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Once upon a time an Indian writer named Amitav Ghosh set out an Indian slave, name unknown,
who some seven hundred years before had traveled to the Middle East. The journey took him to
a small village in Egypt, where medieval customs coexist with twentieth-century desires and
discontents. But even as Ghosh sought to re-create the life of his Indian predecessor, he found
himself immersed in those of his modern Egyptian neighbors. Combining shrewd observations
with painstaking historical research, Ghosh serves up skeptics and holy men, merchants and
sorcerers. Some of these figures are real, some only imagined, but all emerge as vividly as the
characters in a great novel. In an Antique Land is an inspired work that transcends genres as
deftly as it does eras, weaving an entrancing and intoxicating spell.



Acclaim forAMITAV GHOSH’SIN AN ANTIQUE LAND“Delightful … This curious book [is] a
mixture of history, travelogue, social anthropology and personal memoir. Ghosh skillfully draws
our attention to parallels and contrasts to both the medieval and the modern stories.”—
Washington Post Book World“Ghosh has found his own distinctive voice—polished and
profound … wistful in its tone, assured in its achieved vision.”—The Times Literary Supplement
(London)“Remarkable … Ghosh uses his writing skill to create captivating vignettes, [and] offers
a subtle glimpse into ordinary life in contemporary rural Egypt in a manner that at times rivals
anything by the masters of social realism in modern Egyptian literature. The painstaking
research and astonishing attention paid to minute details [are] admirable. [Ghosh is] an
uncannily honest writer.”—Anton Shammas, The New York Times Book Review“An inviting travel
tale … In an Antique Land revolves around Egypt past, present and metaphorical, and relies on
a large assemblage of characters to give [it] shape. Ghosh details the various stories in this book
with energetic descriptions and his own research.”—San Francisco Chronicle“Fascinating … the
tiny peephole Ghosh has opened into the Middle East of the twelfth century reveals a compelling
and terrible diorama.”—Boston Globe“Like the best travelogues, this book is also an intellectual
and historical journey. Ghosh’s closeness to the villagers gives life and color to his gradual
discovery of their customs, history and culture.”—Washington Times“Extraordinary: a travel book
that reaches back into the twelfth century as it touches on the dilemmas of our own time.”—
Sunday Times (London)“Ghosh is an engagingly humble and receptive traveller.… A refreshing
reversal of the usual power relationship between the observing (European) travel writer and his
indigenous subjects.”—The Guardian (London)“A rich and satisfying journey.”—The Times
(London)AMITAV GHOSHIN AN ANTIQUE LANDAmitav Ghosh was born in Calcutta in 1956
and studied in New Delhi, Oxford and Alexandria. He has traveled extensively throughout
Europe, the Middle East and North Africa and has taught at New Delhi, the University of Virginia
and Columbia University. He is the author of two widely acclaimed novels, The Circle of Reason
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BackEpilogueNotesPROLOGUETHE SLAVE OF MS H.6 first stepped upon the stage of modern
history in 1942. His was a brief debut, in the obscurest of theatres, and he was scarcely out of
the wings before he was gone again—more a prompter’s whisper than a recognizable face in the
cast.The slaves first appearance occurred in a short article by the scholar E. Strauss, in the 1942
issue of a Hebrew journal, Zion, published in Jerusalem. The article bore the title ‘New Sources
for the History of Middle Eastern Jews’ and it contained transcriptions of several medieval
documents. Among them was a letter written by a merchant living in Aden—that port which sits,
like a fly on a funnel, on the precise point where the narrow spout of the Red Sea opens into the
Indian Ocean. The letter, which now bears the catalogue number MS H.6, of the National and
University Library in Jerusalem, was written by a merchant called Khalaf ibn I aq, and it was
intended for a friend of his, who bore the name Abraham Ben Yijû. The address, written on the
back of the letter, shows that Ben Yiju was then living in Mangalore—a port on the south-western
coast of India. In Strauss’s estimation, the letter was written in the summer of 1483AD.In the
summer of its writing, Palestine was a thoroughfare for European armies. A German army had
arrived in April, led by the ageing King Conrad III of Hohenstaufen, known as Almân to the
Arabs. Accompanying the king was his nephew, the young and charismatic Frederick of Swabia.
The Germans struck fear into the local population. ‘That year the German Franks arrived,’ wrote
an Arab historian, ‘a particularly fearsome kind of Frank.’ Soon afterwards, King Louis VII of
France visited Jerusalem with his army and a retinue of nobles. Travelling with him was his wife,
the captivating Eleanor of Aquitaine, the greatest heiress in Europe, and destined to be
successively Queen of France and England.It was a busy season in Palestine. On 24 June a
great concourse of the crowned heads of Europe gathered near Acre, in Galilee. They were
received by King Baldwin and Queen Melisende of Jerusalem, with their leading barons and
prelates, as well as the Grand Masters of the Orders of the Temple and the Hospital. King
Conrad was accompanied by his kinsmen, Henry Jasimirgott of Austria, Otto of Freisingen,
Frederick of Swabia, Duke Welf of Bavaria, and by the margraves of Verona and Montferrat.
Among the nobles accompanying the King and Queen of France were Robert of Dreux, Henry of
Champagne, and Thierry, Count of Flanders.Between festivities, the leaders of the crusading
armies held meetings to deliberate on their strategy for the immediate future. ‘There was a
divergence of views amongst them,’ their enemies noted, ‘but at length they came to an agreed
decision to attack the city of Damascus …’ For the Muslim rulers of Jordan and Syria, who had
only just begun to recover from the first hundred years of the Crusades, this was a stroke of
unexpected good fortune because Damascus was at that time the only Muslim state in the
region that had friendly relations with the Crusader kingdoms.On 24 July 1148AD the greatest
Crusader army ever assembled camped in the orchards around Damascus. Its leaders had
some successes over the next couple of days, but the Damascenes fought back with fierce
determination and soon enough the Crusaders were forced to pack up camp. But Turcoman
horsemen hung upon their flanks as they withdrew, raining down arrows, and the retreat rapidly



turned into a rout. After this battle ‘the German Franks returned’ wrote the Arab historian who
had so dreaded their arrival, ‘to their country which lies over yonder and God rid the faithful of
this calamity.’It was not until 1942, the very summer when Khalaf’s letter slipped quietly into
twentieth-century print, that the Middle East again saw so great and varied a gathering of
foreigners. Nowhere were there more than in the area around Alexandria; the Afrika Corps and
the Italian Sixth Army, under the command of Erwin Rommel, were encamped a bare forty miles
from the city, waiting for their orders for the final push into Egypt, and in the city itself the soldiers
of the British Eighth Army were still arriving—from every corner of the world: India, Australia,
South Africa, Britain and America. That summer, while the fates of the two armies hung in the
balance, Alexandria was witness to the last, most spectacular, burst of cosmopolitan gaiety for
which the city was once famous.WITHIN THIS TORNADO of grand designs and historical
destinies, Khalaf ibn Ishaq’s letter seems to open a trapdoor into a vast network of foxholes
where real life continues uninterrupted. Khalaf was probably well aware of the events taking
place farther north: the city he lived in, Aden, served as one of the principal conduits in the flow
of trade between the Mediterranean and the Indian Ocean, and Khalaf and his fellow merchants
had a wide network of contacts all over North Africa, the Middle East and southern Europe. They
made it their business to keep themselves well-informed: from season to season they followed
the fluctuations of the prices of iron, pepper and cardamom in the markets of Cairo. They were
always quick to relay news to their friends, wherever they happened to be, and they are sure to
have kept themselves well abreast of the happenings in Syria and Palestine.But now, in the
summer of 1148, writing to Abraham Ben Yiju in Mangalore, Khalaf spends no time on the
events up north. He begins by giving his friend news of his brother Mubashshir (who has set off
unexpectedly for Syria), letting him know that he is well. Then he switches to business: he
acknowledges certain goods he has received from Ben Yiju—a shipment of areca nuts, two
locks manufactured in India and two bowls from a brass factory in which Ben Yiju has an
interest. He informs Ben Yiju that he is sending him some presents with the letter—‘things which
have no price and no value.’ The list seems to hint at a sweet tooth in Ben Yiju: ‘two jars of sugar,
a jar of almonds and two jars of raisins, altogether five jars.’It is only at the very end of the letter
that the slave makes his entry: Khalaf ibn Ishaq makes a point of singling him out and sending
him ‘plentiful greetings.’That is all: no more than a name and a greeting. But the reference comes
to us from a moment in time when the only people for whom we can even begin to imagine
properly human, individual, existences are the literate and the consequential, the wazirs and the
sultans, the chroniclers and the priests—the people who had the power to inscribe themselves
physically upon time. But the slave of Khalaf’s letter was not of that company: in his instance it
was a mere accident that those barely discernible traces that ordinary people leave upon the
world happen to have been preserved. It is nothing less than a miracle that anything is known
about him at all.THIRTY-ONE YEARS were to pass before the modern world again caught a
glimpse of the slave of MS H.6: the so-called Yom Kippur War was just over and the price of oil
had risen 370 per cent in the course of a single year.The Slave’s second appearance, like his



first, occurs in a letter by Khalaf ibn Ishaq, written in Aden—one that happened to be included in
a collection entitled Letters of Medieval Jewish Traders, translated and edited by Professor S. D.
Goitein, of Princeton University. Like the other letter, this one too is addressed to Abraham Ben
Yiju, in Mangalore, but in the thirty-one years that have passed between the publication of the
one and the other, the Slave has slipped backwards in time, like an awkward package on a
conveyor belt. He is nine years younger—the letter in which his name now appears was written
by Khalaf ibn Ishaq in 1139.This is another eventful year in the Middle East: the atabeg of
Damascus has been assassinated and the Levant is riven by wars between Muslim
principalities. But as ever Khalaf, in Aden, is unconcerned by politics; now, even more than in the
other letter, business weighs heavily on his mind. A consignment of Indian pepper in which he
and Ben Yiju had invested jointly has been lost in a shipwreck off the narrow straits that lead into
the Red Sea. The currents there are notoriously treacherous; they have earned the Straits a
dismal name, Bab al-Mandab, ‘the Gateway of Lamentation’. Divers have salvaged a few pieces
of iron, little else. In the meanwhile a shipment of cardamom sent by Ben Yiju has been received
in Aden, and a cargo of silk dispatched in return. There are also accounts for a long list of
household goods that Ben Yiju has asked for, complete with an apology for the misadventures of
a frying-pan—‘You asked me to buy a frying-pan of stone in a case. Later on, its case broke,
whereupon I bought you an iron pan for a ni âfî, which is, after all, better than a stone pan.’Yet,
despite all the merchandise it speaks of, the letter’s spirit is anything but mercenary: it is lit with a
warmth that Goitein’s translation renders still alive and glowing, in cold English print. ‘I was glad,’
writes Khalaf ibn Ishaq ‘when I looked at your letter, even before I had taken notice of its
contents. Then I read it, full of happiness and, while studying it, became joyous and
cheerful … You mentioned, my master, that you were longing for me. Believe me that I feel twice
as strongly and even more than what you have described …’Again the Slave’s entry occurs
towards the end of the main body of the text; again Khalaf sends him ‘plentiful greetings’
mentioning him by name. The Slave’s role is no less brief upon his second appearance than it
was in his first. But he has grown in stature now: he has earned himself a footnote.The footnote
is very brief. It merely explains him as Ben Yiju’s Indian ‘slave and business agent, a respected
member of his household.’The letter is prefaced with a few sentences about Ben Yiju. They
describe him as a Jewish merchant, originally of Tunisia, who had gone to India by way of Egypt,
as a trader, and had spent seventeen years there. A man of many accomplishments, a
distinguished calligrapher, scholar and poet, Ben Yiju had returned to Egypt having amassed
great wealth in India. The last years of his life were spent in Egypt, and his papers found their
way into his synagogue in Cairo: they were eventually discovered in a chamber known as the
Geniza.I CAME UPON Professor Goitein’s book of translations in a library in Oxford in the winter
of 1978. I was a student, twenty-two years old, and I had recently won a scholarship awarded by
a foundation established by a family of expatriate Indians. It was only a few months since I had
left India and so I was perhaps a little more befuddled by my situation than students usually arc.
At that moment the only thing I knew about my future was that I was expected to do research



leading towards a doctorate in social anthropology. I had never heard of the Cairo Geniza before
that day, but within a few months I was in Tunisia, learning Arabic. At about the same time the
next year, 1980, I was in Egypt, installed in a village called La aîfa, a couple of hours journey to
the south-east of Alexandria.I knew nothing then about the Slave of MS H.6 except that he had
given me a right to be there, a sense of entitlement.LATAÎFA1I FIRST BEGAN to dream of Cairo
in the evenings, as I sat in my room, listening, while Abu-‘Ali berated his wife or shouted at some
unfortunate customer who had happened to incur his displeasure while making purchases at his
shop. I would try to shut out the noise by concentrating on my book or my diaries or by turning up
the volume of my transistor radio, but Abu-‘Ali’s voice always prevailed, despite the thick mud
walls of his house and the squawking of the ducks and geese who lived around my
room.Nobody in Lataifa liked Abu-‘Ali; neither his relatives, nor his neighbours nor anyone else in
the hamlet—not even, possibly, his own wife and children. Some actively hated him; others
merely tried to keep out of his way. It was hard to do otherwise; he was profoundly unlovable.Still,
dislike him as they might, Abu-‘Ali’s neighbours and kinsmen also held him in fear. The children
of the hamlet were always careful to be discreet when they mimicked him: they would look up
and down the lanes to make sure that neither he nor his burly eldest son, ‘Ali, were in sight, and
then, screwing up their faces in imitation of his scowl, making imaginary sunglasses out of their
fingers and thumbs, they would arch their backs and stagger down the lane, labouring under the
weight of gigantic bellies.Everybody in the area knew of Abu-‘Ali’s temper and most people did
their best to avoid him, so far as they could. As for me, I had no choice in the matter: by the time I
had learnt of Abu-Ali’s reputation, I was already his lodger, and he, on his own initiative, had
assumed the role of surrogate father as well as landlord.I was not the first person in the hamlet
to find himself thrust into an unwelcome proximity with Abu-‘Ali. It so happened that his house
sat astride the one major road in the area, a narrow, rutted dirt track just about wide enough to
allow two lightweight vehicles to squeeze past each other without toppling into the canal that ran
beside it. The road served a large network of villages around Lataifa and a ragged procession of
pick-up trucks roared up and down it all day long, carrying people back and forth from
Damanhour, the capital of the Governorate and the largest city in the region.Abu-‘Ali’s house was
so placed that it commanded a good view of the road and, being the man he was, Abu-‘Ali was
diligent in exploiting the strategic potential of its location. He spent much of his time on a small
veranda at the front of his house, lying on a divan and keeping a careful eye on the traffic. At the
busier times of the day, he would lie on his side, with one arm resting voluptuously on the
gigantic swell of his hip, watching the passing trucks through a pair of silver-tipped sunglasses;
in the afternoons, once he had eaten his lunch, he would roll on his back and doze, his eyes half-
shut, like an engorged python stealing a rest after its monthly meal.One of the elders of the
hamlet, Shaikh Musa, told me once, when I was having dinner at his house, that Abu-‘Ali had
always been obese, even as a boy. He had never been able to work in the fields because he had
hurt his leg as a child, and had soon grown much heavier than others of his age. People had felt
sorry for him to begin with, but later the injury had proved such an advantage that everyone had



begun to wonder about its authenticity: it had given him an excuse for not working on the land
and as a result his father had allowed him to go through school. Nothing was heard of his injury
thereafter. Later, he’d even gone on to college in Damanhour, which was unusual at the time for
a fellah boy, the son of an unlettered peasant. Sure enough, he had seen to it that his time in
college was well spent: he had cultivated contacts with students from influential families, and
with bureaucrats and officials in Damanhour. It hadn’t surprised anyone when he succeeded in
getting a permit to set up a government-subsidized shop for retailing essential commodities at
controlled prices.That permit was to become Abu-‘Ali’s passport to prosperity: his was the only
shop of its kind in the area (he had made sure of that) and everybody had to go to him if they
wanted to buy sugar, tea, oil and suchlike at government-subsidized prices. Often his customers
were more supplicants than patrons, for there was nothing to prevent him from choosing whom
to sell to: people who got on the wrong side of him frequently discovered that he was out of tea
or kerosene or whatever it was they wanted. It was all the same to Abu-‘Ali: he had no shortage
of customers—they had to come to him or go all the way to the next village, Nashâwy, a mile and
a half down the road.It was thus that Abu-‘Ali had grown so large, Shaikh Musa said (he was
generally extremely reluctant to discuss Abu-‘Ali but on this occasion he permitted himself a
laugh): for years he had eaten meat like other people ate beans, and eventually he had swollen
up like one of the force-fed geese his wife reared on their roof.‘Women use their forefingers to
push corn down the throats of their geese,’ added Shaikh Musa’s son Ahmed, an earnest young
man, who was a great deal more heedful of my duties as a gatherer of information than I. ‘Corn,
as you ought to know, is harvested just before winter, towards the start of the Coptic year which
begins in the month of Tût …’It had long been a point of pride with Abu-‘Ali that he possessed
more—more gadgets, especially—than anyone else in Lataifa. It was therefore a matter of bitter
chagrin to him that he had not been the first person in the village to buy a television set. One of
his own half-brothers, a schoolteacher, had beaten him to it.He was often reminded of this by a
cousin’s son, Jabir, a boy in his late teens, with bright, malicious eyes and a tongue that bristled
with barbs. Sometimes, when we were sitting in Abu-‘Ali’s guest-room in the evenings, Jabir
would turn to me and ask questions like ‘What’s the name of the captain of the Algerian soccer
team?’ or ‘Who is the Raïs of India? Isn’t it Indira Gandhi?’ The questions were entirely
rhetorical; he would answer them himself, and then, sighing with pleasure he would glance at his
uncle and exclaim: ‘Oh there’s so much to be learnt from television. It’s lucky for us there’s one
next door.’It always worked.‘I don’t understand this television business,’ Abu-‘Ali would roar.
‘What’s the point of buying a television set now, when our village doesn’t even have
electricity?’Smiling serenely, Jabir would point out that a television set could be run perfectly well
on car batteries.‘Car batteries!’ Abu-‘Ali’s voice would be breathy with contempt. That’s like
burning up money. I’m telling you, and you pay attention, let the electricity come to Lataifa as the
government’s promised, and you’ll be able to watch the biggest and best TV set you’ve ever
seen, right here, in this room, God willing. It’ll be better than the best television set in Nashawy,
insha’allah, and it’ll be in colour too.’A sly smile would appear on Jabir’s blunt-featured face, with



its adolescent’s crop of stubble and unquiet skin. ‘There’ll be other colour TVs here soon,’ he
would say, leaning back contentedly against the bolsters on the couch. ‘My uncle Mustafa is
going to get one for our house any one of these days, insha’allah.’All Abu-‘Ali could do in
retaliation was glare at him; he knew he was no match for Jabir’s tongue. He would have loved to
ban Jabir from his house, but it so happened that Jabir’s father was a cousin in the paternal line,
and thus a member of the extended family, or lineage, of which Abu-‘Ali was nominally the head:
he couldn’t have thrown Jabir out of his house without offending a whole platoon of relatives.
Besides, it so happened that Jabir was also best friends with one of Abu-‘Ali’s sons, a schoolboy
of his own age, about sixteen or so. The two of them were always together, with their arms
around each others’ shoulders, giggling, or talking in furtive, experimental whispers. There was
little Abu-‘Ali could do to rid his house of him; constrained as he was by the obligations of
kinship, he had to choke daily on the gall of hearing about the soccer matches that his son and
Jabir watched on the TV set in the house next door.‘What’s in this soccer stuff, I want to know?’
Abu-‘Ali would explode from time to time. ‘Isn’t there work to do? Allah! Is the world going to live
on soccer? What’s going to become of …’But laggardly though he may have been in the matter
of television, Abu-‘Ali was undeniably the first person in the hamlet to acquire a form of
motorized transport—a light Japanese moped, fragile in appearance, but extraordinarily sturdy
in build. The moped was normally used by one of his older sons, who drove it to his college in
Damanhour every day. He was very jealous of his custodianship of the vehicle and would never
allow his brothers or cousins to use it—but his father, of course, was another matter
altogether.Every now and again, Abu-‘Ali would roll off his divan, send his wife in to fetch his best
dark glasses, and shout for the moped to be wheeled out into the courtyard. He would hitch up
the hem of his jallabeyya and then, lifting up his leg, he would mount the vehicle with a little
sidelong hop, while his son held it steady. To me, watching from the roof, it seemed hardly
credible that so delicate a machine would succeed in carrying a man of Abu-‘Ali’s weight over
that bumpy dirt track. But to my astonishment it invariably did: he would go shooting off down the
road, his jallabeyya ballooning out around him, while the moped, in profile, diminished into a
thin, sharp line—it was like watching a gargantuan lollipop being carried away by its stick.It was
no accident that Abu-‘Ali had acquired so many possessions: everyone agreed that he had a
remarkable talent for squeezing the last piastre from everything that came his way. People often
said that it was useless to bargain with Abu-‘Ali: in the end he would get exactly what he wanted.I
was soon to discover the truth of this for myself.One afternoon, about a month or so after I had
arrived in Lataifa, Abu-‘Ali came up to my room to pay me a visit. This was an unusual event
because it called for the climbing of a narrow flight of stairs. I lived on the roof of his house, in an
old chicken-coop, which his wife had once used for her poultry. Her stock of ducks, chickens,
pigeons and geese had been moved to a pen, at the far end of the roof, and the coop had been
turned into a makeshift room for my benefit, with a bed, a desk and a chair.I had discovered
since moving in that an afternoon visit from Abu-‘Ali was generally good cause for apprehension.
At that time of the day he was normally to be found lying inert upon his divan, resting after his



midday meal; it was unusual for him to so much as turn on his side, much less attempt an
assault on the stairs that led to the roof. He had only visited me twice before in the afternoon,
and on both occasions it was because he had wanted a discussion in private, while his children
were away at work or in school. On one of those occasions he had tried to lay claim to my
transistor radio, my best-loved possession, and on the other he had indicated, after a prolonged
and roundabout conversation, that the rent I was paying was not satisfactory and that either I or
the ‘doktór’ who had brought me to his house would have to do something about it.I had been
brought to Abu-‘Ali’s house by Doctor Aly Issa, Professor in the University of Alexandria, and one
of the most eminent anthropologists in the Middle East. An acquaintance of Doctor Issa’s had
led us to Abu-‘Ali, who had declaimed: ‘I swear to you, ya doktór, the Indian shall stay here and
we will look after him as we do our own sons, for your sake, ya doktór, because we respect you
so much.’Being the kindest and most generous of men, Doctor Issa had all too easily allowed
himself to take Abu-‘Ali at his word. It had been agreed upon very quickly—all except how much I
was to pay. The Professor had brushed aside my anxiety on that score: ‘That will be easily
settled, I will write him a letter—don’t worry about it.’And so he had, but Abu-‘Ali had seen little
merit in Doctor Issa’s letter. Now, having settled himself on my bed, he took the dog-eared letter
out of the pocket of his jallabeyya once again, and read it through, clicking his tongue and
frowning.‘Tell me,’ he said at last, ‘where did you stay while you were in Alexandria?’‘A small
hotel,’ I answered.‘And how much did it cost?’‘Two pounds a night.’He gave a little nod of
satisfaction and put the letter away. ‘Hotels are expensive,’ he said, ‘you’re lucky to be staying
here with us. We will cook for you, wash your clothes for you, provide you with anything you
need. You must ask for whatever you want whenever you want it. To us you are just like our sons
—why we will even give you our own money if you like.’He reached into his pocket for his wallet
and held it out to me, smiling, his eyes vanishing into the folds of his immense, fleshy face. ‘You
can take this,’ he said. ‘You can have our money.’I stared at the wallet, mesmerized, wondering
whether custom demanded that I touch it or make some other symbolic gesture of acceptance
or obeisance, like falling at his feet. I saw myself shrinking, dwindling away into one of those tiny,
terrified foreigners whom Pharaohs hold up by their hair in New Kingdom bas-reliefs.But the
wallet vanished back into his pocket in a flash, before I had time to respond. ‘You see,’ he said,
‘that is how much we love you.’‘I was just thinking,’ I stammered, at last, maybe I could buy my
own food.’‘How can you do that?’ he responded indignantly. ‘The shops are far away, and you
know it would cost you at least a pound a day if you were to buy your food in town. No, no, you
must eat with us.’‘No, I meant, I could give you the money …’ My Arabic had begun to falter now
under the strain of bargaining, and I was slowly sinking into a tongue-tied silence.‘No, no, it’s not
a question of money. You are our honoured guest. You can see that I don’t care for money. I have
a big shop downstairs, and I sell many things there. Next year I will add a second floor to my
house, insha’allah. You know I have sent my sons to school and college; you can see that I don’t
care for money at all.’‘Please tell me,’ I said, ‘how much do you think I should pay?’He sighed
thoughtfully, rubbing his moustache.‘No,’ he said, ‘you must tell us how much you would like to



give us.’And so it went on for a good hour or so, before he would allow himself to be cajoled into
naming a sum.That evening, at sunset, I was standing on the roof, looking out over the tranquil,
twilit cottonfields, when Abu-‘Ali’s voice exploded out of the porch below, roaring abuse at his
wife. I went back into my room and in an effort to shut out the noise, I began to turn the dial on
my radio, scanning the waves for the sound of a familiar language, listening for words that would
make me feel a little less alone. As the night wore on, the thought of hearing Abu-‘Ali’s voice for
months on end, perhaps years, began to seem utterly intolerable.It was on nights like that that
my dreams of Cairo were most vivid.2CAIRO IS EGYPT’S own metaphor for itself.Everywhere in
the country except the city itself, Cairo is Egypt. They are both spoken of by the same name, Ma
r, a name that is appropriate as well as ancient, a derivative of a root that means ‘to settle’ or ‘to
civilize’. The word has a long history in Arabic; it occurs in the Qur’ân but was in use even before
the advent of Islam. It is the name by which the country has been known, in its own language, for
at least a millennium, and most of the cultures and civilizations with which it has old connections
have accepted its own self-definition. The languages of India, for example, know Masr by
variations of its Arabic name: ‘Mishor’ in Bengali, ‘Misar’ in Hindi and Urdu. Only Europe has
always insisted on knowing the country not on its own terms, but as a dark mirror for itself.
‘Egyptian darkness,’ says the Oxford English Dictionary, quoting the Bible, ‘intense darkness
(see Exodus x.22).’ Or ‘Egyptian days: the two days in each month which were believed to be
unlucky’; and: ‘Egyptian bondage: bondage like that of the Israelites in Egypt.’Like English, every
major European language derives its name for Egypt from the Greek Ægyptos, a term that is
related to the word ‘Copt’, the name generally used for Egypt’s indigenous Christians. Thus
German has its Ägypten, Dutch Egypte, Polish and Estonian Egipt: old resonant words, with
connotations and histories far in excess of those that usually attach to the names of countries. A
seventeenth-century English law, for example, states: ‘If any transport into England or Wales,
any lewd people calling themselves Egyptians, they forfeit 40 £’—a reminder that words like
‘gypsy and ‘gitano’ derived from ‘Egyptian’.Europe’s apparently innocent ‘Egypt’ is therefore as
much a metaphor as ‘Masr’, but a less benign one, almost as much a weapon as a word. Egypt’s
own metaphor for itself, on the other hand, renders the city indistinguishable from the country; a
usage that brims with pleasing and unexpected symmetries.Like Egypt, Cairo dwindles into a
thin ribbon of settlements at its southern extremity; towards the north it gradually broadens, like
the country itself, into a wide, densely populated funnel. To the south lies Upper Egypt, the , a
long thin carpet of green that flanks the Nile on both sides; to the north is the triangle created by
the river, as perfect as any in Nature, the Delta. Egypt’s metaphor, Egypt itself, sits in between
like a hinge, straddling the imaginary line that since the beginning of human history has divided
the country into two parts, each distinct and at the same time perfectly complementary.To most
Egyptians outside Cairo, their metaphor stands for the entire city: the whole of it is known as
Masr—the city’s formal name al-Qâhira is infrequently used. But Cairo, like Delhi or Rome, is
actually not so much a single city as an archipelago of townships, founded on neighbouring
sites, by various different dynasties and rulers.When the people of Cairo speak of Masr, they



often have a particular district of the city in mind. It lies towards the south, and it goes by several
names. Sometimes it is spoken of as Old Cairo, Masr al-Qadîma or Ma r al-‘Atîqa, sometimes as
Mari Gargis, but most often as Fus â Ma r, or simply Fus â . On a map, the quarter seems very
small, far too small to be so rich in names. But in fact, small as it is, the area is not a single island
within Cairo, but rather a second archipelago within the first.It was a small enclave within this
formation that eventually became home to Abraham Ben Yiju, the master of the Slave of MS H.6:
a Roman fortress called Babylon. The fort was built by the emperor Trajan in 130AD, on the site
of an even earlier structure, and the Romans are said to have called it Babylon of Egypt, to
distinguish it from the Mesopotamian Babylon. The name may have come from the Arabic Bâb il-
On, ‘The Gate of On’, after the ancient sanctuary of the Sun God at Heliopolis, but there are
many contending theories and no one knows for sure. The fort has had other names, most
notably Qa r al-Shama‘, Fortress of the Lamp, but it is Babylon that has served it longest.The
entrance to Babylon was once guarded by two massive, heavily buttressed towers: one of them
is now a ruined stump, and the other was incorporated several centuries ago into the structure of
a Greek Orthodox church. Today the towers, and the gateway that lies between them, are
separated from the Nile by several hundred metres. But at the time when the fortress was built
the river flowed directly beside it: the reason why the towers were so solidly constructed is that
they served as Babylon’s principal embankment against the annual Nile flood. In the early years
of Babylon’s history, the towers were flanked by a port. As the centuries advanced and the
conurbation around the fortress grew in size and importance, the river retreated westwards and
the docks and warehouses gradually expanded along the newly emerged lands on the bank. In
Ben Yiju’s time the port was one of the busiest in the Middle East; it was said to handle more
traffic than Baghdad and Basra combined.Today there is a steel gate between Babylon’s twin
towers, and millions of visitors pour through it every year. But the fort’s second great gateway, in
its southern wall, is no longer in use: its floor is deep in water now, swamped by Cairo’s rapidly
rising water-table. A thick film of green slime shimmers within its soaring, vaulted interior,
encircling old tyres and discarded plastic bottles. Incredible as it may seem, this putrefying pit
marks the site of what was perhaps the single most important event in the history of Cairo,
indeed of Egypt: it was through this gateway that the Arab general ‘Amr ibn al-‘Â is thought to
have effected his entry into Babylon in 641AD—the decisive event in the futû , the Muslim
victory over the Christian powers in Masr.For Babylon, ironically, the moment of capitulation
marked its greatest triumph for it was then that this tiny fortress fixed the location of the country’s
centre of gravity, once and for all. It was Alexandria that was Egypt’s most important city at the
time of the Arab invasion; founded by Alexander the Great in 332BC it had served as the
country’s capital for almost a thousand years. Babylon, on the other hand, was a mere provincial
garrison, a small military outpost. By rights therefore, it was Alexandria’s prerogative to serve as
the funnel for the assimilation of the newcomers.But the conquering Muslim general, ‘Amr ibn
al-‘As, broke with the usual practice of invaders by electing to base his army not in the country’s
capital, but in an entirely new city. The location he chose was the obvious one—the site the Arab



army had used for its camp while laying siege to Babylon. The fortress was thus the promontory
that served to anchor the Cairo archipelago: ever afterwards Egypt’s capital, Masr, Egypt’s
metaphor for itself, has lain within a few miles of Babylon.The legend goes that on the morning
when ‘Amr was to lead his army against Alexandria he woke to find a dove nesting on top of his
tent. Loath to invite misfortune by disturbing the bird, he left the tent behind and upon returning
to Babylon after his successful assault on Alexandria, laid out his new city around the nest-
topped tent. The legend is universally believed in Cairo, and everyone who repeats it adds that
the name of ‘Amr’s city, al-Fus â , was derived from the Arabic for tent. But in fact the story
came into circulation long after the event and is almost certainly apocryphal. It is possible that
the name does not come from an Arabic source at all, being related instead to the Latin-Greek
word ‘fossaton’, which is also the parent of an archaic and unglamorous English word, ‘fosse’, or
ditch.Fustat served as Egypt’s capital for more than three centuries, but then a new invasion and
a new set of conquerors moved the centre of power a couple of miles northwards. The new
rulers were the Fatimids, a dynasty which had its beginnings in North Africa, in an esoteric Shî‘a
sect whose members were known as Ismâ‘îlîs. In 969AD one of their generals, a former Greek
slave called Jawhar al-Rûmî, marched against Egypt with a hundred thousand men. Their army
routed the Egyptians in a battle near Fustat and the inhabitants of the city soon sued for peace.
Like ‘Amr ibn al-‘As before him, Jawhar the Greek marked out the boundaries of a new township
right beside the conquered city. Soothsayers are said to have named the town al-Qâhira, the
Martial, or the Victorious, because the planet Mars, al-Qâhir, was in the ascendant at the time of
the foundation ceremony. It was this name that was to pass into European languages as Cairo,
Le Caire and the like.In its original conception al-Qahira was a planned capital, an early forebear
of New Delhi, Canberra, Brasilia and other such haunts of officialdom. The Caliph had his
residence there and it contained many notable buildings, but everything in it was the personal
property of the rulers and its shops and bazaars existed only to serve him and his entourage. In
time the character of al-Qahira was to change entirely and it was to become a frantic, crowded
district, the bustling nucleus of the conurbation of Cairo. But all that came later: in the early years
of the twelfth century when Ben Yiju first came to Masr it was probably still a relatively solemn,
bureaucratic kind of place. At the time, the Fatimids, who had long since embarked on a course
of catastrophic decline, were clinging to the last tatters of their power, and their capital was still
largely a ceremonial and administrative township. It was Fustat then that probably had
something of the busy, market-place character of al-Qahira today.Thriving hub though it was,
medieval Fustat probably presented an unremarkable kind of appearance. Archæological
excavations have shown that its dwellings were, for the most part, made of the material that is
still most in evidence in rural Egypt today, dried mud and straw—a substance that sounds
somehow more glamorous when spoken of by the term ‘adobe’, a term appropriately applied
here, since the word probably derives from the Arabic al- ûb, ‘the brick’. Possibly Fustat even
had something of the distinctive look of an Egyptian village: that tousled, mop-haired
appearance that is characteristic of fellah houses, with great ricks of straw and firewood piled



high on their roofs.But in fact there was nothing remotely rustic about medieval Fustat, whatever
its appearance. With the political ascendancy of the Fatimid Empire, it had come to play a pivotal
role in the global economy as the entrepôt that linked the Mediterranean and the Indian Ocean:
the merchandise that flowed through its bazaars came from as far afield as East Africa, southern
Europe, the western Sahara, India, China and Indonesia. By Ben Yiju’s time Fustat had long
since become the largest island in the emerging archipelago of Masr: the juncture of some of the
most important trade routes in the known world and the nucleus of one of the richest and most
cosmopolitan cities on earth.But although it may have been Fustat’s markets that first attracted
Ben Yiju to Masr it was Babylon that was to become his spiritual home there. The fortress had
remained relatively unchanged over several centuries and was still largely populated by
Christians of various denominations, with Copts in the majority. But there were also at least three
Jewish groups in Babylon, each with a synagogue of its own—they were the ‘Iraqis’, the
‘Palestinians’ and the Karaites. The ‘Palestinian’ congregation followed the rites of the school of
Jerusalem, and despite its name, it included the indigenous Jews of Egypt. It was the Palestinian
synagogue that Ben Yiju was to join.By the time Ben Yiju came to Masr, Babylon had long since
been eclipsed by the thriving township of Fustat. But in the end it was the hardy little fortress that
proved to have the greater staying power. Today, the entrance to what remains of Fustat lies a
short distance from Babylon’s towers, but very few tourists pass through it. Fustat can be smelt
before it is seen—it is a gigantic open refuse-pit, an immense rubbish-dump.The site is guarded
by a large steel gate which looks as though it belongs in a prison. But it swings open easily
enough, with a push, and a dusty path curls away from it, between the mounds of refuse,
towards a stretch of reed-filled marshland in the distance. In places, where the decomposing
matter has caught fire spontaneously under the fierce glare of the Cairo sun, thin tendrils of
smoke spiral torpidly towards the sky. Children play in puddles of grey ooze and a few figures in
torn, flapping jallabeyyas move slowly through the refuse, dragging piles of cardboard and
plastic behind them. Incredible as it may seem, excavations in this suppurating wasteland have
yielded huge quantities of Chinese pottery and other riches: it was here that some of the earliest
and most valuable fragments of Indian textiles have been found.The last skeletal remains of the
city whose markets once traded in the best the world could offer lie a little further along the path:
the outlines of a few foundations and some brick walls and arches, pushing through pools of oily
slime, clawing at the earth. In the distance shanties grow in tiers upon the ruins, and they in turn
fade gently, imperceptibly, into the scraggy geometry of Cairo’s skyline—into a tableau of decay
and regeneration, a metaphor for Masr.3I OFTEN THOUGHT of telling Shaikh Musa that I
wanted to move out of Abu-‘Ali’s house; for a while I even considered asking him to help me
make some other arrangement. I had always felt secure in his friendship, from the moment of our
first meeting: there was a gentleness and a good humour about him that inspired trust,
something about the way he rocked his short, portly frame from side to side as we talked, the
way he shook my hand every time we met, his round, weathered face crinkling into a smile, and
cried: ‘Where have you been all this while? Why haven’t you come to see me?’There were times



when I had the distinct impression that Shaikh Musa was trying to warn me about Abu-‘Ali. The
two of them were of the same age after all, in their mid-fifties; they had grown up together, and
Shaikh Musa probably knew him as well as anyone in the hamlet. Once, while dining with Shaikh
Musa and his family, I had the feeling that he was cautioning me, in an oblique and roundabout
way, telling me to be careful with Abu-‘Ali. It was only because of a series of unfortunate
interruptions that I didn’t beg him right then to find me some other house to live in.We were
sitting in his bedroom that evening. Shaikh Musa, his son Ahmed, his two grandsons and I were
eating out of one tray, while the women of the household were sharing another, at the other end
of the room. It was something of a special occasion for I had just crossed an invisible barrier.
Whenever I had eaten at Shaikh Musa’s house before, it had been in the ‘mandara, the guest-
room on the outside of the house, facing the lane; every house had one, for this was the room
where male guests were usually received. But on this occasion, after saying his evening prayers,
Shaikh Musa had risen to his feet and led me out of the guest-room, into the lamplit interior of
the house.We had gone directly to his bedroom, pushing past a nuzzling sheep tethered by the
door. Shaikh Musa chased a brood of chickens off an old sheepskin, sending them scuttling
under his bed, and we seated ourselves on the floor and played with Ahmed’s two young sons
while waiting for the rest of the family. After Ahmed returned from the mosque, two women came
into the room carrying a pair of trays loaded with food. The trays were set out on the floor, and
the women gathered around one, while we seated ourselves at the other; each tray was as big
as a cartwheel, and there was plenty of room for all of us.There were three women in the room
now, all of them young, one in the first bloom of her adolescence with a gentle, innocent face
and a rosy complexion—a family inheritance shared by many of the inhabitants of Lataifa. From
the strong resemblance she bore to Ahmed, I knew at once that she was his sister. The other
two women were a good deal older, perhaps in their mid-twenties. One was a pale, pretty, self-
possessed young woman, dressed in a long, printed skirt. The other was dark and thick-set, and
she was wearing a black fus ân, a heavy, shapeless robe that was the customary garb of a
fellah woman.I had encountered all of them before, occasionally at the doorway to Shaikh
Musa’s house and sometimes in the guest-room when they came in to hand out tea. There were
times when I had the impression that I had passed them in the lanes of the hamlet, but I was
never quite sure. The fault for this lay entirely with me, for neither they nor anyone else in Lataifa
wore veils (nor indeed did anyone in the region), but at that time, early in my stay, I was so
cowed by everything I had read about Arab traditions of shame and modesty that I barely
glanced at them, for fear of giving offence. Later it was I who was shame-stricken, thinking of the
astonishment and laughter I must have provoked, walking past them, eyes lowered, never
uttering so much as a word of greeting. Shaking hands with them now, as we sat down to dinner,
I tried to work out the connections between them and the rest of the family. The pretty woman in
the printed dress was Ahmed’s wife, I decided: her clothes and her bearing spoke of a college,
or at least a high-school, education. Since Ahmed had been through school and college too, I
had every reason to assume that they were a couple. As for the other woman, the dark one in the



black dress, it took me no more than a moment’s thought to reach a conclusion about her: she
was the wife of Shaikh Musa’s other son, I decided, Ahmed’s younger brother, Hasan.I had
never met Hasan, for he was away, serving his draft in the army, but I had heard a great deal
about him. Shaikh Musa spoke of him often, and with something more than the usual warmth of
a father remembering a son long absent. He had shown me a picture of him once: he was a
strikingly good-looking young man, with a broad, strong face and clear-cut features; in fact, he
bore a marked resemblance to a picture of Shaikh Musa that hung on the wall of his guest-room,
a photograph taken in his youth, in army uniform.Unlike Ahmed, who had been through school
and college, Hasan had not had an education. He had been taken out of school at a fairly early
age; Shaikh Musa had brought him up as a fellah, so that at least one of his sons would profit
from the land their ancestors had left them. It was that shared background perhaps that lent
Shaikh Musa’s voice a special note of affection when he spoke of Hasan: Ahmed was the most
dutiful of sons and he helped Shaikh Musa on the land as often as he could, but there was an
unbridgeable gap between them now because of his education. Ahmed worked as a clerk, in a
factory near Damanhour, and he was thus counted as a mowazzaf, an educated, salaried man,
and like all such people in the village, his clothes, his speech, his amusements and concerns,
were markedly different from those of the fellaheen. Hasan, on the other hand, fell on his father’s
side of that divide, and it was easy to see that their shared view of the world formed a special
bond between them.I was soon sure that the woman in the black dress was Hasan’s wife. I
overheard Shaikh Musa saying a few words to her and, detecting a note of familiarity in his
voice, I attributed it to his special closeness to his younger son. But now I began to wonder
where his own wife was and why she had not joined us at our meal.The meal that was set out on
the tray in front of us was a very good one: arranged around a large pile of rice were dishes of
fried potatoes, cheese preserved in brine, salads of chopped tomatoes and fresh dill, plates of
cooked vegetables, large discs of corn-meal bread, and bowls of young Nile perch, baked with
tomatoes and garlic. Everything was fresh and full of flavour, touched with that unnameable
quality which makes anything grown in the soil of Egypt taste richer, more distinctively of itself,
than it does anywhere else.It was when I complimented him on the food that Shaikh Musa
suddenly raised his head, as though a thought had just struck him.‘Things are cheap in the
countryside,’ he said, ‘much cheaper than they are in the city. In the city people have to buy
everything in the market, for cash, but here it isn’t like that; we get everything from the fields. You
should not expect to pay as much here as you would in the city. This is just a little hamlet—not
even a big village like Nashawy.’I was taken aback for a moment, and then I realized that he was
referring obliquely to Abu-‘Ali: he had asked me once how much I paid him and had sunk into an
amazed silence when I quoted the sum. But before I could say anything, Shaikh Musa changed
the subject: resorting to one of his favourite ploys he began to talk about agriculture.‘And these,’
he said, pointing at the cucumbers on the tray, ‘are called khiyâr. The best are those that are
sown early, in spring, in the month of Amshîr by the Coptic calendar.’Not one to be left behind in
a conversation of that kind, Ahmed immediately added: ‘Amshir follows the month of ûba, when



the earth awakes, as we say, and after it comes Barmahât …’Later, after dinner, when Shaikh
Musa and I were alone in the room for a while, he began to wax expansive, talking about his
boyhood in Lataifa and about Abu-‘Ali as a child. But once the family returned he cut himself
short, and there was no opportunity to discuss the matter again for shortly afterwards he got up
and left the room.No sooner had Shaikh Musa left than Ahmed began to tell me how cotton was
rotated with the fodder crop berseem. ‘Write it down,’ he said, handing me my notebook, ‘or else
you’ll forget.’I scribbled desultorily for a while, and then, searching desperately for something
else to talk about, I happened to ask him if his mother was away from the hamlet.A hush
immediately descended upon the room. At length, Ahmed cleared his throat and said: ‘My
mother, God have mercy on her, died a year ago.’There was a brief silence, and then he leaned
over to me. ‘Do you see Sakkina there?’ he asked, gesturing at the woman in the black fustan.
‘My father married her this year.’For a moment I was speechless: in my mind Shaikh Musa was
very old and very venerable, and I was oddly unsettled by the thought of his marrying a woman a
fraction his age.His wife noticed me staring and smiled shyly. Then, Ahmed’s wife, the self-
possessed young woman in the cotton dress, turned to me and said: ‘She’s heard about you
from her family. You have met her uncle, haven’t you? Ustaz Mustafa?’Again I was taken
completely by surprise. But now things began to fall into place.4JABIR, ABU-‘ALI’S YOUNG
relative, had woken me one morning, soon after I arrived in Lataifa. ‘Get up, ya mister,’ he said,
shaking me. ‘Get up and meet my uncle.’I sat up bleary-eyed and found myself looking at a short,
plump man who bore a strong family resemblance to Jabir; he had the same rosy complexion,
blunt features and bright, black eyes. He also had a little clipped moustache, and the moment I
saw it I knew it was the kind of moustache that Jabir was sure to aspire to once his feathery
adolescent whiskers had matured.At that time, I was still innocent of some of the finer
distinctions between salaried people and fellaheen but I could tell at once, from his starchy blue
jallabeyya and white net skull-cap, that Jabir’s uncle did not make his living from ploughing the
land. Jabir’s introduction made things clearer, for he added the word Ustaz, ‘Teacher’, to his
uncle’s name—a title usually given to men who had been educated in modern, rather than
traditional, forms of learning.‘This is Ustaz Mustafa,’ said Jabir. ‘My uncle. He studied law at the
University of Alexandria.’Ustaz Mustafa smiled and, nodding vigorously, he addressed me in
classical, literary Arabic. ‘We are honoured,’ he said, ‘to have Your Presence amongst us.’I was
dismayed to be spoken to in this way, for in concentrating on learning the dialect of the village I
had allowed my studies of classical Arabic to fall into neglect. I stuttered, unsure of how to
respond, but then, unexpectedly, Jabir came to my rescue. Clapping me on the back, he told his
uncle: ‘He is learning to talk just like us.’Ustaz Mustafa’s face lit up. ‘Insha’allah,’ he cried, ‘God
willing, he will soon be one of us.’I noticed that he had a habit of flicking back the cuff of his
jallabeyya every few minutes or so to steal a quick look at his watch. I was to discover later that
this gesture was rooted in an anxiety that had long haunted his everyday existence: the fear that
he might inadvertently miss one of the day’s five required prayers. That was why he looked much
busier than anyone else in Lataifa—he was always in a hurry to get to the mosque. ‘I have read



all about India,’ said Ustaz Mustafa, smiling serenely. ‘There is a lot of chilli in the food and when
a man dies his wife is dragged away and burnt alive.’‘Not always,’ I protested, ‘my grandmother
for example …’Jabir was drinking this in, wide-eyed.‘And of course,’ Ustaz Mustafa continued,
‘you have Indira Gandhi, and her son Sanjay Gandhi, who used to sterilize the Muslims …’‘No,
no, he sterilized everyone,’ I said.His eyes widened and I added hastily: ‘No, not me of course,
but …’‘Yes,’ he said, nodding sagely. ‘I know. I read all about India when I was in college in
Alexandria.’He had spent several years in Alexandria as a student, he said; he had specialized in
civil and religious law and now practised in a court in Damanhour. He talked at length about his
time at university, the room he had lived in and the books he had read, and in the meanwhile two
of Abu-‘Ali’s sons came up to join us, carrying a tray of tea.Soon, the conversation turned to
village gossip and for a while, to my relief, I was forgotten. But Jabir was not going to allow me so
easy an escape: he had noticed that Ustaz Mustafa’s questions had unsettled me and he was
impatient for more entertainment.‘Ask him more about his country,’ he whispered to his uncle.
‘Ask him about his religion.’The reminder was superfluous for, as I later discovered, religion was
a subject never very far from Ustaz Mustafa’s mind. ‘All right then,’ he said to me, motioning to
the boys to be quiet. ‘Tell me, are you Muslim?’‘No,’ I said, but he didn’t really need an answer
since everyone in the hamlet knew that already.‘So then what are you?’‘I was born a Hindu,’ I
said reluctantly, for if I had a religious identity at all it was largely by default.There was a long
silence during which I tried hard to think of an arresting opening line that would lead the
conversation towards some bucolic, agricultural subject. But the moment passed, and in a
troubled voice Ustaz Mustafa said: ‘What is this “Hinduki” thing? I have heard of it before and I
don’t understand it. If it is not Christianity nor Judaism nor Islam what can it be? Who are its
prophets?’‘It’s not like that,’ I said. ‘There aren’t any prophets …’‘So you are like the Magi?’ he
said, bright-eyed. ‘You worship fire then?’I shook my head vaguely, but before I could answer, he
tapped my arm with his forefinger. ‘No,’ he said, smiling coquettishly. ‘I know—it’s cows you
worship—isn’t that so?’There was a sharp, collective intake of breath as Jabir and the other boys
recoiled, calling upon God, in whispers, to protect them from the Devil.I cleared my throat; I knew
a lot depended on my answers. ‘It’s not like that,’ I said. ‘In my country some people don’t eat
beef because … because cows give milk and plough the fields and so on, and so they’re very
useful.’Ustaz Mustafa was not to be bought off by this spurious ecological argument. ‘That can’t
be the reason,’ he began, but then his eyes fell on his watch and a shadow of alarm descended
on his face. He edged forward until he was balanced precariously on the rim of the bed.‘You still
haven’t told me about this “Hinduki” business,’ he said. ‘What is your God like?’I tried to stutter
out an answer of some kind, but fortunately for me Ustaz Mustafa wasn’t really paying attention
to me any more.‘Well thanks be to Allah,’ he said quickly, eyeing his watch. ‘Now that you are
here among us you can understand and learn about Islam, and then you can make up your mind
whether you want to stay within that religion of yours.’He jumped to his feet and stretched out his
hand. ‘Come with me to the mosque right now,’ he said. ‘That is where we are going—for the
noon prayers. You don’t have to do anything. Just watch us pray, and soon you will understand



what Islam is.’I hesitated for a moment, and then I shook my head. ‘No,’ I said. ‘I can’t. I have
many things to do.’‘Things to do?’ cried Ustaz Mustafa. ‘What is there to do here that you can’t
do later? Come with us—it’s very important. Nothing could be more important.’‘No,’ I said. ‘I
can’t.’‘Why not?’ he insisted quietly. ‘Just come and watch—that’s all I’m asking of you.’And just
then the voice of the muezzin floated over from a nearby mosque, singing the call to prayer, and
before I could say another word Ustaz Mustafa and the boys had vanished from the room.But I
couldn’t go back to work even after I was alone again. I began to wonder why I had not accepted
Ustaz Mustafa’s invitation to visit the mosque and watch him at his prayers; he had meant well,
after all, had only wanted to introduce me to the most important element of his imaginative life. A
part of me had wanted to go—not merely that part which told me that it was, in a sense, my duty,
part of my job. But when the moment had come, I’d known that I wouldn’t be able to do it: I had
been too afraid, and for the life of me I could not understand why.But soon enough, Ustaz
Mustafa came back to talk to me again. This time he had a child in his arms. ‘This is my son,’ he
said, tweaking the child’s cheeks. He glowed with love as he looked at the boy.‘Say salâm to the
mister,’ he said, and the child, alarmed, hid his face in his father’s shoulder.Ustaz Mustafa
laughed. ‘I missed you the last few days,’ he said to me. ‘I was busy in the evenings—I had to go
and meet someone in Nashawy, so I couldn’t come to talk to you. But today I decided that I
would come over as soon as I got back from work.’I was better prepared for him this time, and I
began to talk at length about the hamlet’s history and his family’s genealogy. But Ustaz Mustafa
had little time for matters of that kind, and soon he began to steal anxious glances at his watch
over his son’s back.Eventually he brushed my patter aside and began to ask questions, first
about my family and then about Indian politics—what I thought of Indira Gandhi, was I for her or
against her, and so on. Then, with a wry, derisory smile he began to ask me about ‘The Man
from Menoufiyya’—the current nickname for the President, the Raïs—phrasing his questions in
elaborately allusive, elliptical forms, like riddles, as though he were mocking the Raïs’s habit of
spreading surrogate ears everywhere. My answers left him a little disappointed however, for
many of his riddles had stock responses with which I was not then familiar.Suddenly the
bantering note went out of his voice.‘Tell me something,’ he said, ‘tell me, are you a
communist?’He used a word, shiyu’eyya, which could mean anything from ‘communist’ to
‘atheist’ and ‘adulterer’ in the village dialect; my understanding of it was that it referred to people
who rejected all moral and ethical laws.‘No,’ I said.‘All right then,’ he said, ‘if you’re not a
communist, tell me this: who made the world, and who were the first man and woman if not
Adam and Hawâ?’I was taken aback by the abruptness of this transition. Later I came to expect
elisions of this kind in conversations with people like Ustaz Mustafa, for I soon discovered that
salaried people like him, rural mowazzafeen, were almost without exception absorbed in a
concern which, despite its plural appearance, was actually single and indivisible—religion and
politics—so that the mention of the one always led to the other. But at the time I was nonplussed.
I mumbled something innocuous about how, in my country, people thought the world had always
existed.My answer made him flinch. He hugged his sleeping son hard against his chest and



said, ‘They don’t think of Our Lord at all, do they? They live only for the present and have no
thought for the hereafter.’I began to protest but Ustaz Mustafa was not interested in my answers
any more. His eyes had fallen on his watch, and he rose hurriedly to his feet. ‘Tomorrow,’ he said,
‘I will take you with me to the graveyard, and you can watch me reciting the Quran over my
father’s grave. You will see then how much better Islam is than this “Hinduki” of yours.’At the door
he turned back for a moment. ‘I am hoping,’ he said, ‘that you will convert and become a Muslim.
You must not disappoint me.’Then he was gone. A moment later I heard the distant voice of a
muezzin, chanting the call to prayer.He had meant what he said.He came back the next evening,
his Quran in his hands, and said: ‘Come, let’s go to the graveyard.’‘I can’t,’ I said quickly. ‘I have
to go out to the fields.’He hesitated, and then, not without some reluctance, decided to
accompany me. The truth was that walking in the fields was something of a trial for Ustaz
Mustafa: it demanded ceaseless vigilance on his part to keep particles of impure matter, like
goat’s droppings and cow dung, from touching his jallabeyya, since he would otherwise be
obliged to change his clothes before going to the mosque again. This meant that he had to walk
with extreme care in those liberally manured fields, with his hem plucked high above his ankles,
very much in the manner that women hitch up their saris during the monsoons in Calcutta.Before
we had gone very far we came upon some of his relatives, working in a vegetable patch. They
invited us to sit with them and began to ask me questions about the soil and the crops in India.
Ustaz Mustafa soon grew impatient with this and led me away.‘They are fellaheen,’ he said
apologetically. ‘They don’t have much interest in religion or anything important.’‘I am just like that
myself,’ I said quickly.‘Really?’ said Ustaz Mustafa, aghast. We walked in silence for a while, and
then he said: ‘I am giving up hope that you will become a Muslim.’ Then an idea occurred to him
and he turned to face me. ‘Tell me,’ he said, ‘would your father be upset if you were to change
your religion?’‘Maybe,’ I said.He relapsed into thoughtful silence for a few minutes. ‘Has your
father read the holy books of Islam?’ he asked, eagerly.‘I don’t know,’ I answered.‘He must read
them,’ said Ustaz Mustafa. ‘If he did he would surely convert himself.’‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘He is
accustomed to his own ways.’He mulled the issue over in his mind, and when we turned back
towards Lataifa he said: ‘Well, it would not be right for you to upset your father. That is true.’After
that the heart went out of his efforts to convert me: he had a son himself and it went against his
deepest instincts to urge a man to turn against his father. And so, as the rival moralities of
religion and kinship gradually played themselves to a standstill within him, Ustaz Mustafa and I
came to an understanding.A connection was already beginning to form in my mind now, as I
turned towards Shaikh Musa’s wife. ‘Is Ustaz Mustafa really your uncle?’ I asked her, uncertain
of whether she was using the word in a specific or general sense. ‘Your father’s real brother, your
‘amm shagîg?’She was too shy to address me directly, at least in Ahmed’s presence, so he
spoke for her. ‘Ustaz Mustafa is her real uncle,’ he said. ‘Her father and he were carried in the
same belly. They still live in the same house.’‘But then Jabir must be her cousin,’ I said in
astonishment. ‘They must have grown up in the same house.’‘Yes,’ said Ahmed, ‘she is Jabir’s
bint ‘amm, his father’s brother’s daughter.’He could have added: ‘If Jabir were older he could



have married her himself.’ Certainly Jabir’s parents and relatives would probably have wished for
nothing better, since a marriage between first cousins, the children of brothers, was traditionally
regarded as an ideal sort of union—a strengthening of an already existing bond.‘So she is of
Abu-‘Ali’s lineage then?’ I asked Ahmed.‘Yes,’ said Ahmed, ‘Abu-‘Ali is her father’s first cousin.
His half-sister is her grandmother as well as Jabir’s. She still lives in their house: you’ve met
her.’And so I had, a portly matriarch dressed in black, with fine features and delicate papery skin:
she bore not the remotest resemblance to Abu-‘Ali. I remembered her because of the posture of
command she had assumed, perfectly naturally, with one knee flat on the floor and the other
drawn up to support her arm and clenched fist. A glance from her had been enough to keep
even Jabir quiet.‘Yes,’ said Ahmed, ‘Abu-‘Ali’s father was her great-grandfather’s brother. And of
course, his father, Abu-‘Ali’s grandfather, was my great-great-grandfather’s brother.’By this time I
had lost my way in this labyrinth of relationships. It was only much later, when Shaikh Musa
helped me draw up a complete genealogy of hamlet of Lataifa (all of whose inhabitants
belonged ultimately to a single family called La îf) that I finally began to see why he was always
so careful never to voice a word of criticism about Abu-‘Ali: his wife, Sakkina, was Abu-‘Ali’s great-
grand-niece. The lines of the genealogy led inexorably to the conclusion that Abu-‘Ali had played
a crucial part in arranging the marriage.It became clear to me then that there were complexities
in Shaikh Musa’s relationship with Abu-‘Ali that I did not understand, and probably never would;
that it would be deeply embarrassing for him if I were to ask him to help me find some other
house, or family, to live in.I realized then that my deliverance from Abu-‘Ali would not come as
easily as the dreams that took me to Cairo.5FOR BEN YIJU the centre of Cairo would have lain
in a modest building near the eastern walls of the fortress of Babylon: the Synagogue of Ben
Ezra, also known as the ‘Synagogue of the Palestinians’. The building was destined to last until a
good seven hundred years after Ben Yiju’s lifetime; it was still standing late into the nineteenth
century. In 1884 it was described, by a British historian and archaeologist, A. J. Butler, as a small
and somewhat simplified version of a Coptic basilica. By then most of its woodwork was gone
and in ‘point of detail there is not much remaining …’When Ben Yiju first saw it, the building
probably had a faint whiff of novelty about it, having been completely rebuilt only a hundred
years or so earlier, in about 1025. It is known to have had two entrances then: one for the men,
the main gateway, and a ‘secret door’ leading to a wooden platform inside the building, the
women’s gallery. The main chamber of the synagogue had a gabled ceiling and glass windows,
and it was decorated with woodwork of very fine quality: some of it has survived and can still be
seen in the Louvre, and in museums in Cairo and Jerusalem.As far as Ben Yiju was concerned,
his membership of this synagogue was probably more a matter of birth than personal
preference. His origins lay in a region that was known as Ifrîqiya in the Arabic-speaking world of
the Middle Ages—an area centred around what is now Tunisia. The region had fared badly in the
eleventh century and over a period of several decades, since well before Ben Yiju’s lifetime, its
merchants and traders had been moving eastwards, towards Egypt. Jews figured prominently
among these migrants and those amongst them who moved to Masr generally chose to join the



‘Palestinian’ congregation in Babylon. Ben Yiju was thus following a well-marked trail.For the
Synagogue of Ben Ezra the influx of migrants from Ifriqiya was to prove providential: the
newcomers proved to be the most industrious members of the community and they soon
assumed its leadership, setting the pattern for the others in matters of language and culture, as
well as trade and commerce. The North Africans appear to have had a particular affinity for the
flourishing trade between the Mediterranean and the Indian Ocean and over a period of several
centuries the Jewish traders of Fustat counted as an integral part of the richly diverse body of
merchants who were involved in the conduct of business in Asian waters. Carried along by the
movements of that cycle of trade many of them travelled regularly between three continents—
men whose surnames often read like the chapter headings of an epic, linked them to sleepy
oases and dusty Saharan market towns, places like El Faiyum and Tlemcen.Thus it was no
ordinary congregation that Ben Yiju joined in Masr: it consisted of a group of people whose
travels and breadth of experience and education seem astonishing even today, on a planet
thought to be newly-shrunken. Yet, unlike others of that time who have left their mark on history,
the members of this community were not born to privilege and entitlement; they were neither
aristocrats nor soldiers nor professional scholastics. The vast majority of them were traders, and
while some of them were wealthy and successful, they were not, by any means, amongst the
most powerful merchants of their time—most of them were small traders running small family
businesses. Yet, despite their generally modest circumstances, a majority of the men were
endowed with a respectable level of education, and some were among the most learned
scholars of their time. Their doctors, for example, studied Hippocrates and Galen in Arabic
translation, as well as the medical writings of Arab physicians and scholars, such as Ibn Rushd
(Averroes) and al-Râzî. Indeed, one member of the Synagogue’s congregation is reckoned to
have been one of the finest minds of the Middle Ages: the great doctor, scholar and philosopher
Mûsa ibn Maimûn, known as Maimonides. Like so many others in his community, he too had
close familial links with the India Trade.
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Daniel Myers, “The Lone And Level Sands Stretch Far Away. This book takes its title from the
first line of Shelley's poem "Ozymandias": "I met a traveller from an antique land". None of the
other reviewers, for whatever reason, have mentioned this extremely piquant fact. The reason
for its piquancy is that Ghosh here explores the same theme as Shelley does in his poem: The
passing of all things earthly.Though it is more evident in Shelley's poem, the dual narratives in
the book, one set in Aden, Malabar and other entrepots of a millennium past, one amongst the
"fellahs" of Egypt in the decade leading up to the Persian Gulf War in 1990, point the reader to
contemplate the ever-shifting sands of history and temporality, the ever-changing relationships
of religion to religion, country to country, person to person.The passage on Malabar, once a
great trading centre, is exquisite:"There is nothing now anywhere in sight of the Bandar to lend
credence to the great mansions and residences that Ibn Battuta and Duarte Barbosa spoke of.
Now the roads and lanes around the wharfs fall quiet after sunset; shipping offices shut their
doors, coffee-shops pull down their shutters, and only a few passengers waiting to cross to the
sand-spit remain. The imagination balks at the thought that the Bandar once drew merchants
and mariners from distant corners of the world."And, likewise, at the end of the book, during the
onset of the Gulf War, when a great exodus of Egyptians - including Ghosh's friend Nabeel - are
trying to make it back into Egypt, the scene portrayed on the TV set, conveyed in the last
sentence in the book, is equally Shelleyan:"There was nothing to be seen except crowds:
Nabeel had vanished into the anonymity of History." Though, at points, annoyingly disjointed,
this volume manages - when considered as a whole - to convey the fleeting nature of human
endeavour and so to remain true to its title's source.”

S. Epstein, “Amitav Ghosh!. This author can do no wrong. A brilliant insightful writer that can tell
a tale. Warm, witty, charming and possibly the best book I have ever read about the field studies
of an anthropologist. This is among my favorite of Ghosh's works and this says a lot as he is my
favorite writer on this planet.”

Draz Mohammad Waguih, “Egypt in the eyes of an Indian. This book was first published in 1994 .
The author had spend time in Egypt in the early eighties doing fieldwork for a D.Phil thesis while
a graduate student in Oxford.Amitav Ghosh was born in Calcutta in 1956 and raised and
educated in Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Iran, Egypt, India, and the United Kingdom, He presented
his thesis in Oxford in 1991 entitled ``Kinship in Relation to the Economic and Social
Organization of an Egyptian Village Community''. In An Antique Land is effectively a rewriting of
the ethno- graphic material of the thesis, but with a completely revolutionized focus.Amitav
Ghosh was able in this book to present to the reader a completely different text than the
traditional ethnographic texts. He is a real master of story telling and character creation. The
Egyptian village that he studied comes to life and his informants become real life persons with



their feelings, beliefs, passions and hopes. As an Indian he is able to communicate with a
society that has so much in common with his own and does not have the misunderstandings
that sometimes slants the writings of Western anthropologists. As an Egyptian I found in this
book the empathy that I find in my own heart towards my people and the stereotypes that
sometimes colours our views of other cultures. But despite the differences Ghosh was able to
present the portrait of Egyptian country side and the upheavals that it underwent over the next
two decades after the Irak Iran war when Egyptians started to leave the villages to seek a better
future abroad.I highly recommend this book to anyone interested in the dialogue between
cultures and of the relationship between the West and Middle and Far East.”

Jonathan Groner, “It all comes together and makes an unforgettable point. Although I was
immediately fascinated by the historical and literary detective story of the 12th century Jewish
merchant and his Indian servant, I did not fully understand Ghosh's mission in writing this book
until nearly at the end. Then it became clear to me. This book is an elegy for a way of life that is
forever lost. In the 12th century, Jews, Muslims, and Hindus worked in tandem as traders and
merchants, with the only reprisals being angry remonstrances rather than armed violence. What
we call sophisticated Western civilization has changed all of that.Just as Portuguese and Dutch
invasions of the Indian Ocean ended the medieval way of cooperation, the quiet life of the
Egyptian villages in which Ghosh lived also ended -- within our lifetimes. As televisions and
refrigerators came to those villages, so did anger, strife, and urbanization. There was money to
be made during the Iran-Iraq war if you were a young Egyptian man, but you would never return
to your village.This book was slow-moving in places but ultimately unforgettable.”

LanceManion, “Very interesting account of a tolerant era. The world was multicultural before
nation states, nationalism and the monomania that accompanied them. Very interesting view of
how the world was before the Indian Ocean was militarized by Europeans.”

Ebook Library Reader, “Fantastic historical and contemporary social description of Egypt and
the Malabar Coast. Fantastic insight at an everyday, village human level into life in both
contemporary and Medieval Egypt and the Malabar Coast. Beautifully written, scholarly but with
finely drawn characters and vivid background. The birth of the current Middle-Eat disaster can
be seen clearly described in this wonderful work.”

Nancy W. Kranz, “history come alive!. I read this in conjunction with a course on Jewish
communities under Islam from Mohammad to the end of the Middle Ages. This was most
interesting, especially as regards source information from the Cairo Ben Ezra synagogue
gineza.  Without proper background, the reader may have a less rewarding experience.”

reader 451, “Beautifully written. What do Egypt and India have in common? They are both
predominantly rural, poor countries where ordinary people hanker after the trappings of



modernity yet live immersed in the myths and practices of age-old traditions. But they also share
a rich history of trade and migration, especially belonging to the Middle Ages. Such are the two
strands from which Amitav Ghosh has woven In an Antique Land.Gosh, otherwise a novelist,
spent a number of years in rural Egypt in the 1980s on a historical research trip. Since his
training was in anthropology, he also made meticulous notes of his everyday environment. The
result is a volume that is both travel and history writing, and both sociological and private
testimony. Gosh gives us Egyptian village life in moving detail: its family clans, its festivals, its
preoccupations with money, jobs, marriage. The writer was there, took the time to learn the
dialect, befriended his hosts and took a genuine interest in their lives. And if he was a Hindu, this
only made him an attraction among a friendly and curious public. His book shines with simple
but quirky anecdotes, and with dialogues more telling than any long rendition. Meanwhile, in
filigree, Gosh also unfolds the story of Abraham Ben Yiju, an eleventh-century Jewish merchant,
and that of his slave and business associate from Mangalore. Ben Yiju's tale provides a certain
symmetry to the author's, since, originally from North Africa, the medieval merchant lived for a
long time on the Malabar coast. But it is also genuine, and Gosh takes his reader through the
fascinating story of the Cairo Geniza, one of the largest troves of medieval manuscripts ever
unearthed, once attached to a synagogue.In an Antique Land is anything but opinionated. Its
writing is full of reserve and gentle understanding, and nor does it condemn. Yet at the same
time it is subtly subversive of certain historical commonplaces: about the contributions of
Western discovery, trade, and modernity or about Jewish-Muslim antinomy, for example. The
trade routes that freely joined the Mediterranean to India and beyond were destroyed by
monopoly-seeking Europeans. Gosh shows us a lost world that peacefully spanned two
civilizations across the Indian Ocean and, through his portrait of contemporary Egypt, he shows
how it still resonates, or how its loss is still to be felt on either side. Perhaps this is not news for
readers already versed into pre-modern world history. Yet even for the knowledgeable, this gem
of a book is sure to be filled with discoveries.”

I. Black, “Profound, Fascinating and Wise. In the early 1980s Amitav Ghosh was living in rural
Egypt, engaged in field world for his social anthropology doctorate. In this book Ghosh plaits
together three different stories: that of his time living in two Egyptian villages, his return to the
villages eight years later and the life of 12th century North African Jewish merchant Ben Yiju and
his Indian `slave' (actually more of a business associate) Bomma. Ghosh discovered the Ben
Yiju story by examining documents from the massive haul found in the Geniza (synagogue
document repository) of the Palestinian synagogue in the Egyptian town of Fustat. The
documents were acquired by Cambridge University, where Ghosh tracked them down.Ghosh
parallels his own sojourns in Egypt, the Malabar coast and return to Egypt, with those of Ben
Yiju, who spent some twenty years in Mangalore, marrying a freed Indian slave, before returning
to North Africa. Gradually pictures are built up of Egypt and India, ancient and modern. The
fascinating revelations about Jewish life in medieval Egypt and the Maghreb , the close



relationship between the Muslims and Jews, destroyed only in the last century, are intertwined
with Ghosh's own story, a perception of Egyptian villagers through Indian eyes, and, even more
interesting, their perception of the Indian catapulted into their midst. Some aspects of his culture
were so alien to them that they sometimes seemed to view him as an ignorant refugee from a
primitive country, rather than understanding the ignorance of their own unworldliness.The
documents Ghosh worked with provided the framework of Ben Yiju's existence. The meat was
provided by Ghosh through painstaking research and logical supposition both in Egypt and in
India. Most thought-provoking was his visit at the end of the book to the tomb of a Muslim saint,
who, it transpired, was also a Jewish Rabbi. Certainly in the 1980s when Ghosh's visit took
place, the tomb was attracting pilgrims from both the Muslim world and Israel, the latter
contributing to a huge tourist industry built around the saint's annual festival. This, and the
theme throughout the book of Jews and Muslims co-existing like brothers graphically
demonstrated the tragedy of what has happened to this brotherhood in the last half
century.When I need inspiration, both as a reader and as a writer, I will dip into this book again
and again.”

George, “Interesting and unexpected. Set in rural Egypt and gives a glimpse of village life with
well drawn characters.There is a sub plot concerning ancient papers of a wealthy trader.ters”
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