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    One day in the Moslem year 756 (1355 in our chronology), a well-known Moroccan theologian named Ibn Battuta began to dictate his memoirs. The fifty-one-year-old was committing his memories to paper under instructions from the Commander of the Faithful, the Sultan Abu Inan Faris of Morocco. Battuta began them ritually: “In the Name of God the Merciful, the Compassionate: Praise be to God, Who hath subdued the earth to His servants that they may tread thereon spacious ways, Who hath made therefrom and thereunto the three moments of growth, return and recall, and hath perfected His Bounty towards His creatures in subjecting to them the beasts of the field and vessels towering like mountains, that they may bestride the ridge of the wilderness and the deeps of the ocean.”
         
The imagery of his dedication was more than figurative. Though Ibn Battuta was a scholar and a distinguished qadi, or judge, he was known chiefly as a traveler. He was not well traveled merely by Moroccan standards, he was the best-traveled man on earth. By sea and land, by camel, on foot and horseback, he traveled at least 73,000 miles, a total probably unequaled until modern times. He alone among all the men of his age had visited every civilized country there was.
         
Civilization, however, like beauty, lies in the eye of the beholder. To the sultan, to Ibn Battuta, and to any educated citizen of fourteenth-century Morocco, civilization lay within the borders of Islam. It had been 600 years since the Arabs had carried their austere, warlike faith across the continents. By the fourteenth century, the great Islamic empire of the caliphs had split into a multitude of sultanates, emirates, and squabbling principalities. It remained, nevertheless, a political and cultural entity. From Morocco in the west to Java in the east, as far north as Samarkand and Granada, as far south as Timbuktu, Islamic sovereigns ruled and Islamic traditions were paramount. Even beyond, in East Africa, in the Himalayan frontiers and China, Moslem traders formed thriving enclaves, like stepping-stones across an infidel marsh. Compared with Islam, Christianity, Buddhism, and Hinduism were impotent. Islam had survived the weakening of its political authority and remained one of the great powers of the world. The seven eminent monarchs of the fourteenth-century world, in Ibn Battuta’s reckoning, were the sultan of Morocco (naturally), the sultan of Egypt, the sultan of the two Iraqs, the sultan of Turkistan, the sultan of India, the khan of the Golden Horde, and the emperor of China. All were Moslems but one.
         
ISLAM WAS MORE than empire, more even than a faith or ideology: It was a religion, a style, a code of conduct, a loyalty, a system of law, a literature, and a language (wherever Islam was honored, Arabic was understood). It was as if Roman law, the Catholic faith, and the social nuances of the British Empire were combined in one all-embracing system. The wandering Roman could cry civis Romanus sum – “I am a Roman citizen” - wherever he went in the world of the Caesars. The wandering Catholic could confess in Latin anywhere. The wandering Briton, if he knew the right people, could be sure of a proper reception from Halifax in Yorkshire to Ooty in India. The wandering Moslem could expect still more, especially if he was a learned man of religion: Everywhere co-religionists would help him, guide him, put him up, hear his case, introduce him, offer him letters of credit, and see him safely on his way. It was an immense fraternity, expressed not only in human relationships and legal practices, but in the grand mosques of Islamic architecture, in the caravansaries of the pilgrim routes, in the common treasury of Arab legend and tradition, in the music of the Arabic tongue, and in the shared conviction that there was one God and Mohammed was his prophet.
         
Being Moslem was like winning, as Cecil Rhodes said of being born an Englishman, first prize in the lottery of life. The empire of Islam might be disintegrating, but every Moslem felt inherently privileged. Islamic potentates carried themselves with splendor and confidence. Islamic soldiers, though few believed that death in a righteous battle would mean ascension to Paradise, certainly assumed Allah was on their side: Had they not, after all, triumphantly expelled the Christian Crusaders from the holy places of Palestine? The crescent of Islam was not only a holy talisman, but a sign of brotherhood, too, and a reminder of common triumphs and aspirations.
         
Though the world of the Moslems was hard to define politically, it did constitute a civilization. Pre-eminent in philosophy, astronomy, mathematics, poetry, and navigation, Islam held for posterity the learning of the classical past. The faith spread learning and speculation all over the medieval world; the wandering Moslem scholars of the age - Ibn Jubair, Ibn Khaldun, and Ibn Battuta himself - were agents of fertility, passing ideas from one continent to another. Moslems dominated the great trade routes from the Mediterranean into Europe, into the Black Sea, into central Africa, through Persia to India and Malaya, through the East Indies to China. Arabic words entered the Icelandic language. Arabic numerals were used in England. Islamic law governed the affairs of Malacca as well as Malaga. Throughout the East, every large city had its Moslem quarter, its spire, its local qadi. At sunset, from Amoy to Tangier, hearts turned toward Mecca and hopes toward Paradise. Islam was inescapable.
         
It was into this diverse and politically decadent society that young Ibn Battuta set off upon his travels in 1325. His first destination was Mecca itself, but before he laid down his staff in Abu Inan’s capital of Fez, he saw sights no Moslem had ever seen before or would ever see again.
         
He traveled for three decades, sometimes staying put for years at a time, sometimes beginning a new journey almost the moment he finished the last. His itinerary was wayward. He made the pilgrimage to the Hejaz six times and went to India specifically to seek employment in the service of the powerful and ferocious Sultan Mohammed Tughlak. Mostly he wandered impulsively: when the spirit moved him, when someone offered him safe conduct, when a junk sailed unexpectedly, when he took a fancy to see a strange country or interview some celebrated ascetic. Early in his traveling life, he resolved that he would never follow the same route twice, and a map of his journeys looks like the route of some aimless vagrant, all loops and backtracks, sudden forays and purposeless detours.
         
For thirty years, his relatives and friends in Morocco could never be sure where he was, and along the way, he picked up and discarded wives and slaves with easy abandon. News of him passed along the Islamic grapevine: He was in Turkistan, then in Ceylon, commanding a military campaign in India, investigating the flow of the Niger. In the East, they called him Shamsed-Din, God’s Sun, for he seemed to move in some inscrutable circadian motion, first shining with success, then dimmed by disfavor.
         
During those thirty years, Ibn Battuta saw all the Maghreb - the northwestern African coast - and all of what we would now call the Middle East, from Yemen and Aden in the south to Constantinople in the north. He visited the Arab settlements of East Africa and passed through the northern borderlands of Turkey, where the emergent Ottomans were establishing themselves as brutal rivals to Byzantium: He journeyed into the Crimea, the Caucasus, and far into Kazakhstan. Passing through Afghanistan into India, he spent seven years in the service of the sultan before setting out on an official mission to China, in the course of which he lost all his possessions, acquired four wives, and became qadi of the Maldives - “I know,” the sultan had said, when commissioning him for this embassy, “your love of travel.” From China, he returned via Arabia to Morocco, and after a visit to Moorish Spain, spent the last two years of his traveling career in the almost unknown kingdoms of West Africa. He retired to Fez at last in 1354, spent the rest of his life remembering it all, and died in 1378 at the age of seventy-three.
         
SUCH A SCANT narrative can give no idea of the scope, excitement, and variety of Ibn Battuta’s travels. He was the traveler par excellence, the born wanderer, to whom new scenes, new faces, new experiences were the breath of life. Restless, volatile, emotional, greedy, distinctly pleased with himself, he nevertheless possessed all the attributes of the good traveler. He was endlessly curious and not easily offended. He never pretended to be anything but what he was, a gentleman and scholar of the Maghreb. He relished the pleasures of travel and forgot the miseries unless they were interesting. Trained to impartiality by Islam, he still had a keen eye for opportunity and princely munificence. He was generous. He was tough. Above all, he possessed the gift of serendipity and stumbled from one astonishment to another - from the mythical elephant-eating bird called the roc to the tree in Ceylon whose leaves never withered, but around whose trunk a community of holy men had settled, wailing year in and year out for the day those leaves would fall.
         
Sometimes he was rich and influential, sometimes he was destitute, sometimes a political grandee attended by many followers and possessing so many horses that he dared not mention the number “in case some sceptic should call me a liar.” As chief justice of the Maldives, he ruthlessly reformed the morals of the islanders but plotted to overthrow the regime with the help of the king of Coromandel, on the west coast of India. On the beach at Calicut in southern India, he watched a renegade junk sail away with all his possessions, leaving him with only one enfranchised slave boy – “and when he saw what had happened, he deserted me, and I had nothing left at all except ten dinars and the carpet I had slept on.”
         
He was welcomed with honor to the tents of the khan of the Golden Horde, a vast mobile city with mosques and bazaars, a ceremonial Golden Pavilion, thousands of horses and wagons, and smoke perpetually rising from hundreds of kitchens. On the ground somewhere south of Delhi, he sat, stripped of sandals, turban and sash, waiting to be hanged by the brigands who captured him and placed at his feet the rope of execution. When he arrived at Delhi with his entourage of forty persons, the sultan welcomed him with the gifts of a furnished house, 2,000 silver dinars, large quantities of meat, sugar, ghee, nuts, and betel leaves, and the annual revenue of several villages. When he arrived at Malli, in West Africa, with an entourage of five, the sultan gave him a welcoming gift of three cakes, a piece of fried beef, and a calabash of sour curds.
         
This, at least, is how he tells it. Nobody ever described Ibn Battuta himself, and only two contemporary works reference him, and neither are flattering - his stories were often, like Marco Polo’s, greeted with reserve. Perhaps some people distrusted his memory, which must have been remarkable. Others took him for a liar, flatly disbelieving his tales about the chiefs of Ceylon, attended by monkey courtiers, or his eyewitness accounts of the Indian rope trick; of roosters as big as ostriches, rats bigger than cats; or his houses made of fish bones in the Kuria Muria Islands. Modern scholars, however, have confirmed that the majority of what he said is accurate, and though there are certainly chronological blurs in his narrative, and some hazy topographic moments, especially when he approaches the Rampart of Gog and Magog in northern China, I prefer to believe every word of it, if not as history, at least as art.
         
I believe him implicitly, for example, when he tells us that locusts cannot fly when they are cold or that African cannibals believe white people to be unripe. I accept his claim that the males of Barahnakar, though otherwise shaped like humans, have snouts like dogs. And in particular, I find his dialogue wonderfully authentic. In Kaylukari, in the “country of Tawalisi,” a place unknown to geography, he met a princess of warlike tastes who commanded a corps of Amazons and often engaged in combat herself. This lady governor was taken by Ibn Battuta’s descriptions of India and decided she would like to conquer that country. “I must,” she drawled, “positively make an expedition to it and take possession of it myself, for the quantity of its riches and its troops attracts me.”
         
Ibn Battuta had been on the road for twenty years and knew all about women. “Do so,” he replied.
         
If it is not always true in the detail, it is certainly true in the sweep, and Ibn Battuta’s memoirs form an incomparable panorama of Eastern life in the fourteenth century. The story is built around the great trade and pilgrim routes of the Islamic world, with their long-established habits of loyalty, comradeship, and embezzlement. Around its highways flourished a society ranging from thieves who beset the pilgrim routes to the Young Brotherhood who courteously ushered the traveler from town to town in Syria. Ibn Battuta’s passage through that fraternity, often with introductions, always with the credentials of his faith and learning, gives a theme to his narrative and a tenuous cohesion to the shambled Moslem world. But if his routine was sometimes humdrum or touristy, it was also filled with interludes of danger and pageantry.
         
There was the moment, for example, when his patroness, a daughter of the Byzantine Emperor Andronicus III, having fled from her marriage to the Tartar chieftain Mohammed Uzbeg, was met outside Constantinople by her brother Prince Qaras attended by 5,000 horsemen. Five royal knights rode at his right hand, five at his left - all dressed in white with gold-embroidered parasols above their heads, preceded by lancers in chain mail and surrounded by fluttering standards, heralded by drums, bugles, trumpets, and fifes. From the west rode the princess, surrounded by maidens, slaves, eunuchs, and Mongol guards, all dressed in silk. She wore gold brocade; on her head was a crown, and her horse was embellished with gold. As the corteges met, Prince Qaras, dismounting, kissed his sister’s foot; the princess, leaning from the saddle, kissed her brother’s head, and the two companies joined. Turning toward the Bosphorus in a glitter of jewels and a shimmer of golden silks, they proceeded to Constantinople.
         
Imagine the spectacle at the top of Adam’s Peak in Ceylon, which Ibn Battuta reported to be one of the tallest mountains in the world (it is in fact only 7,400 feet high). This was a place of pilgrimage for Moslems, Buddhists, and Hindus alike because of the holy footprint upon its summit. Holy men and pilgrims of every kind made the journey there, pulling themselves up the cliffs by iron chains until, on a black rock near the summit, they knelt in ecstasy beside the blessed footprint. For Ibn Battuta, this was one of the great moments of his travels. He had seen the mountain from the sea nine days before, and by the time he approached the summit, the land below was veiled in cloud and the holy destination isolated in the sky. His most vivid description of the experience, though, concerns a less than spiritual impulse.
         
In the hollow of the footprint, pilgrims used to place votive offerings of gold or jewelry. Through Ibn Battuta’s narrative, we watch the wilder supplicants race each other up the summit, their tattered clothes streaming, their faces fixed in a grimace as they scrambled up the face of the rock, pushing and jostling each other, to fall upon the sacred imprint and grab its gold.
         
Ibn Battuta had a fine eye for the quirk, the incongruity. In the Land of Darkness (by which he means, as Marco Polo did, Siberia), he tells us that traders from the outside world left their wares in an empty clearing in the forest, returning to their tents for the night. When they went back in the morning, they would find that the inhabitants had substituted their own furs and hides, completing the transaction without ever showing themselves to strangers. Perhaps they were not humans at all, Ibn Battuta mildly surmises, but jinn. In Qaqula (which may have been in Java, or perhaps Malaya), every house had its own elephant picketed at the door, and shopkeepers kept elephants to deliver groceries and carry them home in the evening. In India, he saw a widow raise her hands sacramentally to the fire and then throw herself onto her husband’s funeral pyre. In the Maldives, he stayed with a weaver who lived on a small island with his family, a boat, and a few coconut palms – “And I swear I envied that man, and wished that the island had been mine, and that I might have made it my retreat until the inevitable hour should befall me.”
         
Like the best travelers, Ibn Battuta had strong views about the places he visited and the people he met. Nowhere in the world, for instance, were there more excellent people than the Khwarizmians of the Uzbek country, who were generous and hospitable and who whipped those absent from morning prayers. Nobody could be much worse than the Russians, who were red-haired and blue-eyed, had ugly, treacherous faces, and were Christian. The Maldivians were upright, pious, sound in belief, and sincere in thought. The people of Iwalatan, in the Sahara, were ill mannered, racially arrogant, and promiscuous. The most gifted people in the world were the Chinese; the most submissive, but the most resolute against injustice, were the Africans.
         
Though he excelled in these sweeping judgments, it is the details of daily life that give his work its conviction and its style. An Uzbek prince, reclining on a silk carpet with his feet covered because of the gout, serves a repast of roasted fowl, cranes, and pomegranates, some offered in gold vessels with golden spoons, others (eating out of gold was anathema to the strictest Moslems) in glass vessels with wooden spoons. A nobleman of Uja, about to leave on a protracted journey, casually offers Ibn Battuta a farewell gift: “Take my village,” he says. Battuta introduces us to a governor of India who eats a whole sheep at a meal; we observe him, muffled against the cold of Astrakhan in three fur coats, two pairs of trousers, and three pairs of boots, shaking the ice from his beard when he washes. Here he is in the middle of the Uzbek desert, halfway between Khiva and Bukhara, in a country seldom visited by foreigners before. And what does he remember best and recall most tellingly? Not the eerie desolation of it all, not the remoteness, the danger, but the small boys sliding on a frozen lake near Kát.
         
It was an exhausting life, and sometimes Ibn Battuta momentarily lost heart, withdrawing to the mosque for solace, or even, in India, “disentangling himself from the world.” Now and then, when his patience was wearing thin, he offered a sharp response; sometimes, finding he had upset a sultan, he found it politic to move on. But he seldom grumbled. In Turkey, he employed an Arabic-speaking fellow-pilgrim to do the shopping for him, only to discover the rascal habitually fudged the expenses, pocketing the surplus for himself. A lesser traveler would have lost his temper, but Ibn Battuta confined himself to a wry quip at the end of each day’s journey: “Well, Hajji, how much have you stolen today?”
         
WHEN IBN BATTUTA at last retired to Morocco, the world he had wandered had begun to crumble. The Byzantine Empire was in its last century, and the Ottomans were nearly ready to fall upon Constantinople. The sultanate of Egypt was so wracked by rivalry that, between 1341 and 1351, eight successive Mamelukes briefly occupied the throne. In Spain, the Moslem provinces were being whittled away one by one; in Europe, the first significant enterprises of the Renaissance were emerging. Anarchy threatened half of Islam. Yet the Islamic civilization survived, and even today, one can still recognize its flavor and its spirit and experience many of the sensations Ibn Battuta recorded six centuries ago.
         
The art and architecture of Islam, for example, set the tone of great cities throughout the East. The magnificent mosques that Ibn Battuta visited - the Kaaba at Mecca, the Dome of the Rock at Jerusalem, the Great Mosque at Damascus - remain to this day places of sanctity and retreat: One can still meet the learned holy men who were Ibn Battuta’s hosts and colleagues; the carpets still lie in the shade of the prayer hall; the students sit cross-legged at their books; the muezzin still chants his call to prayer at sunrise, even if his voice is electrically amplified by loudspeakers. The Moslem travel routes of Ibn Battuta’s day are still recognizable; the broad track of the Hejaz pilgrimage, worn by the feet of a million camels through 1,300 years of dedication, still stretches into the deserts of Arabia. The caravans still lurch through the Khyber, Islam’s traditional entryway into India. The road from Morocco to Malli passes, as Ibn Battuta did, through Timbuktu. The immemorial chains still hang to help the pilgrims up the dizzying precipices of Adam’s Peak.
         
Many of Ibn Battuta’s impressions still apply, too. He wonderfully captures the familiar amplitude of Cairo: “Mother of cities and seat of Pharaoh the tyrant, mistress of broad regions and fruitful lands, boundless in multitude of buildings, peerless in beauty and splendour, the meeting-place of comer and goer, the halting place of feeble and mighty, whose throngs surge as the waves of the sea. . . .”
         
The golden fragrance of Shiraz and Isfahan, the dour splendor of Constantinople, the green relief of the Damascene orchards - across the gulf of so many years, Ibn Battuta offers us their essence and becomes our contemporary.
         
Sometimes we recognize in his narrative the ironies and nuisances of travel. What traveler has not met Ibn Battuta’s fawning Turkish judge, who insists one simply must come home for dinner one day and who is never heard from again? Who has not met the pious Sheik Abdullah of Bursa, who seems to have been everywhere you happen to mention? (Ah, but he never got to China, Ibn Battuta cannot resist interjecting.) Who does not remember the well-known local linguist, who confronted at last, resorts to the dim excuse that he speaks a different kind of Arabic/Welsh/Hindi/Chinese? All travelers still suffer from the indispensable guide who loses the way, the sailors who claim the tide is too high, the provincial know-it-alls, the officious functionaries, and the inescapable busybodies who infested Ibn Battuta’s passage so long ago.
         
The bureaucracy of travel was just as universal then, for endemic to the Islamic system was a love of regulation. At Constantinople, Ibn Battuta was frisked before entering the emperor’s throne room as routinely as he would be at the airport now. At the Indian frontier, he discovered that intelligence reports about him had already been forwarded to Delhi, and a local judge and attendant notaries had to witness his application for a visa. It was odd how often reports about him reached foreign countries before he arrived and how often emissaries from local despots greeted and questioned him the moment he hit town. Ibn Battuta would be quite at home in today’s suspicious world. And just as the modern innocent, reaching his or her first dictatorship, is appalled by the evidence of autocracy all around, so Ibn Battuta, visiting his first Christian city, Feodosia, on the Black Sea, is appalled by the clamor of the church bells, a sound forbidden to Moslems and as weird as it was wicked to a holy man from the Maghreb.
         
And yet, if much of the traveler’s world is familiar, more is gone. Whole cities of Ibn Battuta’s civilization are no longer on the map, ports once crammed with junks and dhows are no more than silted creeks, great capitals have lost their significance, nations and tribes are forgotten or even exterminated. The Byzantines provide an eponym of decadence: The Golden Horde evaporated into no more than a romanticized legend; even the rampaging Ottomans have vanished.
         
Ibn Battuta could hardly escape the early signs of their decline. He was not, however, one to draw conclusions. He wandered as a way of life, and he drew no particular lessons from his journeying, except perhaps gratitude to God, “Who hath subdued the earth to His servants that they may tread thereon.”
         
Still, if he learned nothing from his journeys, we can learn from his example: not only technical tips, like how many towels you are entitled to in the Baghdad baths (three), or what to expect at a Tartar royal funeral (burial of live slaves), but other lessons as well.
         
The deepest fascination of Ibn Battuta’s memoirs lies in their context. The setting was that of a once paramount civilization fast relapsing into disparate units held together only by a cultural heritage. Within that setting, however, our traveler moves along familiar paths, insulated by manners of thought and conviction against the political convulsions that are occurring all around him.
         
We, too, live in a world where political certainties are shaky, where one can no longer depend upon the Stars and Stripes or the Union Jack to give us security, where infidels of every persuasion succeed to power.
         
Yet good travelers, even now, need not feel alienated. Everywhere they can discover, as Ibn Battuta did, friendly oases and communes ready to welcome them, if not with an elephant or a pomegranate in a golden bowl, at least with a novel to read or an invitation to share the Thanksgiving turkey. Civilization lies not only in the beholder’s eye. It lies in the eye of time, too: Nothing is permanent in the world, nothing is indispensable. Only the traveler, impervious to change, journeys on.
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