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  Morocco in the time of Ahmad al-Mansur




  





  INTRODUCTION




  The well-known Orientalist Bernard Lewis (The Muslim Discovery of Europe, London, 1982, p. 118) described early modern Morocco in the

  following terms: ‘In the world of Islam, Morocco, in Arabic called al-Maghrib al-Aqsà, the Far West, was a remote and isolated outpost and a comparatively small and weak country at

  that.’ Morocco was remote from the main power centres of the Middle East, and remains remote to the interests of most scholars of the Islamic world today. However, during the age of Sultan

  Muley Ahmad al-Mansur, Morocco was neither small nor weak – not at least in the mind of the sultan himself, nor in the opinions of the Ottoman sultan Murat III, Queen Elizabeth I of England,

  Philip II of Spain or the Dutch stadhouder. During the course of a reign that lasted almost a quarter of a century (1578–1603), Ahmad al-Mansur brought Morocco to the forefront of

  international politics and subjected it to a process of modernization, to bring it up-to-date with Ottoman Turkey and with Europe. Morocco’s commercial and economic success under al-Mansur

  did not go unnoticed by his contemporaries abroad. Thus, the Spanish Duke of Medinasidonia (who was to lead the Armada to defeat against the English in 1588), a leading expert in Moroccan affairs,

  wrote to Philip II in 1584: ‘Barbary is no longer what it was, for in it are wealth and curiosity.’ Wealth and curiosity were important traits found in Ahmad al-Mansur himself. To these

  one might add ambition: his most grandiose aim was to become an emperor after the fashion of Philip of Spain or the Ottoman Murat. Ahmad al-Mansur presided over the beginnings of modern Morocco,

  and thus finds his place in the series Makers of the Muslim World.




  Lewis’s ‘remote and isolated outpost’ evokes Morocco as a country closed in upon itself, impenetrable to Europeans (until the period of French and Spanish colonization),

  impermeable to its northern neighbours and cut off from its neighbours to the east. Whatever the reality of Morocco’s isolation today, if it is still perceived as remote, hindsight provides

  us with a very different view.




  In fact, the Morocco of Muley Ahmad al-Mansur was very much connected with the world of its time and that is what being ‘modern’ means. It partook in international politics and

  diplomacy, in trade, in conquest and in discovery. As an example, we can choose a single year: in 1593, in the middle of al-Mansur’s reign, an embassy from the Western Sudan brought an

  elephant to Marrakesh that made a tremendous impression on the population of the city. Its impact was similar to that caused by Hanno, the white elephant brought from India to Rome a few decades

  earlier as a gift to Pope Leo X from the King of Portugal, Don Manuel. The possession of exotic animals was a sign of the greatness of emperors, an emblem of their influence over remote regions

  where exotic animals roamed wild. Not so long before, Ahmad al-Mansur had asked Philip II to send him an artist to paint his portrait, another sign of royalty. In the same city of Marrakesh that

  year of 1593, legal scholars argued whether the new substance known as tobacco was apt for legitimate consumption or was unlawful. The new royal palace, al-Badi‘, was being built by the

  Sultan, for which he had brought the best foreign architects and artisans to Marrakesh. The marble for the palace was imported from Italy. This marble had been bought with Moroccan sugar, weight

  for weight. Moroccan sugar was so superior that Queen Elizabeth of England refused to use any other in her household. In 1589, Queen Elizabeth consumed 18,000 pounds of sugar, paid for at 14 pence

  a pound. Ahmad al-Mansur proposed a joint venture to the English Queen to conquer the Spanish territories in America. His plan was not very different from the one proposed ten years earlier by

  Francis Drake for the conquest of Peru, a plan that forced the Spaniards – well informed by their spies – to fortify the port of Callao on the Pacific coast. In 1591, Ahmad al-Mansur

  launched an expedition across the Sahara to conquer the Songhay kingdom of Gao and Timbuktu to search for sources of gold, much like the Spanish conquistadors, or Sir Walter Raleigh in his search

  for El Dorado. There is no question that Muley Ahmad al-Mansur was very much a ruler of his time.




  Morocco’s physical location between three great regions of communication and trade, the Atlantic Ocean, the Mediterranean Sea and the Saharan desert, and its political location between the

  dominant powers of the sixteenth century – the Spanish Habsburgs and the Ottoman Turks – made it a country of great strategic importance. Morocco also represented a frontier territory

  between Europe and the Islamic World. It was a borderland that absorbed peoples expelled from the Iberian Peninsula, such as the Jews and Muslims of Granada, and integrated them as technicians,

  merchants and consultants to the administration. It was a country that sought to imitate the political powers it admired – the Ottoman, Spanish and British Empires – and to borrow from

  them elements that the sultan believed had brought about the wealth and power of those nations. Morocco was a country that played a leading role in the international politics of the sixteenth

  century, forming alliances with Christian nations when faced with rivals at home or the threat of force from other Islamic powers.




  In the rivalry between Turks and Spaniards for control of the Mediterranean, Morocco played a fundamental role: Ahmad al-Mansur learned how to bend the rivalry to his advantage. He also learned

  how to profit from the division between Catholic and Protestant Europe, a division that gave Ahmad al-Mansur room to manoeuvre. While it is true that events external to Morocco contributed greatly

  to his importance in international politics, al-Mansur saw how to make weaknesses opportunities.




  The country’s main sources of weakness were the Iberian colonies on Moroccan soil, established in the late fifteenth century. At that time, Spain and Portugal had divided up the world

  between them, and Morocco was subjected to what might be described as an extension of the peninsular process of the so-called Reconquista. Thus, Mediterranean ports such as Melilla fell

  under Spanish control, as did Tlemcen for a time, and most importantly Oran, on Morocco’s eastern border. During the fifteenth century, the Portuguese succeeded in conquering most of

  Morocco’s Atlantic ports, from Tangier and Ceuta, down the coast to Agadir, making access to the sea impossible for the Moroccans themselves, who were reduced to using a handful of small

  ports: Rabat-Salé, Larache and Tetouan. Although by the second half of the sixteenth century all ports down the Atlantic coast except Mazagan/al-Jadida had been lost or evacuated by the

  Portuguese, Morocco still found it difficult to participate in international trade and was prevented from having its own navy. Instead, the Moroccan-controlled ports of the Atlantic coast became

  much-feared centres of operations against Spanish ships sailing out to the East and West Indies or returning to Europe with rich cargoes of spices, silks or precious metals. Pirates of all

  nationalities created shelters and supply havens on the Moroccan coast, and as a result Spain developed an interest in creating its own points of support in the region.




  Despite the process of almost colonial advance – or perhaps precisely because of it – Ahmad al-Mansur’s ambition was to achieve supremacy over the lands of Islam to which he

  felt he was more entitled than the Ottoman sultan. He wanted symbolic as well as political power. Thus, he undertook a series of reforms in his public administration and the armed forces to set

  about building an empire of his own. His army crossed the Sahara to conquer the Western Sudan. At the same time, he entertained hopes that Elizabeth I would allow him to assist her in a conquest of

  the Spanish American territories or southern Spain, or alternatively that an alliance with Spain might permit him to wrest the regencies of Algiers and Tunis from Ottoman control. Al-Mansur also

  undertook sophisticated propaganda campaigns and established an elaborate court ceremonial. As part of the same programme, he built up a monumental capital, Marrakesh, that served as a stage for

  the projection of his absolute, universalizing dominance to his own subjects, to Muslims in general and to Europeans.




  Vis-à-vis his subjects, Ahmad al-Mansur felt entitled to his position, as he was a sharif, or descendant of the Prophet Muhammad. That is what his title Muley (‘my

  lord’) means. His membership of the holiest of all lineages conferred upon him the kind of charisma and religious authority that legitimized his possession of absolute political power. In the

  eyes both of his own subjects and of foreign observers, his authority was confirmed by his near-miraculous and completely unexpected rise to power in 1578 as a result of the battle of Alcazar. In

  it, he won a resounding victory over the army of King Don Sebastian of Portugal, who had launched a military expedition to conquer Morocco – hence his title Al-Mansur, ‘The

  Victorious’.




  The young Portuguese king, who had no heirs, died during the battle. It was a catastrophic venture for Portugal, which lost its independence as a result. Philip II of Spain, son of a Portuguese

  princess, inherited the throne of Portugal and united both crowns under his command, in the so-called ‘Iberian union’. The battle of Alcazar, described by historian Fernand Braudel as

  ‘Mediterranean Christianity’s last Crusade’, was an event that also produced consternation in England, France and Holland.




  It is thanks to this battle that Ahmad made his first appearance in the historical record, and it is only then that his biography can truly begin – or rather only then that the sources

  give us the first scraps with which a biography can be constructed. It was this battle that made Europeans become aware of the existence of a man called Muley Ahmad al-Mansur.




  





  [image: ]




  THE BATTLE OF ALCAZAR




  The battle of Alcazar in 1578 had a stunning effect on the whole of Europe. In Portugal, a long time passed before the topic could even be

  broached. At first, there were only rumours that no one was willing to confirm. News arrived slowly, as unacceptable and intolerable stories. It would be years before the defeated could bring

  themselves to write chronicles or accounts of the battle, and many more before such accounts would be published.




  In Morocco, on the winning side, the surprise and amazement were so great that the victory was not followed up as it might have been. Victory at Alcazar might have led to the recovery of the

  Moroccan ports under Portuguese control, but the relief felt at the danger that had been averted was considered sufficient. In fact, victory over the mammoth Portuguese army was such an unexpected

  event that it could only be interpreted as being due to divine intervention. The sheer size of the armies on that morning of 4 August 1578 was extraordinary. In the blazing heat of a plain in

  north-western Morocco, beside the Wadi-l-Makhazin (this tributary of the river Lukus was near to the small town of Alcazar, after which the conflict was named), were some twenty-six thousand men on

  the Portuguese side, led by their young king, Don Sebastian. His pretext for invading Morocco had been the defence of a candidate to the Moroccan throne, Muhammad al-Mutawakkil, nephew of the

  reigning sultan, who brought with him three thousand of his own followers. Against him stood the reigning sultan of Morocco, Abd al-Malik, with a force of more than thirty thousand men. An immense

  battle took place, involving nearly sixty thousand soldiers, proportions hitherto known only in warfare at sea.




  The battle became known as the ‘Battle of the Three Kings’ because three kings lost their lives in it; this fact alone gave it a quasimythological dimension. Don Sebastian died in

  action on the battlefield itself. Muhammad al-Mutawakkil drowned in the river Wadi-l-Makhazin while retreating, swept away by tidal waters fast enough to sweep him off his horse. When his body was

  discovered, it was flayed, stuffed with straw and displayed throughout Morocco. Abd al-Malik, the reigning sultan, who was already seriously ill at the start of the battle – possibly with the

  plague – died on his litter as the fighting raged, although his death was kept secret until the encounter was over. Ahmad, Abd al-Malik’s virtually unknown younger brother and his

  deputy in the battle, inherited the throne and was to reap the glory and prestige brought by the famous victory. Dramatically, Ahmad was named sultan on the battlefield itself, where the army

  hierarchies swore homage and fealty to the new king.




  Don Sebastian, King of Portugal – one of the leading world powers of the day and the centre of an empire stretching from Goa in India as far as Brazil – died heirless, and almost all

  of his nobles died or were captured at the battle of Alcazar. Virtually all of the Portuguese nobility, among males, was wiped out, including military officials: in all, twelve thousand young men

  lost their lives, and fourteen thousand were captured. An Arab chronicler from the court of Ahmad al-Mansur wrote at the time, not without sarcasm, that the bishops of Portugal had been forced to

  consider the possibility of sanctioning polygamy, so scarce was the number of men left.




  The Portuguese crown was inherited by the dead king’s great-uncle, Cardinal Don Henrique, over seventy years old, and feeble of mind and body. One year later he died as well, and the

  Portuguese court in Tomar decided to accept as heir to the throne another of Don Sebastian’s uncles, Philip II of Spain. Philip united the two empires in 1580 and Portugal ceased to be an

  independent nation for sixty years. Philip was able to use silver from America to ransom the Portuguese captives in Morocco, but the battle was an unqualified tragedy for Portugal, and an event

  with tremendous implications for the whole of Europe.




  WHY DID THE BATTLE TAKE PLACE?




  Don Sebastian’s involvement had been brought about, in principle, by an appeal from one of the two sides in a Moroccan dynastic dispute; the brothers of the deceased

  sultan had confronted that sultan’s sons in a struggle for the throne. Although the details of such disputes can make for tedious narrative, and often include the brief appearance of

  secondary figures with unpronounceable names who later disappear from view, the technicalities are important in this case.




  The dynasty concerned was the Sa‘dian dynasty, which had assumed control in Morocco in the mid-sixteenth century. The Sa‘dian family originally came from the south of the country,

  from a region between the foothills of the Atlas Mountains and the desert known as the Sus. Its members defended their right to be known as sharifs, descendants of the Prophet Muhammad

  through his daughter Fatima. Chroniclers of the dynasty make use of a well-known and much-repeated topos in western Arabic literature to explain its origins: a group of inhabitants of the oases to

  the south of the Atlas, after suffering a series of poor harvests, travelled to the Arabian peninsula in search of a sharif willing to return with them to their land and settle among them,

  so that his baraka or charisma would cause their land to flourish again. This kind of mythical account linked the prestige attached to all that came from the Middle East – the cradle

  of Islam – with the sacred lineage and thaumaturgical power of the family concerned. The members of the family, the Banu Sa‘d or Sa‘dians, showed clear signs of combative

  holiness. They reformed the customs of the primitive Berber tribes of the south in accordance with the law. They also preached armed struggle against the Portuguese occupants of the coastal ports

  and their allies, the Arabs of the Atlantic plains close to those ports, and also encouraged the use of arms against the ruling dynasty of Fez, the Wattasids, that had made pacts with both. The

  Wattasids were, in the view of the Sa‘dians, corrupt and ineffective in their defence of Islam and the Muslims.




  The Banu Sa‘d received the support of the Sufi religious brotherhoods (discussed in the next chapter), which held an extraordinary amount of power and influence in rural areas and helped

  provide the Sa‘dians with a quasi-messianic form of propaganda. Sufi support was decisive in the triumph of the founder of the dynasty, Muhammad al-Shaykh al-Sa‘di, who took the title

  al-Qaim bi-Amr Allah, ‘he who executes God’s order, he who does what God says must be done’, a title appropriate for a Mahdi, or Islamic messiah. Muhammad

  al-Shaykh defeated the Portuguese in control of the port of Santa Cruz do Cabo do Gue (Agadir), and expelled them from it. Years later, in 1549, he was able to conquer Fez and bring down its

  reigning dynasty. This defeat was seen as an alarming development not only by Spain and Portugal but also by the Turks, who sought to extend their sovereignty over the only remaining independent

  Muslim country in the Mediterranean. None of the three empires was pleased to see Morocco gaining strength, and in 1557 Muhammad al-Shaykh was assassinated in Fez by members of his Turkish guard

  acting upon instructions from Istanbul.




  Muhammad’s death brought two principles of succession into direct conflict. On the one hand, there was the principle that the heir should be the eldest son of the deceased ruler. Contrary

  to this, there was another notion, that the ruler’s successor should be the eldest male member of the family. First, Abdallah, Muhammad’s eldest son, was crowned in Fez just hours after

  his father’s death. The new sultan immediately ordered the execution of all those brothers and nephews who had not moved quickly enough to reach places of safety. Though brutal,

  Abdallah’s actions were an efficient means of preventing rivalries, a strategy adopted by his near-contemporaries Suleyman the Magnificent in Istanbul and Ivan the Terrible in Russia. Both

  had rid themselves of relatives and possible rivals. However, Abdallah was not quite as efficient as Suleyman or Ivan, and three of his brothers escaped: Abd al-Mu’min, Abd al-Malik –

  the sultan who died later at the battle of Alcazar – and Ahmad, the subject of this study, who was at that time still a young boy. The three brothers took refuge with their retinues and their

  mothers in Tlemcen, then in the Turkish territory of Algiers, and moved from there to Istanbul, where they lived until the death of their older brother Abdallah. Abdallah was succeeded, in

  accordance with his wishes, by his eldest son, Muhammad al-Mutawakkil, who came to the throne in 1574.




  That year, the new sultan’s uncle, Abd al-Malik, returned to Morocco with the aid of a Turkish army sanctioned and supported by Istanbul. This marked the beginning of a civil war between

  uncle and nephew that lasted for some two years. In the battle that resolved the matter in Abd al-Malik’s favour, victory was determined by the fact that his ranks were swelled by

  ‘Andalusian’ soldiers – immigrants from al-Andalus, originally Muslims from the Iberian Peninsula (we will return to the Andalusians and their motives for favouring the candidate

  supported by the Turks in due course). Muhammad, the dethroned sultan, fled with a group of followers and armed men, first to the Rock or Peñón de Vélez de la Gomera, one of

  the Moroccan ports that had been conquered by Spain. Once there, he sent a delegation to Philip II asking for assistance to recover his throne. Such aid, whether Turkish or Spanish, was never given

  for naught: both countries sought to extend their influence in Moroccan affairs, and both had designs on Larache, an Atlantic port of great strategic importance, and one of the most important in

  Moroccan hands. Philip II wanted it to defend Spanish ships returning from America and the southern coasts of the Peninsula from attacks by corsairs. The Turks aimed to extend their sovereignty as

  far as the Atlantic and were attempting to recover their influence over the Western Mediterranean after the defeat of Lepanto in 1571.




  But on this occasion Philip II refused to help Muhammad, because he had already established diplomatic relations with the new ruler, his uncle Abd al-Malik. When he did not receive the answer he

  had expected from Spain, Muhammad went to the Portuguese territory of Tangier and sent off another delegation, this time to Don Sebastian of Portugal. Muhammad offered Sebastian the port of Asila

  in exchange for the military aid necessary to recover his throne. Don Sebastian, who already had plans to invade Morocco, received his request with great enthusiasm.




  It may seem surprising that a candidate to the throne of Morocco should request assistance from the two Catholic Iberian nations, especially in the light of the anti-Christian propaganda that

  had helped the Sa‘adian family come to power and of the ideology that family employed subsequently. However, the projection of oneself as leader of the jihad was a propagandistic

  leitmotiv that rarely had any practical application, and only served to confer legitimacy on a dynasty’s military actions and fiscal impositions. And there was precedent. Alliances between

  Christian kings and Andalusian and Moroccan sovereigns were formed during the last two centuries of the Reconquista of the Iberian Peninsula. During that period, Castilian involvement in

  the internal affairs of the Islamic dynasty of Granada was constant. Castilian kings would support one or another candidate or rival, and gave shelter at court to those who were defeated in

  internal disputes, or to noblemen who had fallen into disgrace. Likewise, Castilian rebels or rivals would turn to Granada for assistance in times of civil war, and take shelter at the court of its

  Nasrid sultan when necessary. These alliances were, then, a custom deriving from the final phase of the Reconquista, and were characteristic of the frontier.




  One of the main features of Muslim Spain (al-Andalus) throughout its history is that it was a frontier, a moving, changing, porous frontier where negotiation was necessary and mutual

  influence was unavoidable. Both Christian and Muslim portions of Spain were constantly divided by internal conflicts during the medieval period. Both territories were defined by adherence to a

  faith considered by its followers to be superior and exclusive. But, when a religious or ideological movement under unified political command was torn by internal dissension, conflict with the

  opposing faith became less important than the struggle within the same faith. This is a well-known phenomenon that explains why rival factions in al-Andalus or the Christian territories sometimes

  preferred to forge alliances with others of a different faith in order to wage war on their co-religionists. When al-Andalus disappeared, Morocco took its place as the frontier territory, the

  border with Iberian Christianity having shifted south. As such, it became the scene of many of the phenomena that for centuries had occurred on the northern side of the Strait of Gibraltar. Despite

  their feelings of mutual distrust, and despite all official discourse, both the Christians of Iberia and the Muslims of Morocco regarded alliances with the Infidel as a minor evil to be resorted to

  when confronted with powerful enemies.




  THE MAIN PROTAGONISTS AT THE BATTLE OF ALCAZAR




  Don Sebastian




  Don Sebastian was, in many ways, a medieval king, a figure not of his own time. In 1578, he was a solitary young man of twenty-four, filled with knightly ideals more

  appropriate to a previous age, a man with an ardent and combative faith obsessed with crusading ideals. Since he was a boy, Sebastian had showed a keen interest in arms and tales of military

  endeavours. He was the grandson and successor of the great king Don João III, whose sons died young except for Sebastian’s father, who married Philip II’s sister.

  Sebastian’s father died a few weeks before the birth of his son, and after the birth his mother left him in the care of her mother-in-law, Queen Catalina, widow of João III, and

  returned to Spain. The young Sebastian was brought up by his grandmother and his great-uncle, Cardinal Don Henrique, until Catalina’s death in 1568, when Sebastian ascended the Portuguese

  throne at the age of fourteen. He had been raised in a deeply religious atmosphere, surrounded by elderly relatives in a court saddened and overshadowed by the death of so many family members.

  Educated in the love of God and in knightly arts, he was so taken by both that he rejected all attempts to make him consider marriage.




  Don Sebastian dreamed of conquering Morocco and converting infidels to the true faith. He saw the plea for assistance from the dethroned Muley Muhammad as an ideal opportunity to fulfil his

  ambitions. The Portuguese Empire, like the Spanish, had been built on the foundations of a messianic and providential ideology that aspired, ultimately, to conquer Jerusalem, unite all humanity

  under the same Law and Shepherd, and restore throughout the world the primitive purity of the early Church. These medieval ideals of a Last Emperor were, in the case of the Portuguese, linked to

  the dream of conquering Fez – a city with a rich presence in eschatological myths – and the conquest of Jerusalem.




  Don Sebastian received Muley Muhammad’s plea for help with enthusiasm, but his advisers remained unconvinced and did not support the plan to chase after a Moroccan chimera. His great-uncle

  and tutor, the elderly Cardinal Don Henrique, his uncle, Philip II of Spain, and the main noblemen at court spoke unanimously against the adventure and tried to dissuade him from embarking upon it.

  But their efforts were in vain. Philip II sent his well-known courtier, the soldier and poet Francisco de Aldana, to Morocco, disguised as a Jew, to gather information about Moroccan armies and

  fortifications. He was instructed to write a memoir that exaggerated the obstacles so as to dissuade Don Sebastian from his plan. Aldana remained in Morocco for three months, mainly in Fez, but

  instead of writing against the Moroccan expedition, he became one of its main supporters: he wrote the famous Octavas for Don Sebastian in which he alerted him to many threats that

  required his action. The Octavas is a bellicose poem in which Iberia is besieged by various enemies. The principal enemies are the Turks – on the verge of arriving at the Atlantic

  shore – who would sail with the Moroccans to the West Indies and vanquish the Spanish there. Aldana accompanied Don Sebastian to Alcazar and died with him during the battle. That a Spaniard

  who spoke only Spanish and Italian, disguised as a Jew, could live and travel in Morocco without raising suspicions is an interesting fact to which I shall come back.




  Don Sebastian commanded all of his noblemen to join him and to recruit troops from their localities. He ordered proclamations to be trumpeted throughout Portugal that any nobleman, gentleman or

  hidalgo who refused to participate in the invasion with all of his men would automatically lose his land, rents and privileges. The leading noblemen duly arrived with farmworkers and

  peasant draftees who scarcely knew how to hold a weapon. Portuguese children between the ages of eight and eleven were among the captives later taken at the battle of Alcazar. Faced with the

  reticence of Spain, which was only prepared to lend him two thousand men with the condition that such assistance would be given only if the adventure was limited to restoring Muhammad to the throne

  and conquering the port of Larache, Don Sebastian was forced to recruit German mercenaries. He also borrowed men from other forces, like those commanded by the Irish mercenary and pirate Thomas

  Stukely, who in early 1578 happened to find himself in the port of Lisbon with a group of six hundred men given to him by Pope Gregory XIII to assist Irish Catholic rebels in their struggles with

  the English. Don Sebastian invited Stukely – who had fought alongside Philip II at Lepanto – to join his mission, and the Irishman’s highly undisciplined soldiers joined

  Sebastian’s invading force, along with whatever problems they were to cause later.
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