistic. But the threat of danger, the promise of redemption, are tantalizing. What exactly will happen to him during that long time in India, his destination and his destiny?


‘I took my leave of him’, said IB of al-Murshidi, the sainted celebrity chef, ‘and set off. Since the time I left him I have never encountered on my travels anything but good fortune.’ In view of what was to happen to him in India the second sentence is outrageous.


*


‘Beautiful. Like a butterfly out of the chrysalis.’


A rather solid butterfly. A Rubens nymph. But I had to agree with Anderson: his ship, Sanjeeda, her huge main- and mizzen-sails flexing tentatively in the breathy air of the Gulf, was stunning. A puff of wind caught the jib, and for a moment the nymph became a perfect, elegant imago.


As we puttered back towards her in the dinghy, I recalled a couple of missed boats from my earlier travels – a tramp sambuq pursued on shore halfway along the southern coast of Arabia; a non-existent freighter across the Black Sea. Here, at last, I had caught up with a recognizably Battutian conveyance – a 94-foot, 138-ton ocean-going dhow. A skipper of the fourteenth century would have thought her stern eccentric, if not frankly Frankish, and her hull a downright deathtrap – ‘Nails? Fall apart at a tap, this one …’ (to the consternation of travellers from the west, Indian Ocean dhows were held together not with iron but with big cross-stitches of coconut-fibre rope, supposedly pliable in the event of collisions). But Sanjeeda was powered by the authentically fourteenth-century mawsim, or monsoon. Better still, she was authenticity de luxe. We had just had a lunch of many courses and helpings on a poop-deck furnished with rugs, cushions and Malabar sea-chests; the cabins were simple but comfortable; and for added retro-chic the captain was a veteran of Tim Severin’s trans-oceanic curragh, the Brendan. There were also not a few nods to the new millennium – flushing heads, a gleaming diesel engine, a miniature desalination plant, a freezer the size of a large wardrobe, a satellite telephone and an Internet link. IB, who on one occasion – as we shall see – saved the lives of his companions by an insistence on maritime comforts, would have approved.


Anderson was equivocal about the mod cons he had installed. For a start they hadn’t come cheap – more than the cost of building Sanjeeda, across the ocean in Mr Mistry’s shipyard on the Gulf of Kutch. But he planned to charter the vessel and knew that potential customers would not be the sort who would relish a diet of dried shark and hard tack, or the prospect of getting becalmed or dying of thirst – let alone powdering their noses in a box hung over the stern. On this last point, Anderson admitted that it was a plus not to have other people’s bathwater, and worse, falling past the poop portholes of the owner’s cabin. Clearly, though, his sensibility was disturbed by the sheer amount of high-tech hardware below deck. ‘When Sanjeeda was towed here she was a pristine vessel,’ he said, with feeling. ‘Now she’s been raped.’


I knew how he felt. Where the sea and Arabia meet, a certain sort of Englishman (or in Anderson’s case thoroughly anglicized American) is prey to strong emotions. I had always dreamed – and who has not who has read Masefield’s ‘Cargoes’, and de Montfreid’s Croisière du Hachich, and Villiers’s Sons of Sindbad, and has an iota of romance? – of a windfall, a sailing-dhow and a dusky crew, of a life of leisurely landfalls, laying the eastern seas beneath my keel and perhaps trading in the odd bit of ambergris or aloes-wood. Anderson had made the hardest part of the dream a reality. If Sanjeeda had turned in the Gulf from a dream-child into a greedy dominatrix, it did not detract from her beauty, from the swelling lines that flowed from her high and beamy backside to the retroussé Ganesh on her prow.


Sanjeeda was a kotia – the classic Kutch trading vessel, but a type also built in Arab lands. I remembered seeing one beside the creek at Sur in Oman, right at the stubby toe of Arabia and as close to Kutch as to the Arabian Gulf. In the Sur ship, Ganesh had turned into an Islamically abstract kiss-curl, like a giant cello scroll; otherwise the ships were identical. The Arabs, however, called their version a ghanjah. The last word on these matters, Kindermann, suggests on the authority of Dozy that the word is of Ottoman origin. I, admittedly with only Ben Trovato as my authority, would prefer to connect it with ghunj, the lascivious gyration of the hips in walking.


We tied up, climbed back aboard Sanjeeda, and immediately felt that raunchy, haunch-swinging gait beneath our feet. At first, leaving the creek and meeting the gentle swell of the Gulf, it had been unsettling; I had wondered whether I would ever find my sea-legs out on the ocean proper. Now, after only a few hours, the movement seemed comforting. It certainly didn’t bother the more experienced crew members. Earlier I had watched Hasan – from Minicoy, loneliest of the Laccadives, the Fair Isle of India – swarming like a gibbon up the mainmast, then up the main spar to release the ties that held the great lateen sail. As he clung seventy feet above the deck to the tip of his perilous upside-down pendulum, I remembered Anderson suggesting I might want to lend a hand with crewing duties; and decided that some things were best left to men who spent their lives between mastheads and the tops of coco palms. Hasan, judging by his sense of balance and the grip of his thighs, could have made a fortune as a rodeo rider.


The rest of the crew ranged from another Minicoy man via a Keralan carpenter and a cook from Calcutta to a Pathan from Peshawar and a hand from the Himalayan valley of Swat, the last two picked up in the Sharjah suq – as authentically motley a lot as ever sailed the Indian Ocean. Order was imposed by an ancient malum, or master, a Kutchi who had spent his life sailing kotias; Anderson, who had launched his ship with both Islamic prayers and Hindu pujas, planned to inculcate esprit de corps with a job-lot of army-surplus battledress tunics of Afghan origin. But to me the crew seemed united already by the prospect of Sanjeeda’s maiden voyage. The excitement was palpable, and it was growing.


I was as excited as anyone. Anderson’s invitation to ‘Batty & Co.’to join the voyage had solved the problem of how to get to India. Flying seemed tame. The overland option, IB’s choice for his temporal journey, was more tempting. But the route he followed had a habit of fraying into doubtful variants the nearer he got to the Subcontinent. Different commentators have made him enter India through, variously, the Khyber Pass, another pass further south, or via a desert route that arrives 500 miles down the Indus. The enigma hinges on a place he calls Shashnagar, which lies somewhere between Kabul and Peshawar; the solution can only be found, I suspect, by tramping about the mountains where Pakistan and Afghanistan meet and grilling the local tribesmen. Exciting though this sounded, I doubted whether the many eccentricities of the Taliban ran to a penchant for historical topography. Reluctantly, I decided that India, and not the journey there, should be my goal – as it had been for IB himself. India takes up a quarter of the Travels, and a third of IB’s long travelling life. It is the jewel in the Prince of Travellers’ turban. Anderson’s offer sealed the decision.


In fact I was being faithful to IB’s original intentions. After performing the Mecca pilgrimage in 1332, he wrote, ‘I made my way to Jeddah, meaning to travel by sea to Yemen and India. But fate decreed otherwise.’ It did, however, decree that he should sail back from India on his journey home to Morocco fifteen years later. Taking ship out of Calicut he travelled in twenty-eight days to Zafar, now in the Sultanate of Oman. By crossing from the Emirates to Mangalore I would be following at least some of IB’s voyage, in reverse.


Apart from direction, there was one other difference in our sea journeys – timing. Not the small matter of the six and a half centuries that separated us; rather, the amount of time we had to wait for our respective ships. IB spent ‘a few days’ in Calicut before embarking. Anderson had originally hoped to leave the Emirates in September. It was now the end of January. Events had been beyond his control: a sledgehammer of a summer, with temperatures in the upper forties, had delayed Sanjeeda’s fitting; the replacement for her top-heavy temporary mast languished in interstate purgatory on the Kerala-Karnataka border, only to be released by indulgences to the taxmen. But Anderson had the unflappability of a Zen master on valium, and departure was now in sight. After various faxes from the Gulf, rural Oxfordshire and the Royal Bombay Yacht Club (‘TELEGRAM – SNAPLOCK’), the one I’d been waiting for arrived: ‘We’re now working to a fixed timetable … After a week or two of sea trials we shall, barring an act of God, begin the passage to Mangalore.’ The voyage would take about fourteen days, he thought.


*


If I had solved the How of the journey, it was only now, between malls, movies and sea trials, that I realized I hadn’t given any particular thought to the Why.


Unlike IB, I couldn’t consciously claim Fate as my motive. But I had tailed the Moroccan from his native Tangier via Oman and the Crimea to Constantinople, and the thought of waving him off from there, as he set out for his biggest adventure, was unimaginable. By writing what old Arab authors called a dhayl – a literary ‘tail’ – to the first part of the Travels, I had attached myself, inseparably, to the traveller. I spent more time with IB than with anyone living. His movements directed mine, my actions were drawn from the deep well of his memories. I was his alter ego, and the volume that bore my name was the outcome of a collaboration. The day I first picked up his book, six years before, had indeed been fateful.


I was looking forward to the continuing journey. So far IB’s travels had not been short on what the Arabs call Time’s daughters, and we calamities. In India there were many more to come: in the flat Gangetic lands and on the long level shore of Malabar, switchback fortune would swing him to the peaks of success – as courtier, judge and diplomatist – but, more often, to the troughs of adversity – massive debt, near execution, capture by rebels, near execution again, near death from exhaustion, shipwreck, shipwreck again, and an attack by pirates who left him marooned in his underpants. However many times I read this catalogue of vicissitudes, I never failed to marvel at his stamina; at how, each time he fell, he would bounce back like an indiarubber ball, dazed but indestructible. It was in India, on my first perusal of the Travels, that I became truly entangled with IB – not just IB the traveller, the writer, for he had intrigued me from the start – but IB the man, this elastic, Islamic Candide.


And yet never an Islamic Voltaire. IB did not seek to give his story any explicit point, moral or theological. His is the covert philosophy of Stan and Ollie – it always ends in another fine mess, but at least there’ll be another episode. He also failed to give his story much shape. The Travels is a DIY Odyssey by a homespun Homer and the yarn, as elastic as its spinner, is prone to stretch alarmingly. He can, for instance, witter on for eleven pages trying to get his employer, Muhammad Shah the Sultan of Delhi, to pay off a debt; he smarms up to the Master of the World, the Second Alexander, with sweetmeats and sickly panegyric, and wrangles with officials over chits and signatures. It is intensely tiresome, and it tells us as much about court life in Delhi as a hectateuch of histories, and more about the teller than that stick-man, Polo, lets on about himself in his entire book.
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I wanted to explore the setting of IB’s Indian adventures on the ground. Like the Hall of a Thousand Columns, Muhammad Shah’s audience chamber in Delhi, this setting is splendid yet shadowed, vast but claustrophobic. Other than a couple of monuments in Delhi itself, I had little idea about what was left of it, two-thirds of a millennium and two empires on. And I had even less notion of what remained from the human and sacred – and of course largely Islamic – geography that IB had mapped. Even after Partition, the Muslim population of India is proportionally bigger than in IB’s day. But I didn’t have to be an India buff (and I am not) to know that its influence, and even its history, are being systematically marginalized.


If I wanted to find out what was left, I also wanted to work out what was there to begin with. Like the sultan’s labyrinthine palace, IB’s account also contains some obscure and puzzling passages. In one – the story of his escape from rebels east of Delhi – the narrative thread appears not only to stretch, but to snap: IB’s landscape, remembered in a stream of hyper-vivid detail, is studded with jabals, mountains. The problem is that the area concerned is as flat as a chapatti. We might as well look for mountains on the shores of the Zuider Zee. Where are they, if not in IB’s head?


‘India’, said V.S. Naipaul in his Area of Darkness, ‘distorts and enlarges.’ The phenomenon is an old one, and I am not the first to wonder about the effects on IB’s perception of that dark and greenish land. Ibn Khaldun, quoted above on dreams, happened also to write the longest contemporary notice of IB. The traveller, he said, ‘used to tell stories about his journeys, and especially about the rule of the Sultan of India … When the sultan returned from an expedition, he would have catapults set up on the backs of the beasts in his procession, from which bags of dinars and dirhams would be scattered into the crowd. On hearing this and other such tales, people began to whisper that Ibn Battutah was a liar …’ In the end, no less an advocate than the Moroccan grand vizier defended IB on the grounds that ‘one should never dismiss acounts of other lands merely because one has not visited them’. But if IB was acquitted, it was on lack of evidence. The accusations left a nasty taste.


The taste was to linger a long time. It was still repeating as late as the eighteenth century, and just as nastily. ‘I met certain Indian scholars in Jerusalem and Mecca,’ wrote the Moroccan geographer al-Ziyani in the introduction to his magnum opus, ‘and recounted to them [some of the Indian] passages from the Travels of Ibn Battutah. They denied the truth of most of what he had to say about their [former] rulers. As for the matters of the author’s having served as a judge in India and of his relationship by marriage to its sultan, they dismissed them entirely, saying that they were an impossibility. On account of this I have quoted not a single word of Ibn Battutah’s narrative.’ Al-Ziyani broke his promise: in the body of his text he quoted without acknowledgement a whole page of IB’s Travels.


Those Indian ‘scholars’ must have been pretty shoddy. Nearly everything IB has to say on India – the catapulting of money-bags included – is confirmed by contemporary Indian sources. If al-Ziyani had bothered to read the Travels properly, he would have known that IB’s sultanic in-law was not the ruler of India, that is the Delhi Sultan, but a member of a break-away Muslim dynasty in the far south. And for IB to have claimed falsely that he spent seven years as a judge in the capital would have been credibility suicide. His English coeval Sir John Mandeville had, in his own richly imagined India, ‘an Opportunity of showing his Parts without incurring any Danger of being examined or contradicted’; but IB knew that, in a world networked by Muslim scholars and adventurers, someone would turn up from Delhi sooner or later and call his bluff. Not only would his parts have been minutely examined; he would also have been mercilessly debagged and utterly debunked.


All the same, some of IB’s more subjective Indian passages had me scratching my head, and not only that apparent mirage of mountains on the plain. There were levitating yogis, cannibal witches and were-tigers; fair enough in that part of the world in which God, according to an old saying of the Arabs, placed nine-tenths of the world’s wonders. But there were also pieces of reportage – most notably the ‘Account of the Indians who burn themselves to death’ – remembered, years later, with the shocking vividness of a video diary. The totality of recall was, to my mind, more than miraculous.


IB himself anticipated a grilling. Speaking of Sultan Muhammad Shah – who, as a Wonder of India, indeed the Stupor Mundi of his age, outdid mere witches or were-tigers – he said: ‘I am aware that many people’s minds will be unable to comprehend some of the facts I shall relate about him, and that they will consider what I have to say to be quite impossible. Yet concerning what I have witnessed at first hand and know to be indisputable, having myself had a large share in it, I can speak nothing but the truth.’ But truth is the creature of memory. IB was writing about India over a decade after leaving it. His notes were lost in that final calamity, the pirate attack. Homers, homespun or not, sometimes nod. How much of IB’s topography of that dark, greenish and distant land was grounded in objective reality, and how much reimagined – or dreamed up? This is what I wanted to find out.


Reading IB, and travelling with him, I often recalled a comment with which an earlier wanderer, al-Harawi, had set out on his own book. Like IB he had lost his travel diaries – some in a shipwreck off Sicily, the rest in Palestine to, of all people, Richard the Lionheart. Many details of the lands he had seen, al-Harawi confessed, had slipped his memory; yet, he went on, no one could begin to emulate what he had written – or only ‘a man who tramped about the earth and confirmed with heart and pen what I have said’.


I knew that to confirm what IB had said – or to reject it – would not be easy. The late Professor Beckingham, IB’s English co-translator, visited a few of the more accessible Battutian sites in India a generation ago. ‘I came back’, he remembered, ‘with far more problems than I started with.’ Even allowing for the fact that he was never exactly chatty in his footnotes (unlike Polo’s translator Yule, a footnote fetishist who could natter on for pages over a single gloss, and who even wrote footnotes to his endnotes), one would never guess from Beckingham’s annotations to IB that he had travelled much beyond a library catalogue. But at least he had tried. Mahdi Husain, the main Indian Battutophile, had followed the Travels in the comfort of his professorial chair. I had 2,500 miles of India to tramp about – a subcontinent of problems – and couldn’t wait to get going.


*


Sanjeeda’s fixed timetable had come unstuck. The replacement mast seemed to have been demoted from purgatory to limbo; one of the crew had broken his ankle jumping ashore and also had to be replaced; Sanjeeda herself continued to demand fittings and furbelows. For a ship supposed to be leaving on her maiden voyage, she was being annoyingly coy about her virginity.


One evening, Anderson came to supper. While we were eating, the phone rang. I answered. It was Francine, Anderson’s wife, calling from England for an update on progress. ‘You see, I just haven’t been able to get anything out of him.’


‘Well, he was talking about sailing at the end of last month. Then on the fifth at the latest – oh, that’s today. And he might have said something about the twelfth. But … he’s right here, if you want a word.’ I mouthed ‘Francine’ at the dinner table. Anderson smiled, but didn’t move.


There was a pause at the end of the line. ‘When do you think you’ll get to Mangalore?’


‘God knows. Anderson says everything’s, er, fluid.’


‘The thing about Francine’, Anderson said, when I put the receiver down, ‘is that she’s just not on Dhow Time.’


*


Dhow Time offered ample scope for exploring the United Arab Emirates, which is what IB would have done in my position. Despite galloping burgerization, each emirate had its own peculiar if sometimes subliminal character.


Sharjah, my temporary home, was the Strict Emirate. No booze, no bacon, no fornication and – if some of the expats were to be believed – lashings of corporal punishment for the naughty. One evening Jay and I drove downtown to play bridge at the Café l’Amore. Over an uneventful rubber we fell to discussing the penal system.


‘So how would they punish someone who was into being whipped?’


‘By not whipping him, of course. They’d just give him a tickle with the cane.’


‘Don’t you think he’d deliberately not own up to his kink, just so he’d get beaten?’


‘But then he wouldn’t have got caught in the first place …’


The paradoxical branches extended, until someone bid six no trumps.


The character of neighbouring Ajman was harder to define. It seemed to exist partly to absorb the overspill population from Sharjah, which in turn soaked up the Dubai overspill; and partly to sell liquor to the drinkers of north-eastern Sharjah, who live inconveniently far from the bars of Dubai. To the Indians who run Ajman’s most celebrated off-licence, a hole-in-the-wall by the creek across from Sanjeeda’s mooring at Al Boom Marine, life is a long and lucrative happy hour. The ruler of Sharjah must feel like an Islamic Canute, inundated from both sides by a tide of alcohol.


Next-door Umm al-Qaiwain tends to be mentioned by the expats, if at all, with an epithet – ‘blink and you’ll miss it’. It is undeniably small: one can drive across it in under five minutes. But I was fascinated by its name, which ought roughly to mean ‘Mother of Emetics’. Finding myself one day in the lagoonside office of Lieutenant Sultan of the Umm al-Qaiwain Traffic Police, a man of philological bent, I brought the matter up. ‘They’ve tried to make the name derive from quwwah [power],’ he said. ‘But I’m afraid you’re probably right, and it comes from qayw’ [frequent and intense vomiting].’ The reason, apparently, is that the original settlement shared an island in the lagoon with a colony of Socotra cormorants, the biggest such nesting-site in the world, and the smelliest. So bad was the stink that visitors regularly puked on arrival.


Despite – or perhaps because of – its reputation, Umm al-Qaiwain has a quiet charm lacking in its bigger neighbours. Peeling bungalows and stumpy watchtowers overlook deserted beaches, and Lieutenant Sultan is rarely disturbed by anything more heinous than a broken brakelight. But the best thing about it may be seen outside the ruler’s palace. Jay and I entered the long drive that leads to the palace gate, and found it flanked by a guard of honour – elephants and aeroplanes, dachshunds and dinosaurs, giraffes and gerfalcons, all done in topiary and interposed with live but listless gazelles. The curious phalanx was the worse for wear, with here a balding brontosaur, there a shaggy aircraft, and all in a parched and uniform khaki.


To my surprise one of the bird-shaped bushes began to walk. What I had taken for a more recent planting, half-grown and untrimmed, had a real and very beady eye. Keeping this on me, the bush sidled away and tried to hide behind a rhinoceros. As it did so I saw what it was. Since that moment Umm al-Qaiwain has been, for me, not the Emetic, but the Emu Emirate.


We visited all seven of the little states, even whizzed – I think – through Khawr Fakkan and Kalba, the two Emirati places mentioned by IB. He had nothing to say about them either.


*


One evening Jay took me to the Dubai branch of Ikea, where she wanted to buy a wine rack. (‘But you don’t drink.’ ‘It’s to keep shoes in, not bottles.’ ‘Then you’ll have to label it “Château La Feet”.’) ‘Prepare to have your mind blown,’ she warned, as we drove into the intestines of Deira City Centre, mother of all malls.


We emerged on foot into a cool and brightly lit gallery. It stretched away into the distance, disclosing a succession of familiar names: Woolworths, Debenhams, Virgin Records, Body Shop, Monsoon, Benetton, Next. Each was of megastore proportions. The mall was busy but strangely hushed. ‘You should see it at the weekend, on Thursday nights,’ Jay said. ‘Then it gets really hectic.’ Deira City Centre already seemed to contain the official population of Dubai, all behaving with the utmost reserve. I couldn’t picture freezer-cabinet frenzy or checkout chicanery here, let alone trolley-rage, even in the fever of a Thursday night. Something about this spectacle of vast and patient consumption reminded me of the humungous fungus recently discovered beneath a wood somewhere in the United States. It is more than a mile across, inedible and apparently the largest living organism on earth. The statistic is mildly astonishing; but, unless you are a mycologist, the thing that generated it is rather dull.
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My mind was not blown but numbed. The pungent smells, the plangent cries, the colour, the clamour, the smoky, dusty chiaroscuro of the suq had no place here. I should have known: wherever the burger goes the bourgeois are sure to follow. On and on, until they have gobbled the gazetteer from Aabenraa to Zyryanovsk, until the whole round world is as soft and bland as a sesame bun.


IB would have loved Deira City Centre. He had a deeply bourgeois side and could be very old-fashioned about bazaar smells and rowdy shoppers. He would have warmed equally to the mosques of Dubai. Most of them seem to be sited for the convenience of the motor-car, at roundabouts – roadhouses of prayer; but they are almost uniformly inspired, like Victorian churches, by IB’s own fourteenth century. He might also have recognized, in the giddy vertical acres of mirror glass that form the Dubai cityscape, some other familiar touches – an iwan vault, for example, stretched to ten storeys and framing the atrium of a skyscraper on Shaikh Zayed Road. With its Gotham City-Saracenic vistas and Mamluk Revival mosques, IB would certainly identify Dubai as Islamic. But I doubted whether he would realize that it was an Arab city. To be sure, it is covered in Arabic; and yet, as I found on my arrival, the script only served to render even more incomprehensible an already nonsensical globobabble.


Take, as a further example, the University of Wlwnghwngh. What would IB have made of that? Wlwnghwngh … the last utterance of a drowning man? I tried supplying on IB’s behalf the vowels necessary to make sense of Arabic writing, and could do no better than wa law naghnagh – ‘even if he had an affliction in the region of his uvula’. The Latin version revealed – I should have guessed, what with the Shaykh of Umm al-Qaiwain’s emu – that it was a branch of the University of Wollongong.


The paradox was that in order to be ‘authentic’– to sail to India on a dhow– I had ended up in this trompe l’oeil city of conundrums and mirrored towers, where two-thirds of the inhabitants – the foreigners – and all of the culture were in transit; where the current excitement was the fake submarine which conveyed diners to an underwater restaurant in the new, seven-star hotel. Sanjeeda may have been an anachronism, but she was no fake.


The problem was Dhow Time. That new departure date, the twelfth, slipped its moorings and drifted away. The Kutchi master insisted we could sail only on certain auspicious days. To me, the Einsteinian observer, Dubai and Sanjeeda represented the extremes of flow-rate in the ever-rolling stream: the one a shallow rapid, littered with junk; the other a pool – beautiful, and unfathomably still.


*


An auspicious day slid by. As if to cock a snook at Sanjeeda’s authenticity, they were churning out plastic dhows beside her on the quay at Al Boom Marine: take the hull of an old wooden sambuq, make a mould around it, press into this fibreglass sheets, extract, drop in an engine and off you go. It was more like pastrymaking than shipbuilding.


*


At last Sanjeeda was at the spit-and-polish stage. Another auspicious day was approaching, and we were heading back to Ajman Creek after anchor tests when the captain dropped a bombshell. I had asked him if fourteen days to Mangalore was still feasible in view of Sanjeeda’s proven top speed of about four knots. ‘Mangalore?’ He seemed surprised. ‘I don’t think we’re going to Mangalore. At any rate not to begin with. We’ll stop for a few days on the way to Muscat, then spend a week or two there in case we need to make adjustments and so on. Then another couple of weeks to Minicoy … potter round the Laccadives for a month or so … diving possibilities …’


I had stopped taking it in at Minicoy, the Indian Ultima Thule.


Dhow Time had nothing to do with clocks, or even with relativity. It ran on the warped logic of Zeno’s First Paradox: before you can get somewhere, you must cover half the distance, and before you can cover the half, you must cover half of the half … and so on, ad infinitesimum. Result: you’re stuck.


*


Sharjah quay looked promising, a line of workaday sambuqs moored beside piles of crates, bundles and sacks. Most of them were in the trans-Gulf trade with Iran, but I’d heard I might be able to hitch a ride to Malabar, or somewhere Indian. A sign on a quayside building gave my hopes a lift: IBN BATTOUTA BLDG. CONT. & SHIPPING CO. I was puzzled that IB should have lent his name to bldg. cont., but it was a good omen.


The office was on the third floor behind a locked door. My knock was answered by a hollow echo from within; and, after a pause, by an unshaven man of surprised and Levantine appearance, his eyes skew-whiff with sleep. What I could make out of the office was furnished with deep-pile gloom and a doss-house reek of unwashed bodies. IBN BATTOUTA, the man said, had moved. It was a bad omen.


Next morning I was awakened by a soft but urgent voice: ‘Stop faffing about. It isn’t decreed. Get on a bloody plane.’ The voice was in my head, but it sounded eminently sane. It took less than five minutes to ring a travel agent and book a seat.


*


It crossed my mind as we entered the dark and greenish airspace of urban Delhi that, if sailing authentically to Malabar had been a dream, by flying to India and fulfilling IB’s dream I was being the very Heyerdahl of authenticity; that IB had perhaps been dreaming of me – was indeed, according to the metaphysics of his time, travelling with me now. But by the same argument so too were Uncle Tom Cobbleigh, the world and his wife, and the entire created cosmos past, present and future (and I was wondering why the cashews had run out so quickly). IB, and the live travelling companion who – if it was decreed – would be waiting for me below, were enough to be going on with.


(Sanjeeda, Anderson tells me, eventually reached Mangalore – via Musandam, Muscat, Minicoy and a lackadaisical voyage around the Laccadives – seven months after her original expected date of arrival. She sailed, of course, like a dream. McDonalds, Jay says, have recently added to their product-range an item inspired by local cuisine – not sharkburgers or deep-fried sheep’s eyes but grilled kofta and salad in pitta pockets. It is called a ‘McArabia’. We all try to be authentic.*)




Hindustan





After long and rigorous vetting at the border, IB was given permission to proceed to Delhi. He arrived there in the spring of 1334.


Delhi had become the seat of a Muslim sultanate in 1210. Although not blessed by longevity – in a century and a quarter there had been four dynasties and sixteen rulers – the Delhi Sultans had managed to conquer wide swathes of India, penetrating deep into Bengal and Tamil Nadu. But their control of the more distant regions was precarious and in 1326, intending to strengthen his hold on the southern provinces, Muhammad Shah had moved his administration down to the Deccan. Delhi remained the military centre. The impracticality of having two capitals 700 miles apart soon became apparent, and by the time of IB’s arrival the civil service had returned to Delhi. To the traveller’s delight, Muhammad Shah offered him a plum post – as one of the four qadis, or judges, of Delhi.


IB’s duties were not onerous. He was to spend much of the following seven years observing court life, which revolved around the great audience chamber built by Muhammad Shah – the Hall of a Thousand Columns. The Hall was to be my goal in Delhi.




A Rank Above the Sun


‘In every particle of dust you see about you,
You see so many Solomons brought by the wind.’


Yahya ibn Ahmad Sirhindi, Tarikh-i Mubarak Shahi


‘BEN HUR,’ said Martin, looking around us at the massed cohorts of autorickshaws, ‘with a cast of millions.’ The lights changed, Martin clutched his painting box, and we were off.


Titoo, our auto driver, was no Charlton Heston and his frail chariot was soon the filling of a traffic-jam sandwich between two thick layers of bus. The nearside one aimed a dense particulate fart into the back seat of the auto. We cursed Herr Diesel and all his works.


Delhi was a relief after the over-bright, anodyne Emirates. With its grainy air and gritty light, it was cinéma vérité; the Gulf was a computer-generated backdrop to Globopoly, a video-age version of Monopoly. Here people made things and mess and noise; there, money, yes, but not much else. Apart from that constant whirl of cash the Gulf remained for me a silent place, its only dialect the dollar. Delhi spoke to me from the start, in a grim and pungent koine; even the public information signs – ‘Delhi Roads, Deadly Roads. Happy New Year!’


Titoo had also been in the Gulf, working for a jeweller in Dubai. ‘It was OK,’ he said. ‘But after six months my Mummy said, “Come home. Sleep in your bed.”’ He seemed to have few regrets. His present occupation was as kind on the lungs and the nerves as a Hun gas attack. But his disposition suited it: buses to the right of him, lorries to the left of him, volleying and thundering, he proceeded at a relentless invalid-carriage pace, while the top-knot of his undress turban nodded in time to a succession of cheerful Punjabi ditties. Even when we turned off the Outer Ring Road and straight into a small lake of sewage, his equanimity was unruffled. ‘This’, he announced, looking at the effluent, ‘is the real India.’ I knew what Mummy meant. The Gulf could never be home.
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Titoo, flagged down by chance, seemed at first sight to possess the animal spirits – and, in his pudding-cloth headgear, something of the appearance – of a plum duff. But he had recommended himself by his air of solid Sikh dependability, his English, and an averred interest in the pre-Mughal monuments of Delhi. We hired him for a day of orientation, and so far he hadn’t disappointed. Indeed, our first sight of the Sultanate city was about as far removed as one could get from the world of the Mughals and their architecture of petrified doilies.


It was a small truncated tower, a castaway in a sea of apartment blocks. I had at first taken it for a dovecote as it was pierced all over with little holes. The holes, however, were blind. Sockets for scaffolding? A plaque put up by the Archaeological Survey of India explained: the building, the Chor Minar or Tower of Thieves, was built to display the severed heads of criminals. By day it must have been a gruesome sight, studded with blackened, shrivelling faces like cloves in a pomander. But at night it would have been enchanting. I recalled reading about a Tatar tower of heads, twinkling in the dark with the phosphorescence of putrefaction, and imagined the effect of this one – glow-worms in a bush, or fairy-lights on a Christmas tree.


The tower had been an unusual appetizer to IB’s Delhi; not at all to his taste, judging by his queasy reaction to a rack of well-hung traitors back on the border, but with something of the flavour of the age. Now, though, we were heading for the heart of the Battutian city: Hazar Sutun, the Hall of a Thousand Columns.


*


It was in the Thousand-Column Hall, in the summer of 1334, that IB came face to face with his destiny. ‘In India you will stay for a long time,’ al-Murshidi the sainted chef had told him, interpreting the dream in the Nile Delta nearly a decade and some 15,000 miles earlier. And so he did: for seven years, IB’s life revolved around this building, his fellow-inmates there – chamberlains and flunkeys, Parasol-Bearers and Masters of the Pan-Box, a whole menagerie of panegyrists, poetasters and parasites from across the Arabo-Perso-Turkic world – and around the eccentric ringmaster of the courtly circus, Sultan Muhammad Shah ibn Tughluq. ‘There are certain world wanderers’, the Indian poet-historian Isami observed some years later, ‘who ramble the earth, neither fixing their hearts on any country nor settling for even a month in any city. But when they arrive at last in the land of Hindustan, they abandon their wanderings and settle down.’ It might be a description of IB; and since the poet may have come across the traveller there is every possibility that it is.


IB had not just turned over a new leaf in his Travels. Back on the border he had literally opened a new book. ‘In the name of God, the Compassionate, the Merciful … On the day when the new moon of the holy month of Muharram appeared, marking the start of the year 734, we arrived at the valley of the Indus.’ The bank of the river and the threshold of a new lunar year were also a geographical and literary boundary. With that bismillah, ‘in the name of God’, he set out on his second sifr, or volume.* And on the far side of the river began al-Hind, India.


The first thing IB did at the border was to buy a good supply of horses, camels and slaves. These he added to other livestock – he mentions thirty horses alone – and a camel-load of arrows bought on the road at Ghaznah in eastern Afghanistan. This may seem a strange course of action for someone nearing the end of a journey. Stranger still, his purchases were a present for Muhammad Shah – who, as ruler of all but a few corners of a subcontinent, was hardly short of a tangah or two. It was not, however, the thought that counted. It was the arithmetic. ‘It is the rule that every man entering the sultan’s presence for the first time must present him in person with a gift, so as to gain his favour. The sultan then gives the new arrival a far more valuable present.’ So far, on his pinball progress around the princely courts of Asia, IB hadn’t exactly done badly in the matter of hospitality gifts; but the freebies he had picked up were in the order of the odd thousand gold dinars or the occasional fur coat or slave. Delhi was the big score. Rumours circulated about a ruler whose household included 1,000 poets, 2,000 musicians, 3,000 elephants, 10,000 falconers. Along the way IB himself had heard tales of the mad munificence of Muhammad Shah: of a visitor literally showered with gold, another given his weight in bullion, a third who had the run of the treasury and passed out under a pile of moneybags.


It took IB a long time to get from the Indus to the end of the rainbow in Delhi. He first swanned around on the river, then dawdled for two months on the border awaiting permission to proceed (his thorough vetting by the sultan’s secret police was an early hint that the sugar-daddy of Delhi had a sinister side). For several pages he explored Indian botany and digressed on the burning of widows. He travelled cursorily to the capital and diligently around its sights. Then, in what may well be the longest sidetrack in travel literature – well over a hundred pages in the English translation and as many years of history – he ambled through the annals of the Delhi Sultanate. Publishers today would grind their teeth and tell him to get a decent editor. But travel in IB’s day was a Gladstone-bag genre, a bran-tub of ographies; his book is rife with kings, and if it omits cabbages it does pretty well with other members of the fruit and veg genera. And although to twenty-first-century tastes so solid a lump of sultans is indigestible, IB knew it would plug a gaping hole: the near-total lack of knowledge in the old Islamic lands about the richest and fastest-growing Muslim empire in the world.


*


The Arab geographer of IB’s day had few titles on the India shelf of his library: perhaps the ninth-century opuscules on the further East by Sulayman the Merchant and Abu Zayd of Siraf; more likely al-Mas’udi’s Plains of Gold, the slightly later work of the Arab Herodotus. He might even have owned a copy of the Wonders of India of Captain Buzurg of Ramhurmuz – although he would no doubt have agreed with that arbiter of bookish taste, al-Jahiz, that ‘sailors are not renowned as respecters of the unvarnished truth. The stranger a story, the more they like it; and moreover they use vulgar expressions and have an atrocious style.’* To be fair on the captain, islands of fact float among the spume of sensation; and, pace al-Jahiz, his book is an undeniably good read – unlike that of al-Biruni, by far the greatest Arabic authority on India.


Early in the eleventh century, when that not famously enlightened despot, Mahmud of Ghaznah, was planning one of his seventeen raids on the Subcontinent, it occurred to him to take a team of scholars along to record the manners and customs of its people. (The combination of bloodshed and fieldwork is rare in world history. Napoleon’s expedition to Egypt, accompanied by a corps of savants, is one of the few comparable examples.) Al-Biruni was picked for the team; and while, as he puts it, ‘Mahmud utterly ruined the prosperity of the country, and performed there wonderful exploits, by which the Hindus became like atoms of dust scattered in all directions,’ al-Biruni examined the exploding civilization of the Brahmans with microscopic attention. Until the nineteenth century no other outsider would rival his knowledge of classical Sanskrit culture and science. The presentation of this knowledge is, however, as dry as that Brahmanical dust. Even if he had got hold of a copy, what would our geographer have made of such chapters – there are eighty of them – as ‘An Explanation of the Terms “Adhimāsa”, “Ūnarātra”, and the “Ahargaṇas”, as Representing Different Sums of Days’?


After this blinding indological flash the Arabic-reading world was left in the dark for the next 300 years. Geographers simply regurgitated old information. IB therefore, in his genre-bending account of the Delhi Sultanate, was scooping an exclusive and immortalizing himself as an India hand – he is one of the inner circle of authorities for Hobson-Jobson, and cited there no fewer than 130 times.


*


Then, suddenly, the historian bows out and the traveller returns with an ‘Account of our coming to the sultan’s palace’. The sultan was off hunting, so IB paid his anticlimactic respects to an empty throne and then at the gate of the sultana-mother’s palace. Finally, however, on 8 June 1334, came the audience with Muhammad Shah. After the customary obeisance, the sultan clasped the traveller’s hand and welcomed him affably in Persian. ‘Whenever he said some kind word to me I kissed his hand,’ IB remembered, ‘until I had kissed it seven times.’*


Muhammad was nothing if not welcoming. ‘There is in all my realm no greater boon than this city of mine,’ he told IB at their next meeting, ‘and I give it to you.’ The offer was not to be taken literally. But when he invited IB to take up the post of Maliki Judge of Delhi, on a salary of 12,000 silver dinars, the sultan wasn’t joking. For the 30-year-old newcomer from 5,000 miles away and a worthy but undistinguished background, Muhammad’s legendary xenophilia had suddenly become fact, and it had all been as easy as kiss-my-hand. Only one thing marred IB’s excitement – a boil, he admits with characteristic bathos, on the bum.


The appointment did however turn out to be a joke in another sense. Quite apart from the fact that IB’s lack of higher legal training made him at best questionably qualified to judge the Malikis of Delhi – that is, adherents of the same school of Islamic law as himself – he only had survival Persian, the language of administration. Luckily there were very few Malikis in Delhi to begin with, and they must have been a law-abiding and illitigious lot: IB doesn’t mention hearing a single case in his entire seven years in the city.


On Muhammad’s side, the appointment looks like a sultanic whim. In fact, it was part of a deliberate policy of ethnic engineering. A sultan is neither appointed by the people nor anointed by God. His throne is held up by main force, money and whatever magnetism he can exert on his peers. In this respect Muhammad Shah Tughluq was no different from Ahmad Shah Mas’ud or the other latter-day warlords of Afghanistan. As a Muslim ruler of the time, any deeper legitimacy he enjoyed came from the pious men, those ‘pillars of the palace of truth’, whom he could attract to his court. Pious and, for Muhammad, preferably foreign: his father had become sultan in a counter-coup against native Indian converts to Islam and Muhammad, who had been caught up in the bloody events, was suspicious of home-grown Muslims. The result was a massive recruitment drive. Some drained brains, like IB, turned up on spec. Others were head-hunted: later, in the port of Calicut, IB saw a ship of the sultan’s about to sail for the Gulf ‘to enlist as many Arabs as possible’. Writing of an earlier reign, Isami said that Arabs and those of other races crowded into Delhi ‘like moths to a candle’. The candlepower was now vastly magnified. And, like moths, not a few of the immigrants got nastily burned.


*


I hadn’t imagined it would be hard to find the Hall of a Thousand Columns, but despite his promising start Titoo had to ask the way several times. To be fair, Delhi was confusing even in the fourteenth century. IB listed four separate cities: the original Dihli or Dehli, a persianized version of the Sanskrit Dilli (‘Delhi’ is a nineteenth-century slip which took root; to reform the spelling would mean making a choice with huge political and communal implications, so the capital remains a typographical error); the adjoining cities of Siri and Jahanpanah, the latter founded in 1325 by IB’s sultan, Muhammad Shah; and Tughluqabad, three miles to the east. Since the fourteenth century a further four avatars of the city have appeared on the plain between the Ridge and the River Yamuna. They culminate in the New Delhi of the British – more accurately Newest Delhi. On top of all this, an expanding population – now at least 14 million and rising fast – has not only filled in the gaps between these disparate urban areas, but also overlaid the remnants of the older ones. Searching for IB’s Delhis would be like piecing together a chapter from a history that had been disbound, flung about, then buried among the pages of later books.
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At this rate it would be a very long process. Titoo was a find, but he drove as if he were running in a Bath chair with a rebore. I could sense the first vapours of despondency coming off Martin. He was here to paint, and although his choice of subjects was not always conventionally picturesque (at home he was currently working on a series of over-life-size oils based on drawings made, from astonishing angles, in an East End strip club), the part of Delhi in which we were now lost didn’t inspire him. It wasn’t so much concrete jungle as cement scrubland. The light was a problem too, with its carbide glow that leeched out colours and flattened forms. ‘It’s like looking at everything through a gauze,’ he sighed.


Martin lived on form and colour, and it was India, or the Subcontinent, that had opened his eyes to them. Penniless in Pakistan back in the days of overlanding, he had survived by drawing portraits on the streets of Lahore, and awoken a sleeping genius that saw him home and into the Royal Academy Schools. I had known him half his painting life, ever since a pack of stray dogs had forced him to spend the night at my house in Yemen. It was a successful career: his most recent travelling companion in India had been the Prince of Wales. And here he was with me, in an autorickshaw in suburban south Delhi, navigating a pool of sewage.


Back on terra firma, Titoo forgot himself and almost reached the velocity of a Sinclair C5. We had covered a heroic half mile or so when Martin and I exclaimed together, ‘Stop!’ Titoo had almost driven past an extraordinary sight: on our left, out of a dusty wasteground behind a fence, rose a giant cube; out of this rose a dome shaped like half of a giant rugby ball. The sides of the cube sloped inwards. It was as if the building hadn’t quite decided whether it wanted to be a pyramid or an obelisk when it grew up, then had suddenly changed its mind and tried to lay an egg.


Titoo was as surprised by the building as we were, and didn’t know what it was. I did. I had seen a photograph of it, and knew it to be our first proper glimpse of IB’s India. Some things are meant to be found, not looked for, and this was one of them.


‘Funny shape,’ said Martin. ‘It’s like one of those half-hundredweight weights that drop on people in cartoons.’ He was looking at it intently, sizing it up, and I knew then that he would be happy; or at least busy, for the name of the building – Lal Gumbad, the Red Tomb – was a simplification. Pompeiian, Tuscan, ochre, terracotta, all the standard vocabulary of redness fell short of it. Even in the mid-forenoon light, pernicious as peroxide, the colours resisted bleaching and seemed to intensify the surrounding sky, as if the tomb wore a cool blue corona.
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