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  PREFACE




  

    

      There is no heroic poem in the world but is at bottom a biography, the life of a man; also it may be said, there is no life of a man, faithfully recorded,

      but is a heroic poem of its sort, rhymed or unrhymed.




      Thomas Carlyle (1838)


    


  




  In the summer of 1880, the French scholar Hartwig Derenbourg discovered a manuscript in a box in the Escorial Library in Madrid. In a certain sense, in that box, Derenbourg

  also discovered a person.




  The manuscript turned out to be the sole surviving copy of a book called in Arabic Kitab al-I‘tibar, or The Book of Learning by Example, usually referred to these days as the

  “memoirs” of a medieval Muslim warrior and poet from the period of the Crusades, Usama ibn Munqidh. Born in 1095, the year Pope Urban II proclaimed the First Crusade, and dying in 1188,

  just months after the Muslims recaptured Jerusalem, Usama virtually embodies the age of the Crusades. In his day a famed poet and man of letters, the son of a noble Arab family famed for its

  courage and courtliness, Usama lived an unusually adventurous life, serving as a commander and adviser to some of the most famous rulers of the medieval Middle East during a pivotal epoch in world

  history. As the great Turkish warlords faced the threat of the Crusader states in Syria, Usama was there. As the rulers of Egypt saw their empire collapse around them, Usama was there, and as the

  near-legendary Saladin launched his counter-crusade, Usama was there to tell us all about it in his poems and his autobiographical musings. Before Derenbourg’s discovery, Usama was almost

  completely unknown to the world and so, in an important way, Usama is the child of his philological loins. Derenbourg was the first to note the incredible historical and cultural value of the

  Book of Learning and the first to try his hand at editing and translating this difficult and incomplete text. Moreover, he was the first to assemble as much as he could find of snippets of

  texts by and about Usama quoted in other medieval Arabic works. And, most importantly, he was the first to gather all this material and to attempt to stitch it all together in a chronological

  sequence and compose a biography (Derenbourg, Vie, 1889).




  Some sense of this pioneering achievement can be gained when we consider that his biography of Usama weighs in at 731 pages, and that it is only the first part of a larger study containing

  textual editions, translations, and scholarly digressions, a totality that, I can attest, comes close to transgressing current guidelines for carry-on luggage on several major international

  airlines. All this in an era when the vast majority of the texts were unedited and unprinted, meaning that he could consult them only in manuscript form, in scattered (and generally uncataloged)

  collections in Europe and the Middle East. In short, without Derenbourg’s genetic exertions, there would be no Usama as we know him today.




  While better editions and better translations have replaced Derenbourg’s, his biography of Usama remains a monument of nineteenth-century scholarship on the medieval Islamic world. This

  little book in no way attempts to alter that. Rather, it aims to add a level, by offering, in English, a short and readable biography that is intended to be accessible to the non-specialist as well

  as to present a bird’s-eye view of the world in which Usama lived and to assess the degree to which he can be said to have contributed to it. Was Usama, for all his political and literary

  feats, really a “Maker of the Muslim World?” That is the question that this slim biography will address. If this book advances a point here or there at the expense of previous

  scholarship, then this is thanks solely to the existence of definitive edited texts, some of them unknown to Derenbourg, and to a further century of scholarship on the medieval Islamic world.

  Finally, if this book should encourage interested readers to learn more about the medieval Middle East and the history and literature that both Usama and Derenbourg loved, then I will be doubly

  gratified.




  What this book does that Derenbourg was not able to do is to take into account much of Usama’s literary output that was either unknown or unavailable in the 1880s, including his poetry

  anthology and many other works that are of biographical and literary interest (see list below). Thanks to Derenbourg, and to Philip Hitti’s very popular English translation of Usama’s

  “memoirs,” Usama has become famous as a Muslim observer of the Franks, and, to some, as a warrior and model of medieval Islamic chivalry. But he was known to his peers primarily as a

  man of letters, and it is this aspect of Usama’s life that I have tried to reaffirm in this book. The texts by and about Usama that have come to light since Derenbourg’s time have been

  especially useful in this regard. Although this book is thus intended for first-time visitors to medieval Islamic history, I hope specialists may find in it a few things that are new to them.




  A note about citation: in an attempt to make this life of a medieval Muslim as accessible as possible, I have not cluttered the text with citations, except when identifying quotations or

  possibly contentious statements, when I include short citations to the sources in parentheses. The bibliography at the end of the book thus represents only those works cited in the text, not the

  many other works I consulted. In keeping with the goals of this series, I also include some suggestions for further reading. In this book, all translations are my own, with the exception of

  quotations from Usama’s “memoirs,” which are those of Hitti, often with some slight emendations. Where applicable, I cite sources using the page number of the edited medieval text

  (Arabic, Latin, or Syriac) followed by the page number of any existing translation, separated by a “/”. When citing Usama’s own works, I use the following abbreviations (asterisk

  indicates a text unknown to Derenbourg):




   




  

    

      KI Kitab al-I‘tibar, Hitti ed., Princeton, 1930.




      *LA Lubab al-Adab, Shakir ed., Cairo, 1935.




      KA Kitab al-‘Asa, ‘Abbas ed., Alexandria, 1978.




      *BB Al-Badi‘ fi’l-badi‘, Muhanna ed., Beirut, 1987. Derenbourg was made aware of the text as he was finishing his Vie; he provides a

      summary of its contents in an appendix.




      *MD Kitab al-Manazil wa’l-Diyar, Hijazi ed., Cairo, 1968.




      *Diwan Diwan Usama ibn Munqidh, Badawi & ‘Abd al-Majid eds., Cairo, 1953.




      *Manaqib Manaqib ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab wa-Manaqib ‘Umar ibn ‘Abd al-‘Aziz, Dar al-Kutub, Cairo: MS ta’rikh Taymur #1513

      (11147). Derenbourg used a folio as a frontispiece for his Vie but did not examine the work in detail.


    


  




  My hope is that, by doing without footnotes and the usual dry style of high scholarship, I have produced something for people who might otherwise avoid a book about someone as

  interesting as Usama; yet also something that the specialists can learn to enjoy.




  A few quick words about some editorial matters: medieval Islamic names can be daunting and confusing even for specialists. A medieval Muslim, particularly a medieval aristocrat like Usama, might

  be known by any number of names or titles or their combinations. Technically, Usama was “Majd al-Din Usama ibn Murshid ibn ‘Ali ibn Munqidh al-Kinani.” Let’s break that up

  into its components: “Majd al-Din” was a fancy title meaning “The Glory of Religion,” but it didn’t mean that Usama was particularly religious or glorious, as everyone

  bore such epithets in his day. “Usama” is his given name; “ibn” means “son of” (“bint” in women’s names means “daughter of”) and

  “Murshid” was his father’s given name. Genealogy was very important to the medieval Arabs; and this is reflected in their names, which extend back many generations, linked by

  “ibns” and “bints.” So, although it is common to refer to Usama as “Usama ibn Munqidh,” in honor of Munqidh, the founder of his clan, he is properly Usama ibn

  Murshid, “Usama, the son of Murshid.” Finally, “al-Kinani” is an adjective indicating that Usama (and his kinsmen) came from the Kinana tribe.




  Additionally, people might be known by an array of nicknames. Men, most typically, were known by the name of their eldest male child, as “Father of so-and-so.” Thus, Usama, whose

  eldest son was called Murhaf, was also known as “Father of Murhaf,” in Arabic, Abu Murhaf (“Abu” meaning father; in women’s names, “Umm” means mother).

  And, as with English names like Rex or Don, sometimes names look like titles. Usama’s uncle, for example, had the given name “Sultan,” but he was not a sultan by trade. But such

  cases are rare.




  In the medieval texts upon which this biography is based, one encounters every kind of naming technique. To simplify things for my readers, I have “silently regularized” personal

  names, by choosing one form of the name and staying with it, even though this has sometimes involved a little awkwardness in English and an unnatural dose of pronouns. To assist matters, I have

  included a list of principal people encountered in this book (see p. 125ff.) with quick identifying descriptions.




  I have avoided the usual but terrifying dots and dashes and special symbols used to transliterate non-Latin alphabets like Arabic into the Latin alphabet in the hope that specialists won’t

  need the symbols and non-specialists won’t miss them. Accordingly, if a commonly accepted English version of a name or term exists, I have used it. Thus, I use Mecca, not the scholarly form

  Makka, and Saladin, not Salah al-Din.




  All dates in this book are Common Era, having usually been converted from dates given according to the Islamic calendar in the medieval sources. As such, there is always a slight degree of

  uncertainty with regard to chronology, but no more than a factor of one day.




  Even a book as small as this has, nevertheless, a big debt to pay. It was written contemporaneously with a larger forthcoming history of Usama’s clan, the Banu Munqidh. All the people and

  institutions that have guided and assisted me in my various descents into Munqidhiana over the past few years will be acknowledged in that study, so any absences here will be remedied. However,

  some of those people have been so helpful with this book that they deserve double exposure, though they are not responsible for any of the flaws that remain. For all the support and goodwill

  granted during the research and writing of this book, I would first like to thank my colleagues in the Department of History and the Medieval Institute at the University of Notre Dame. Patricia

  Crone kindly offered the opportunity to write this book for her series, and she and the anonymous reader kept me on the straight and narrow. The people at Oneworld Publications have been a joy to

  work with, particularly Mark Hopwood, Victoria Roddam, and Ann Grand. The map of the Near East c. 1150 is based upon a map produced by Mr. Don Pirius of DP Cartographic Services. The photo of

  Shayzar Castle on p. 2 is used with kind permission of Christina Tonghini.




  I gambled with the friendship of Don-John Dugas, John Iskander and John Meloy by asking them to read a draft of this book before it deserved reading. Their comments saved me much embarrassment,

  and I hope I have not lost the gamble as a result.




  In Egypt, I would like to thank Taef El-Azhari, Mandy McClure, Amgad Naguib, and Ahmed Selim. In Syria and Lebanon, I must thank Georges Baroud, Antoine Borrut, Nadia El-Cheikh, Clare Leader,

  John Meloy, and Anne Troadec. Others provided help divorced from any merely geographical context: Niall Christie, L. M. Harteker, R. Stephen Humphreys, Georgio Meloy, Carl Petry, Megan Reid,

  Cristina Tonghini, Paul Walker, and the Cobb family, who have happily encouraged me to write a book that they would actually read.




  I first figured out what poetry was at the now-defunct Goliard Bookshop of Amherst, Massachusetts, even though I’d been reading it for years. I dedicate this book to its memory.




  





  INTRODUCTION




  THE WORLD OF USAMA IBN MUNQIDH




  The world of Usama ibn Munqidh was a fragmented world. Once upon a time, the Middle East was, at least superficially, politically unified. After the great Islamic conquests of

  the seventh century, the lands from Spain to Central Asia were ruled by caliphs. Caliphs – the word connotes succession or place-holding – were men recognized as suitable

  political successors of the Prophet Muhammad (d. 632), and it was they who shepherded the political union that he had formed at Islam’s birth into the more complicated times of later

  centuries. Although, under the Umayyad dynasty, the caliphate had been based in Syria, after 750 it was held by the Abbasid dynasty, who made Iraq their home and Baghdad their capital. From Iraq,

  the Abbasid caliphs controlled one of the most powerful early medieval empires, whose reputation spread far and wide.




  By Usama’s day all that was long gone. Centuries before he was born in Syria in 1095, the fragile unity of the Abbasid caliphate had been shattered. With telling speed, province after

  province broke away from the authority of the caliphs. Some provinces symbolically recognized their suzerainty but in practice acted autonomously. In Usama’s day, an Abbasid caliph still sat

  in Baghdad, but he had little real authority beyond his own palace. In Iraq, power devolved to the Abbasid military and the men who controlled it. And elsewhere in the lands of Islam, men of

  different sorts, from petty warlords to rival caliphs, laid claim to their own fluctuating domains.




  Being fragmented, the world Usama inhabited was one where unity and unification were common preoccupations. In the eleventh century, the political powers of most consequence in the Middle East

  were the Saljuq sultans, usually based either in Iran or in Iraq, and their rivals, the Fatimid caliphs of Egypt. The Fatimids were a Shi‘ite dynasty who bitterly sought the final end of the

  Abbasids, whom they regarded as usurpers of the Prophet’s patrimony. The Saljuqs, on the other hand, were Sunnis – the cliché is to call them “staunch” Sunnis –

  who saw themselves as protectors of the Abbasid dynasty and a bulwark of Sunnism against Shi‘ites and other groups deemed heretical. Unlike the Fatimids, the Saljuq ruling class was Turkish

  in origin, having been part of the massive migrations of Turkish nomads into Iran, Iraq and Anatolia (“Turkey”) that took place over the eleventh century. Both Fatimids and Saljuqs

  were, at least theoretically, intent on unifying the Islamic world under their aegis, dreaming of reviving or indeed surpassing the glory and might of the old Abbasid caliphate.




  As chance would have it, Syria was precisely where the frontiers of these rival powers met and so it could resist being swallowed up by either the Saljuqs or the Fatimids. When one considers

  that the Byzantine Empire, Syria’s Greek-speaking, Christian neighbor to the north, also laid claim to territory in the region, one can appreciate the political opportunities available. Local

  rulers and men of influence could survive simply by playing the two (or three) powers off each other. Unlike regions under direct Saljuq or Fatimid control, Syria had an unusual number of local

  rulers who retained a good measure of independence or semi-independence, at times working as servants of the Fatimids, at times as servants of the Saljuqs, and at other times ignoring both. This

  seemed to be contagious, for even when the Fatimids or Saljuqs sent loyal servants to Syria as governors or commanders, the fluctuating political currents of that province often encouraged a

  rebellious sense of independent thinking.




  The men who served the sultans, helping them govern their empire, were military men, known by various titles. Any man who had troops following him, or the requisite social standing, was an

  amir (sometimes spelled “emir”), a word used today for Arab princes (and reflected in “The United Arab Emirates”), but which, in Usama’s time, merely meant

  “commander.” The Saljuqs liked to give their princes training in government and statecraft before they became sultans in their own right, and so they customarily served as governors of

  provinces in their family’s domains. But often they were sent as children, and so a particularly trustworthy or skilful commander went with them. These men were called atabegs. Atabegs

  were expected to serve their charges as commanders of their army and as tutors and companions. As trustworthy as some might be, there were some bad apples, and it was quite common for atabegs to

  usurp their young charges and rule in their place. In distant places, like Usama’s Syria, the possibility that independently minded atabegs might break away completely was never far away.




  To help them govern, amirs and atabegs had large armies of horsemen and infantry, usually of Turkish, Arab, or Kurdish origin, and often containing men who were mamluks, that is, of

  servile origin. Typically, these were enslaved prisoners of war who had been freed by their commanders and trained as their soldiers. Commanders and the soldiers under them were rewarded with

  iatq’s: cash stipends and assignments of lands (or the responsibility to collect taxes from lands). Despite the great diversity in their use, iatq’s in Usama’s day

  resembled medieval European fiefs (but of course they differed from them, too). Well-rewarded amirs got farms or villages as iatq’s; very well-rewarded amirs got whole provinces. With

  these men and these tools, the Saljuq sultans tried to unify Usama’s fragmented world.




  Among the petty regional rulers in Syria who still clung to their autonomy, despite Saljuq and Fatimid attempts to discourage them, were the Banu Munqidh, Usama’s family. Through political

  savvy, military skill, and the strategic use of cold, hard cash, the Banu Munqidh made themselves a force to be reckoned with in eleventh-century Syria, fending and buying off Byzantine, Fatimid,

  Saljuq, and other local aggressors. Centered on the citadel of their castle at Shayzar (see map page xxiii), the family domains fluctuated over the decades, but the core of their authority was the

  area from Shayzar to the banks of the Orontes river, westward to the Jabal Ansariya mountains, and eastward into the Jabal al-Summaq region with the small fortified towns of Apamea, Kafartab, and

  Ma‘arrat al-Nu‘man. For purely geographical reasons, the Banu Munqidh were more closely involved in the courts of the Saljuq governors in Aleppo than in those of their counterparts in

  Damascus. In the politics of northern Syria, the Banu Munqidh were not to be ignored. Nor were they strangers to the courts of other Saljuq potentates in Iraq or Iran; and one branch of the family

  even lived in Cairo.




  In 1098, a new element was added to this mix of regional powers and petty princes: the European Crusaders. These interlopers were known to the Arabic sources simply as “the Franks,”

  despite their varied origins. After entering into a tenuous alliance with the Byzantine emperor in 1097, the Crusaders had crossed into Anatolia, and, by June of 1098 had captured Antioch. This

  city, once a center of early Christianity, was henceforth the center of one of the few long-lasting Crusader principalities in the region. After Antioch, one of the first places the Franks

  encountered on their embattled road to Jerusalem was Shayzar, where the Banu Munqidh, ever sensitive to political realities, assisted the Crusaders to cross the Orontes river and get out of their

  territories as quickly as possible. Around the cities of Edessa, Tripoli, and, of course, Jerusalem, other Crusader states were carved out of Muslim territory. Nevertheless, the Franks that

  remained in the principality of Antioch would be a frequent thorn in the side of Shayzar, and would shape Usama’s earliest impressions of the Franks.




  Usama’s world was predominantly, but not exclusively, Muslim. This was particularly true of the ruling elites, all of whom, except the Frankish rulers of the Crusader states, were Muslims.

  It was rather less true of the rest of the population: in Syria and Egypt of the eleventh century, Muslims had only recently become a majority. Syria, Iraq, and especially Egypt had significant

  Christian communities of various kinds, and Jewish communities had deep roots in the region, particularly in major urban centers like Baghdad, Damascus, and, above all, Cairo. Other smaller

  communities, such as the Samaritans of Palestine or the Druze of central Syria, added to the region’s religious diversity.




  While the struggle between the regional powers of the Fatimids and the Saljuqs could at times heighten tensions between ordinary Sunnis and Shi‘ites, Muslims from both groups, and from the

  subsects within them, tended to live comfortably alongside one another and alongside non-Muslim communities. This was largely because Islamic law accorded, to Jews and Christians at least, a

  protected social and political status, dhimma, and so they were called dhimmis. Bigotry was never absent, but as long as dhimmis paid a certain tax and kept their place, as fellow

  monotheists or “Peoples of the Book,” they could practice their religion freely and be valued subjects of the empire, not to mention employees or neighbors. As for Sunnis and

  Shi‘ites, centuries of coexistence in Syria had familiarized both camps with one another, and, while there was certainly tension, among normal folk such religious differences tended not to

  matter much.




  There are three glaring exceptions to this general rule of grudging coexistence that the reader will encounter in histories of this period: first, the Crusaders’ assaults on native Muslim,

  Jewish, and Christian populations (that is, those who did not surrender to Frankish rule); second, the occasional massacre of non-Muslims by Muslims as the Muslim reaction to the Crusader threat

  became more shrill; and third, the politico-religious divisions and rivalries within the variety of Shi‘ism practiced by the Fatimid ruling elite, called Isma‘ili Shi‘ism. One

  such Isma‘ili sect, the Nizaris – vulgarly known as the Assassins – could be famously uncompromising toward fellow Shi‘ites as well as to Sunnis and others. Their attacks

  against perceived obstacles to their expansion in Syria reached their height in Usama’s lifetime.




  Complex as the religious map of the medieval Middle East was, it was further complicated by the region’s ethnic diversity. The people that Usama encountered on a daily basis would be

  recognized today as Arabs, Turks, Persians, Kurds, Armenians, Europeans, and Africans, to name only the largest ethnic groups. Usama’s world was rich with cultural nuances. For members of the

  ruling elite, whatever their background, cultural expression was most strongly marked by the impulses of the religion of Islam, the language of Arabic, and the customs and practices of the

  Arabic-speaking populations of the region, with occasional signs of influences from the Turco-Persian realm favored by the Saljuq elite. As Usama himself famously came to appreciate, his own

  culture – the monotheist, patriarchal, agricultural, equestrian civilization of the elite – even found some admirers among the region’s Frankish settlers, who came from not

  dissimilar cultural realms.




  Usama’s writings leave little doubt that, for him at least, and for many other Muslims, rigid adherence to the letter of Islamic law was laudable, but rarely pursued. Indeed, Islam

  explicitly features little in Usama’s writings but provides an over-arching framework within which he (and others) structured their relationship to God. Certainly this relationship was shaped

  by the injunctions of the Qur’an and Islamic law, but also by Islamic mystical and ascetical practices that tend to be lumped together as “Sufism.” For Usama, organized Sufi

  brotherhoods were a novelty; although asceticism and Sufism had been around for centuries, he did not encounter any until relatively late in his life. Far more common were the less organized and

  less institutional devotional expressions of personal piety: fasting, praying, giving alms, reciting and copying the Qur’an and so on. To this list should also be added the visitation of

  tombs of holy men, a cultural practice that Usama engaged in and commented upon several times in his writings.




  This discussion of “culture” would have puzzled Usama; for him and other literate inhabitants of his world, true culture was summed up in the concept of adab, a complex of

  genteel ways and manners, artful facility with language and wit, and razor-honed skills in poetry and rhetoric. In addition, any proper gentleman, such as Usama, would be expected to know the arts

  of war and its adjunct, the hunt. Medicine, mathematics and the “harder” sciences tended to be left to the specialists, but even mathematicians who wanted to make it big were supposed,

  as befitting their social setting, to know a little poetry or possess a modicum of adab. That said, it was not unknown for cultured men to dabble in things scientific, and Usama frequently

  purveys bits of medical advice in his writings. Adab was not just the purview of poets, but of anyone with pretensions to culture. As it happens, Usama was a great theoretician of this

  culture and was lionized by his contemporaries for embodying the adab of his age.




  Any socially well-placed man was thus expected to be able to demonstrate his superiority over his enemies, over his social peers, and over nature. It was also the working assumption of the day

  that the affairs of men took precedence over those of women, who were most commonly regarded as pillars of the family, and thus society, and whose chastity men were obliged to police rigorously. In

  Usama’s time, the domestic seclusion of women, especially elite women, was the norm, so much so that medieval Muslim authors have left us very little information about women’s private

  lives. It is thus all the more surprising to see that Usama has left us a number of precious, but discreet, glimpses into this part of his world.




  The fissures of Usama’s fragmented world were spanned by a supportive cultural unity, a common bridge of patriarchy, God-fear, horsemanship and adab with which even intruders like

  the Franks could find affinities. One can grasp some sense of the nature of the achievement of medieval Islamic civilization in this regard when one considers that this relative unity was achieved

  amidst great ethnic and religious diversity, and despite great topographical obstacles. Like any other vast area, the Middle East has never been given to unities. And recall that Usama lived most

  of his life in lands that were frontier areas to the power regions of Iraq, Iran and Egypt. Syria was traversed by mountain ranges, river valleys, and deserts, which made political unification, as

  well as cultural uniformity, a real challenge.




  Shayzar, Usama’s home, was in the Orontes valley, just beyond the north-western limit of the Syrian desert, a vast and rugged plain that extends northward from its parent steppe in the

  Arabian Peninsula. The desert’s eastern margins are truncated by the Euphrates river-valley, with the fragment to the east of the river forming the Jazira, the fertile plain of northern Iraq.

  To the west, the Syrian desert is almost continuously interrupted from north to south by a double defense against the Mediterranean Sea. This defense comes first from the northern extension of the

  east African Rift Valley, known by different names within Syria, but comprising the Gulf of ‘Aqaba, the Dead Sea, the Jordan Valley, the Sea of Galilee, the Beqaa Valley, and the Orontes

  Valley. The water sources, agriculture, and trade routes that congregate along this seam became, from very early times, the foci for human settlement, and by the time Usama entered the picture, the

  inland cities of Jerusalem, Damascus, Aleppo, and many others were very ancient indeed. The desert’s second line of defense is formed by a line of rugged hills that increase in altitude and

  isolation from south to north, from the relatively tame Palestinian hills to the sharp and snow-capped mountains of Lebanon and the Amanus Range in the north. At some locations, the mountains loom

  perilously over the Mediterranean Sea, leaving only a thin, but fertile, coastal strip. This band along the eastern Mediterranean coast has thus naturally been the chosen site for rich and thriving

  port cities with pedigrees as venerable as any interior city: Acre, Tripoli, Beirut, and many others.




  If there is any geographical key to appreciating Usama’s life, then it is to be sought in Shayzar, in the castle, the town, and the countryside around. This is where Usama learned his most

  valuable life lessons, and which, throughout his long exile, teasingly beckoned to him, symbolizing the restfulness and autonomy he never managed to attain.
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  THE YOUTH AND THE CASTLE




  On July 4, 1095, Usama ibn Munqidh entered his world just as we all did ours: with limited horizons that expanded with each passing hour, day,

  month, and year. A room in a maze of rooms deep in a castle; a castle perched over a town; a town linked to other towns through roads, hunting paths, and a host of human relationships. These were

  the settings that defined Usama’s early life and where his earliest formative experiences took place. For all that in later life he was famed as a battle-scarred, road-weary veteran, we do

  well to remember that, for his first thirty or so years, he never really strayed far from the room where he was born.




  THE SETTING OF SHAYZAR




  Shayzar lay at the center of Usama’s earlier, smaller world. Shayzar Castle, the home of Usama and his clan, the Banu Munqidh, sits imperiously atop a high and nearly

  inaccessible promontory of rock that extends from the surrounding plateau; a cragged northward-gesturing spear point that the local population called “The Rooster’s Comb” because

  of its notched profile. This rock is protected on almost three sides by the Orontes river, which churns along its base to the north and east; to the south, a moat separates the rock from its parent

  plateau, leaving the castle almost isolated from the country surrounding it, save for its western approach. There, spreading from the western flank of the rock and north toward the river, the lower

  town of Shayzar stood, and still stands today. For the inhabitants of Shayzar town, the castle high overhead served both as the residence of their lords, the Banu Munqidh, and as a citadel and

  refuge in war.
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