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Isabelle Eberhardt (1877–1904), the daughter of Russian anarchists exiled to Switzerland, moved to North Africa, converted to a Sufi sect and travelled widely in the Sahara. She scandalized the French colonial authorities with her heavy-drinking, kif-smoking lifestyle, survived a religiously inspired assassination attempt and died at the age of twenty-seven in a flash flood.
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A Note on the Text

The text of this edition has been re-established, for the most part, according to the manuscripts from the Isabelle Eberhardt collection. Where no manuscript is available, we have referred to publications made during the lifetime of the author.

A few words crossed out by Victor Barrucand have been rendered illegible; others are missing. When the text allows, we restore them between parentheses, otherwise we indicate them with ellipsis points in brackets. Where the mud from the deluge has altered the manuscript too much, we publish the fragments rewritten by Barrucand and put them in italics.

We have kept Isabelle Eberhardt’s spelling of Arabic words, which she sometimes transcribes in different ways. The words in italics whose meanings are not given in the text itself are grouped together in a glossary at the end of the volume.

Notes by the author, and sometimes those of previous editors, can be found at the bottom of the page.

In order to facilitate reading, it seemed useful to us to clarify in notes, periodically between texts, a few biographical or bibliographical landmarks, and then to add the main variations or complementary texts at the end.

Notes by Isabelle Eberhardt, by previous editors, or by the translator are marked as footnotes. Notes that are not preceded by any attribution are those added by the editors of this volume.





Chronological Landmarks

1872

Nathalie de Moerder, born Eberhardt, wife of General de Moerder, after leaving St. Petersburg, lives in Switzerland with the private tutor of her four children, Alexander Trophimowsky, defrocked priest of Armenian origin. She gives birth to a fifth child, Augustine de Moerder, most likely the son of General de Moerder.

1877

17 February: Isabelle Eberhardt is born at the Maison des Grottes, in Geneva. The birth certificate does not mention the father.

1894

Augustine de Moerder, Isabelle’s half-brother, abruptly leaves Geneva and enlists in the Foreign Legion in Sidi-Bel-Abbès.

1897

Starting in May: Isabelle Eberhardt and her mother stay in Bône (Annaba) on the Algerian coast.

28 November: Nathalie de Moerder dies and is buried according to Muslim rites in the indigenous cemetery in Bône.

December: Isabelle Eberhardt is forced to return to Geneva with her guardian Alexander Trophimowsky. She stays there one and a half years.

1898

July: Isabelle Eberhardt is engaged to marry Rechid Ahmed, Turkish diplomat. Isabelle Eberhardt does not follow when Rechid Ahmed is posted in La Haye.

1899

15 May: Alexander Trophimowsky dies in Geneva from throat cancer. Isabelle Eberhardt spends time in Tunisia.

8 July: Isabelle Eberhardt departs from Tunis for southern Constantine and first discovers the Sahara and the city of El Oued in the Souf.

2 September: Returns to Tunis.

September, October: Travels in the Tunisian Sahel.

November: Stays in Marseille.

1900

January: Travels in Sardinia.

From February to July: Makes numerous trips back and forth between Paris and Geneva.

3 August: Arrives in El Oued, where she will stay until the end of the year. She meets Slimène Ehnni, non-commissioned officer with the spahis, a Muslim of French nationality, with whom she decides to spend her life. She is initiated into the brotherhood of the Qadriya and becomes the friend and confidant of the religious leader Sidi Lachmi ben Brahim.

1901

January: Slimène Ehnni is transferred to Batna because of his love affair with Isabelle Eberhardt.

29 January: In an assassination attempt in Behima, near El Oued, Isabelle Eberhardt is wounded with a sabre on her left arm and on her head by Abdallah ben Mohammed, a member of the brotherhood of the Tidjaniya, who said he was inspired by Allah. She is hospitalized in El Oued until 25 February.

25 February: Isabelle Eberhardt departs for Batna, where she is under police surveillance.

9 May: Believing herself to be in the grip of an expulsion order, Isabelle Eberhardt takes the boat from Bône to Marseille.

18 June: At the trial of Abdallah ben Mohammed in Constantine, Isabelle Eberhardt asks the court for leniency. He is condemned to hard labour. Immediately after the verdict, she is expelled from Algeria by the general government. She returns to Marseille and goes to her half-brother Augustine’s house.

24 August: Slimène Ehnni is given permission to change regiment.

28 August: He joins Isabelle Eberhardt in Marseille.

17 October: Isabelle Eberhardt and Slimène Ehnni are married in a civil wedding in the Marseille City Hall.

1902

15 January: French because of her marriage, Isabelle Eberhardt can return to Algerian soil. She stays in Bône with Slimène’s family. The couple settles in Algiers on rue de la Marine (Marine Street), then on rue du Soudan (Sudan Street) in the Casbah.

Spring: Isabelle Eberhardt first meets Victor Barrucand.

June, July: Isabelle Eberhardt travels to Bou Saada and to the zaouïya of El Hamel, where she meets with Lella Zeyneb, marabout of the brotherhood of the Rahmaniya.

7 July: The couple settle in Ténès where Slimène Ehnni is named khodja. They take numerous trips between Ténès and Algiers. The weekly Akhbar reappears and Isabelle Eberhardt becomes a regular contributor.

1903

January: Isabelle Eberhardt takes her second trip to Bou Saada and El Hamel and has her second meeting with Lella Zeyneb.

April, May, June: A campaign of slander is waged against Isabelle Eberhardt and her close relations, concerning the electoral politics of prominent persons of Ténès. Slimène Ehnni resigns; he is named khodja in Sétif. Isabelle Eberhardt settles in Algiers.

September: She goes as a war reporter to the Oranese South, following the battles of El Moungar and the siege of Taghit.

October: Isabelle Eberhardt meets with Lyautey in Aïn Sefra. And after reporting in Beni Ounif on the situation at the Algerian-Moroccan border, she returns to Algiers at the end of the winter.

1904

Isabelle Eberhardt takes a trip to Oudjda (Morocco).

May: She stays for the second time in the Oranese South. Lyautey’s troops occupy Bechar. Isabelle Eberhardt spends the summer in the Moroccan zaouïya of Kenadsa.

September: Sick, she returns to Aïn Sefra.

21 October: Isabelle Eberhardt dies in the Aïn Sefra flood.

1907

14 April: Slimène Ehnni dies.

1920

Augustine de Moerder commits suicide in Marseille.





An Autumn in the Tunisian Sahel

I had just gone through one of those moral crises that leave the soul exhausted as if turned in on itself, for a long time incapable of perceiving pleasant impressions, sensitive only to pain . . .

And yet, of all the voyages that I have made, that in the Tunisian Sahel was probably the calmest.

I was hardly settled into the Sousse train when I felt a remarkable sensation of sudden relief . . . And it was with the great joy of departing that I left Tunis.

 

The train leaves slowly, lazily stopping again and again in pretty and verdant stations. Maxula-Rhadès first, still close by, with its small white houses on the shore pounded by the waves from the open sea, whereas toward the northeast the calm mirror of the lake shines. Then the holiday resort of rich Muslims: Hammam-el-Lif.

Farther on, the rails move into the countryside, getting farther from the coast.

Here I joyfully find once more the familiar features of Bedouin lands: reddish hills, fields left all golden with stubble by Arab harvesters, grey pastures with their herds and nomad herders . . . Here and there, the immobile and strange silhouette of a camel . . . Sometimes, on a small iron bridge, the train crosses some unknown oued dried out by the summer and invaded by oleanders studded with flowers.

But after Birbou-Rekba, the track once again approaches the ocean, calm and violet, which we can see very high up in the implacable noon sky. On both sides, there are intensely green prairies and small olive groves, stripped of the summer’s dusty shroud by autumn’s first rains. The lower coast is carved into graceful coves, into lacy tender green headlands set against the still, lilac sky of the Hammamet gulf. Here and there, a small fishing village nestled on a headland or at the bottom of a cove – all milky white under a coat of immaculate whitewash and topped by a small minaret – is reflected in the deep water.

Peaceful and sweet aspects of an ageless country enjoying eternal calmness and prosperity . . . and where it would be difficult to determine where one is on the globe, if at each level crossing one didn’t notice the Bedouins, immobile on the bony horses and enfolded in their heavy sefseri, which in Tunisia replace, for the people, the Algerians’ burnoose . . . Dry, tanned faces, often beardless, a classic example of a conspicuously Berber race . . . Indifferent eyes, sombre for the most part.

Since Bou-Ficha, we’ve entered the immense olive groves that cover the Tunisian Sahel.

In the hot silent night, after Menzel-Dar-bel-Ouar, an aromatic but also heavy and nauseating odour begins to drift toward us from the sleepy countryside: we’re approaching Sousse’s numerous olive oil presses.

I was going there knowing no one, without a goal, without haste, moreover, without a fixed itinerary . . . My soul was calm and open to all the beloved sensations felt upon arriving in a new country.

*

Sousse, an Arab town, winding and charming, set in tiers on a high hill, still enclosed by a crenellated and snowy-white Saracen wall. On the slope of the hill, beyond the ramparts, immense cemeteries are surrounded by hedges of Barbary fig, burned and yellowed by the sun. Higher still are the red roofs and long, low buildings of the infantrymen’s camp.

Sousse is pretty. In times past, it was called El-Djohra, ‘the pearl’. Now it is called Souça, ‘the silk worm’.

From Sousse to Monastir, the road descends toward the sea and runs alongside gardens and dilapidated Italian houses. Then it enters a deserted and dismal countryside made up of infertile fields cut into small, salty, and completely white sebkha.

For the first time, this desolate region appeared to me under a low sky full of clouds . . . and it spread out, bluish and sinister at nightfall one autumn . . .

But soon the gardens begin again, and we pass between forests of olive trees sheltering drinking troughs where the little Bedouin girls bring their herds and their unruly horses every night.

 

However, Monastir remains a unique city with a peculiar charm and sadness.

Set back a little from the sea, like all Arab cities of the lower coasts, built on a salty piece of land covered with saltpetre, Monastir resembles the melancholy Saharan oases with its greyish one-storey houses and its unpaved roads, and it would be at home on the edge of some chott in the strange Oued Rir’ . . .

But the coast is lined with breakwaters, and one hears the sea roaring incessantly around the raised promontory of the Kahlia separating the old city from the small modern port . . . It seems that I still hear it, after years, this eternal murmur, this deep, sweet moan, so much did its music charm me then during my solitary nocturnal outings and my long reveries by the shore.

The Monastirians no longer resemble the effeminate citizens of Tunis and Sousse, who are graceful, polished, and affable but have nothing left of the fierce majesty of the true Arab race, born to dream and to do battle. Like Sousse, Monastir occupies the bottom of a large bay with rounded and gracious contours open to the Orient.

From Monastir to Kasr-Hellel, the road again follows the coast through harvested fields and olive groves.

In the morning, when the sun is emerging from the high purple sea, at the hour when all becomes iridescent and golden, one sees a population of fishermen descend into the shallow water, fully dressed, and go far off toward the middle of the bay, with baskets, nets, and very primitive fishing tools.

The indistinct, very often calm horizon is populated with an infinite number of small Roman sails, pink or purple in the reflection of the setting sun; these are the small fishing boats and tartans returning sometimes from very far away, from Sfax or Zarzis.

 

Kasr-Hellel . . . a village shrouded by whitewash between the blue sea and the dark woods of olive trees. Above the flat terraces and small domes, a white minaret stands out; and just next door, a large, solitary date tree, one of a kind, leans over in melancholy fashion . . . Every evening, the white houses of Kasr-Hellel turn purple and seem to be on fire, whereas the palm tree and the minaret appear to be haloed by red gold, very high up in the fiery sky.

Behind a rounded headland, the small fishing village Seyada forms a cluster across from the Kouriatine Islands, whose lighthouse shines on the horizon at night, with the immobile red light of Monastir and the turning lighthouse from Sousse, very far away, hardly visible, and only during those hours when the sea is very calm.

Seyada is lost in the middle of olive trees, cut across by cactus hedges bristling with spines, impenetrable except by jackals and Bedouin prowlers.

The girls of Seyada are renowned in all the Sahel for their beauty, and the young men from Moknine enjoy saying of their likeable neighbours, ‘He who once breathes in the salty sea air of Seyada, and the heady perfume of its girls, will forget his native soil.’

Set in a fertile valley, Moknine is rather far from the sea. It’s a small coquettish city of commerce, very Arab. There again, I rediscover the whitewashed corners, walls in ruin, sandy rocks, and heavy silences, which remind me of the beloved oases of the Saharan homeland.

In these cities of the Tunisian interior, the country people and the commoners don’t wear the majestic burnoose, a ragged yet patrician toga, in which the poorest Algerian drapes himself.

The poor and the Bedouin wrap themselves in the white or black sefseri, a long piece of wool, one section of which they usually throw back onto their small turban; and by moonlight this drape gives them, in the solitary streets and the public squares, a fantastic look of ghosts still rolled in the kefenn of the tomb . . . The Bedouin and poor city women, here as elsewhere, put on the same dark blue or red veils, wear the same complicated and heavy structure of black hair, of braided wool, jewellery and silk handkerchiefs, the same loose belt, knotted very low, almost on their hips.

I spent some of my diffuse, delicious, and Oriental hours in Moknine – dream hours, in ancient surroundings, to the sound of instruments and songs from times past . . .

All of these villages of the Sahel are adorably pretty, as white as pearls in the dark velvety setting of the olive trees . . . Everything in them is pleasing, even their sonorous names: Ouardénine (the two roses), Souïssa (little Sousse), Menzel-bir-Taïeb (the village with the good well), Oued-Saya, Djemmal, Sidi-el-Hani, El-Djemm, Beni-Hassène . . . The beauty of the countryside is unique on the fierce and splendid earth of Africa: everything here is soft and luminous, and even the melancholy of the horizons is neither menacing nor desolate, like everywhere else. The air of the Sahel is vivifying and pure, its sky is incomparably clear.

 

Beyond Moknine, the earth rises up and a wild, strange country begins, where the olive forests are sometimes cut across by large, desolate plateaus. This is Amira territory.

The inhabitants, farmers or shepherds, are feared in all the country, for they are reputed to be pillagers and fighters.

 

It was there, down on the eastern coast of Tunisia, in the deep olive groves of the Sahel, in autumn.

In male clothing and a borrowed personality, I was camping at that time in the douar of the Monastir caïdat1 in the company of Si Elarhby, khalifa. The young man never suspected that I was a woman. He called me his brother Mahmoud, and for two months I shared his wandering life and his work.

We were busy, very reluctantly levying overdue payment of the medjba, the poll tax paid by Muslim males in Tunisia.

Everywhere among the gloomy, unruly, and poor tribes, the welcome was hostile. The spahis’ red burnooses and the deïras’ blue burnooses alone impressed the starving hordes . . . Si Larbi’s good heart felt a pang of anguish, and we were ashamed of what we were doing – he out of duty, and I out of curiosity – like being ashamed of a bad deed.

However, I did spend some charming hours there . . . Certain names in this country evoke in me innumerable memories.

Leaving Moknine, separated from the olive groves by hendi – Barbary fig hedges – the road takes off, dusty and straight, and the olive trees seem to follow it endlessly, undulating and silvery at the top, like ocean waves.

A crude little mosque, its early yellow colour a reminder of the buildings in the South made of toub, a few houses in the same ochre colour, some debris, a few tombs scattered here and there: this is Sid’Enn’eidja, the first hamlet in Amira.

In front of the mosque, a small courtyard invaded by wild grasses, and in the back, a sort of arched recess, next to which a fig tree spreads its large velvety leaves. And that’s where the well is, deep and icy.

We set ourselves up on a mat. In order to proceed more quickly, Si Larbi asks me to help him: I will be the clerk.

The spahis and the deïra introduce the cheikh – a tall old man with the profile of an eagle and tawny eyes – and all the old men of the tribe accompanied by their tall, thin sons in their ragged sefseri. What a strange bunch of faces, burned by the sun and the wind, with savagely energetic expressions, their gaze sombre and closed!

The cheikh provides long, complicated explanations in a whining tone. Around him, great shouts break out every moment with the sudden vehemence of this violent race that moves from silence and dreaming to tumult. All of them affirm their misery.

I call them off from a list, one by one. ‘Mohammed ben Mohammed ben Dou’!’

‘An’am.’ (‘Present.’)

‘How much do you owe?’

‘Forty francs.’

‘Why don’t you pay?’

‘Je suis rouge-nu Sidi.’ (Tunisian idiom meaning fakir, poor.)2

‘You have neither a house nor a garden – nothing?’

With a gesture of noble resignation, the Bedouin raises his hand. ‘Elhal-hal Allah!’ (‘Fortune belongs to God!’)

‘Move to the left.’

And most often, the man moves away, resigned, and sits down, his head lowered; eventually the spahis chain them: tomorrow one of the red horsemen will take them to Moknine, and from there to the Monastir prison, where they will work like slaves until they’ve paid up . . .

Those who admit to owning something – a poor small cottage, a hamlet, a few sheep – are left free, but the khalifa has the deïra seize this poor piece of property in order to sell it . . . And our hearts bleed painfully when women in tears bring the last goat, the last ewe, on which they lavish farewell caresses.

Then, dragging along with us a troop of mournful and resigned men in chains, on foot between our horses, we go farther . . .

Chrahel, which the literate call Ichrahil.

A few houses scattered between olive trees more lush than anywhere else . . . We set up our low, long nomad tent made of goat hair.

The spahis and the deïra bustle about in their brightly coloured clothing, light the fire, go and commandeer the diffa, the welcoming supper offered unwillingly, alas!

At sunset Si Larbi, the spahi Ahmed, and I wander off into the village. We find a young woman alone gathering Barbary figs.

Ahmed steps forward and says to her:

‘Give us some figs, kitten! Take out the thorns so that we won’t poke ourselves, oh beautiful one!’ The Bedouin is very beautiful and very stern.

With her big black eyes, she gives us a hostile closed look.

‘May God’s curse be on you! You’ve come to take our belongings!’

And she violently empties her straw basket of figs at our feet and leaves.

With a feline smile, the red horseman reaches out his hand to grab her, but we stop him.

‘Isn’t it bad enough we arrest poor old people? Let’s not add touching the women!’ says the khalifa.

‘Oh! Sidi, I wasn’t trying to hurt her!’

And yet these men dressed in bright colours come from this same people whose misery they know, having shared it. But the spahi is no longer a Bedouin; and because he is a soldier, he truly believes himself superior to his tribal brothers.

We spend another quarter hour chatting with an incredibly small black fellow whom we met along the road, who makes us burst out laughing with surprise at his repartees and his simian intelligence.

Then, after supper, stretched out lazily on our rugs, we listen to the young men’s choir of Chrahel.

The Sahel people are eminently musical, and the shepherds of these regions still compose in our times perfectly rhythmical songs, equally beautiful in their words and chanting.

Oh mother, mother, my friend! Since they carried you to the cemetary, nothing in this world smiles on me any longer . . . Sadness lives in my heart, and the tears flow from my eyes, now but bitter streams.

 

I listen again:

 

I covered my head with my burnoose, and I cried because of Djenetta. I told her, ‘Don’t come with me because I might die next to you. And on that day, if you cry, people will say: “So and so was the lover of so and so, or yet again . . . The one she loved has gone. He swore eternal love to her, but during the year he forgot her. And shame would be on you . . .”’

 

It is very close to midnight when we return to our tents.

 

~

 

The night before, we had arrived in Zouazra, the territory of the tribe of the same name, and we had put up our large goat hair tent near Cheikh Si Amor’s gourbi.

Zouazra is situated in the middle of a green plateau and surrounded by the olive gardens that give the Tunisian Sahel its opulent appearance.

Toward our left, about sixty metres away, the olive trees began. Across, to our right, the African plain stretched out; as soon as it is not at all cultivated, it reverts to its character of infinite sadness . . .

The night had been bad.

The wind had blown like a tempest, furiously shaking our tent. It had rained; the frightened horses had neighed and struggled, trying to free their ankles from the long rope stretched along the ground.

The agitated dogs had wandered around in the douar, whining pitifully. The guards posted around our encampment confirmed that they’d seen suspicious shadows lurking around the edges of the gardens . . .

Wrapped in our thick ihram, we had suffered from the cold and damp. At dawn, we had gotten up chilled to the bone in very bad moods.

Si Elarby’s servant, Ahmed, had ordered the people of the tribe to make a big fire in front of our tents. The damp wood lit badly, and the wind blew clouds of acrid smoke into our faces.

I moved a little ways from the tent and went wandering toward the side of the plain.

The clouds had broken up, and a peaceful and clear dawn was breaking. On the western horizon, the powerful olive tree branches stood out black against the rosy background of the clear sky. Toward the west, the stars paled in the still-deep shadows. The great autumnal peace of this country evoked sad and sweet memories, the same impressions, felt in times past, in the same season in Bône at a completely different point on this Barbary coast – my country of choice, which I love with all its sorrows and in all its moods.

I went back toward the tent.

The triumphant and dazzling sun had come up.

In the middle of the douar, women were busying themselves around a large fire preparing our first meal.

The sick khalifa had lain down in front of our tent and was smoking, lazily letting himself be warmed again by the sun.

The three makhzen horsemen, the servant, and the mule handlers had begun playing cards.

I felt the delicious sensation of liberty, peace, and well-being, which for me always accompanies waking up in the middle of familiar scenes of nomadic life.

 

While we were impatiently waiting for the meal, we saw a young Bedouin horseman arrive quite suddenly, mounted on a white horse with neither saddle nor bridle. The man, his ihram blown back by the wind, was clinging to the long mane of the excited animal, was kicking its sides with his naked feet and crying out mournfully a sort of monotonous and continuous lamentation.

When he was closer, we realised that he was crying out: ‘My brother is dead! My brother is dead!’

Instead of explaining to us what he wanted, he let himself fall to the ground at the hooves of his horse, where he rolled, twisting his hands together and continuing to cry out to us that his brother was dead . . .





Amira

During the night, a stormy wind chased away the swirls of rain, soaking the vast clay plain where we were camping, the barren fields, and the thick olive groves cut into here and there by hedges of Barbary fig.

Our poor nomad tents, wet and heavy, seem like huge, frightened beasts flattened onto the red earth.

The colourless, sad autumn dawn breaks on this completely changed African countryside, as if deformed by the cold mists floating on the horizon.

Chilled to the bone and feeling morose, we sit quietly around a large, pale, smoky fire and wait for the coffee that will give us back a bit of strength and warmth.

It is one of those slow grey hours when the soul seems to fold in on itself and feels, with painful and mournful intensity, the ultimate futility of human effort.

By random chance in my wanderer’s life, I’ve been camping for two months among the unruly tribes of these highlands of Amira, which look down on the fertile prairies and the shady woods of the smiling Sahel.

Having promised to a newspaper an account of my travel experiences in this country, I joined a small caravan charged by the Tunisian authorities to make brief inquiries and to gather the Arab taxes, always in arrears.

There is the small khalifa of the caïd of Monastir – a Moor from Tunis who is thin, slightly built, very self-effacing, relatively just, not at all cruel, and moreover not too greedy – and two elderly Arab notaries, set in their ways, very sweet, very caring and smiling. Then, Ahmed, the spahi brigadier from Oran, a singular mix of youthful grace, of often wild violence, of nonchalance, and of profound reflection, much more than his social status would suggest . . . Finally, Bedouins in red or blue burnooses, who are the spahis and the deïra of the makhzen.

For two months, I have been a spectator of what these people do, people whom I’ve only known since I’ve been wandering with them, living their life, who know nothing about me . . . For them, I am Si Mahmoud Saâdi, the little Turk who escaped from French secondary school . . .

And my notebook has remained so empty, in spite of some remorse, some vague desire to write . . . Once again the Bedouin life – easy, free, soothing – has taken me in order to intoxicate and subdue me. Write

. . . Why?

While I’m dreaming, almost bored, about all these things in my current life, all of a sudden someone comes and gets us to go over there to the end of the plain in order to calm down a tribe who wants to go massacre someone else in another tribe in order to avenge the death of one of its own . . .

We have to abandon everything, leaving the campsite guarded by a deïra who will take care of transportation for this evening, and depart with the cheikh’s envoy.

A frenzied race through thickets over the soft and slippery earth. We jump over ditches and Barbary fig hedges on horses who no longer want to obey, so unnerved are they by the wind and the rain.

But here already is the douar of the Hadjedj – about a hundred gourbi and low tents on a rounded hill, a site that is frightfully barren, not a tree, not a blade of grass . . .

An unusual commotion reigns in the douar, and from very far away we hear an angry clamour.

In between the tents, men in black or earthen-coloured haïks blown about by the wind are carrying on, violently arguing in groups, while others, kneeling, polish and load old flint rifles, sharpen wooden-handled sabres, daggers, and scythes. In the middle of the douar, the women, wrapped in blue or red veils, are mourning around a black haïk, all sticky with blood, covering a corpse.

The men shout out death threats; and as in the times of ancestral migrations, they are preparing to go massacre and pillage the Zerrath-Zarzour tribe, camped toward the west, beyond a ravine about one kilometre wide and deep as an abyss.

The young cheikh Aly, with magnificent energy and emotion, comes to meet us, a rifle in hand, and explains to us what is happening.

‘This morning, a boy named Aly ben Hafidh, from the Zerrath-Zarzour tribe, came here with his brother Mohammed to sell two ewes to my khodja here. They met one of our tribe, Hamza ben Barek, whose family they’ve had problems with for a long time. All three were up there on that small hill outside of the douar. They got into a quarrel, and Aly ben Hafidh hit Hamza with a club, smashing his skull . . . Here’s the corpse. The whole tribe and shepherds from the Melloul tribe saw the crime. But Aly and his brother fled into the ravine. In order to exact vengeance, now our family members want to go massacre the Zerrath-Zarzour tribe.’

While the cheikh is talking to us, the men come closer and a great silence reigns over the douar, troubled only by the women’s lamentations. The nomads stand and listen, their eyes menacing and firm, holding their weapons . . . The cheikh has hardly finished his words when the wild clamour bursts out again.

The gestures and cries are extraordinarily violent, and the angular faces of the skinny Hadjedj become frightening. Once again Cheikh Aly jumps toward them with exhortations and threats . . . I hear a tall old man with the profile of a bird of prey who answers him almost disdainfully:

‘You’re young, you don’t know! It’s the price of blood.’

And suddenly the nomads break up, running, trying to reach the ravine.

But then the spahis and the deïra leave in all directions, also yelling loudly; they’re happy, the nomads dressed as soldiers, happy to gallop, yell, and pursue, as if at war, these armed men who at any moment can turn on them and become menacing because they outnumber them . . . They’re carried away by this manhunt, and their faces shine with the joy of unruly children, running free.

The tumultuous scene, under the low grey sky, in the furious wind, is wild and magnificent.

Finally the tribe is contained, pushed back into the douar, and kept under guard. Two or three of the most frenzied men are caught and chained. Now the search must begin, and two spahis leave to go look for the assassin.

This Aly ben Hafidh who is brought to us, panting, in a rage, his face covered in sweat and mud, his hands bound behind his back, is very young. He is pale, but the look from beneath his long reddish eyes is wild. His brother, a large skinny Bedouin with the dark face of a bandit, looks like a wild animal caught in a trap, ready to bound away . . .

However, he has not killed. It’s Aly, the little nomad with golden eyes and a beardless face.

Aly ben Hafidh replies in monosyllables to the usual questions about his identity.

‘Why did you kill Hamza ben Barek?’ asks the khalifa.

Then the accused seems to gather himself together for a desperate defense. He hangs his head and looks at the ground:

‘Between him and me, God’s Prophet is the witness!’

Henceforth, as if in a dream, contradicting all common sense, against all evidence, he repeats his sentence, his pathetic sentence of childish denial, a sentence both frightened and obstinate.

He committed his crime on the open summit of the hill; about fifty people saw him. He fled and hid in a ravine with his brother. His declarations contradict those of his brother, who was interrogated in his absence . . . What does it matter? To all entreaties, threats, and prayer, he answers, in a lifeless voice, his eyes obstinately staring at the ground:

‘Between him and me, God’s Prophet is the witness!’

For three days we stay with the Hadjedj. Three days of discussion, yelling, threats, continuous alerts . . . Finally, when order and peace seem to be re-established, we head off again on the road for Moknine, the capital of Amira.

The good weather is back. It’s almost hot, and bushes of slender grass are sprouting all over out of the red clay, enriched by the rains.

It is still morning, the clear hour when the countryside stretches out, completely blue, under the seemingly enlarged infinitely pure and pale pink sky.

Our small caravan moves forward slowly, in spite of the enthusiasm of the joyful horses; we’re dragging along with us a silent and mournful troop of twenty-five or thirty prisoners, arrested here and there among the tribes. Resigned, with neither a gesture nor a word of revolt, they walk, chained together two by two at the wrist and the ankle. They seem indifferent.

Aly, the only killer, has his arms tied behind his back, and his feet are shackled. He walks separately from the group between the spahis’ horses. His impenetrable attitude doesn’t change; and when, from afar, the Bedouins from his tribe manage to yell a few words of adieu to him, he answers again in a firm voice, as if it were true:

‘Between him and me, God’s Prophet is the witness!’

Calmed down now, the Hadjedj silently watch him go by, almost without hate, for he is in the hands of a human justice that the nomads, like all simple men, fear instinctively and dislike, for this justice is foreign to their ways and their ideas. For them, Aly is no longer the enemy whom they have the right to kill for the price of blood: he is a prisoner, that is to say, an object of pity, almost a victim of that feared and hated phantom: Authority. Now the hatred and revenge of the Hadjedj would rather more likely fall on the entire Zerrath-Zarzour tribe than on Aly, if they had the power to harm him.

All of a sudden, a group of women emerges from out of a ravine hidden by Barbary fig trees and hurtles toward us, moaning and lamenting. The oldest, led by a very beautiful little girl with burning black eyes, is blind. Her white hair falls on her mummy-like forehead. She weeps.

Still guided by the little girl, the old woman hangs onto the khalifa’s stirrup and begs him:

‘Sidi, Sidi, for the peace of your mother’s soul, have pity on my only son, my Aly! Have pity, Sidi!’

Our convoy has stopped, and all the men look serious. We feel pangs of anguish in the face of the old blind woman in rags whom we are powerless to console.

The khalifa, almost in tears, stammers promises that he won’t be able to keep, and Aly’s mother pours forth her blessings. Then she falls on her son’s chest and moans as if over a corpse.

Looking very pale, the little Bedouin trembles from head to foot. ‘Your father is in bed in the gourbi,’ says the old woman, ‘and he is sick, very sick. His hour has undoubtedly come. He wants you to admit if you’ve killed so that God will have pity on us and on you and so that the Ouzara will not be completely without pity . . .’1

Then, all of a sudden, Aly begins crying convulsively, and his young face becomes completely childlike. He whispers very low:

‘Forgive me, Muslims! I have killed a fellow creature.’

Among the horsemen and Bedouins who had approached him, joyful words are repeated:

‘He confessed! He confessed!’

It’s like a watershed moment, and Aly immediately becomes for all these people an object of more profound pity, almost of concern. Brigadier Ahmed, a very harsh man, nevertheless leans toward Aly and undoes his hands.

‘Kiss the old woman,’ he says.

Then there are farewells interrupted by sobs, cries, and the women’s moans. After that the weeping group moves away, but for a long time still we hear the old mother tearing at her face with mournful cries.

The brigadier allows the Zerrath-Zarzour to approach Aly, bid him farewell, and give him a few copper coins for his food in prison . . . Among those who give alms to the prisoner, I recognise two or three old people of the Hadjedj, from among the same people who, the night before, tried to massacre Aly and his relatives.

‘Here, we give this to you in the path of God!’ they say. Then they move away, looking serious, almost solemn.

Soon the brigadier has to push everyone away, for the Ouled-Zerrath-Zarzour crowd is dense and the situation could become dangerous . . . So once again we take the road to Moknine, through olive trees where the dew drops make us shiver.

Note

Written from September to October 1899 in Monastir, this collection of texts comes from a notebook entitled ‘An Autumn in the Tunisian Sahel’. Barrucand slightly modified it in Notes de route (Fasquelle, 1908), then in Akhbar (April 25, 1915).

Eberhardt wrote other notes on this trip: ‘Souvenirs du Sahel tunisien’ (‘Memories of the Tunisian Sahel’), an article that went unpublished until 15 April 1915 (Akhbar), and a text without a title (more directly polemical and thus rare in her writing) of which we found the first two pages.





Fantasia

Of all the strange memories, of all the evocative impressions left with me by my stay in Eloued – a grey city with a thousand low cupolas, a seemingly archaic, ageless country – the most profound, the most singular, is the unique spectacle that I was privileged to witness one clear winter morning of this magical winter down there, sunny and clear as spring.

The whole country had been celebrating for several days already: the great and venerated marabout, Sidi Mohammed Lachmi, was returning from his voyage to the distant, almost-chimerical country of France. It was an occasion to dress in brilliant costumes, to let a few fiery horses gallop in the wind and smoke, and especially to let the gunpowder speak.

 

Brightened by pink, infinite, shifting transparencies, the sun was coming up. Dawn is the chosen hour, the bewitching hour among all hours in the desert. The air is light and pure; a fresh breeze murmurs quietly in the palm trees’ thick tough foliage at the bottom of strange gardens. No word can convey the unique enchantment of these instants in the great desert’s peace.

*

We had come the previous evening to the Ourmès bordj – fourteen kilometres from Eloued on the Touggourt road – in order to meet the notable individual.

After a night spent with a small circle of close friends, listening to the marabout’s fiery and powerful words embellished with images, I went out into the courtyard where our horses were waiting, already unnerved by the unusual noise of the past day and by the crowd, which had grown with newcomers all night long.

 

There were several hundred men sitting or lying on the sand, draped in their majestic white holiday burnooses . . . Energetic manly heads, tanned faces beautifully framed by the snowy white of the veils draping down from their turbans; women enfolded in dark-blue and red fabrics in the ancient style, decorated with strange gold jewellery from distant Sudan and from which the first iridescent glimmers of the day emitted sparks of fire.

Looking serious, making the habitual gestures of nomad life, all the faithful were preparing their humble morning coffee around the fires.

All of them wore around their necks the long prayer beads of the khouan of Sidi Abd-el-Kader of Baghdad.

Excited by a black mare with flaming eyes born under the burning sky of far-off In-Salah, the stallions were stamping the ground, trembling, and neighing, as they gracefully bent their powerful necks under their heavy free-flowing manes.

Outside, the strange silhouettes of three giant méhari stood out against the purple sky, placid and indifferent like giants from another age, disdainful of all this trifling humanity bustling around them.

Finally, at an imperious gesture from one of the mokaddem, the courtyard emptied out and the doors closed; the hour of departure had come. The marabout – dressed in the austere green silk robe, the green turban, and the long white veils befitting the Prophet’s descendants – appeared at the door. Gigantic in stature, he stopped for a moment, and slowly, with gravity, the indefinable deep gaze of his large black eyes shifted to the eastern horizon. The zeal of the faithful lent him an air of calmness and impenetrability – no visible emotion was betrayed on the regular features of his face, superb in its virile beauty and energy. In the midst of the hubbub – servants’ cries and the neighing of impatient horses – we quickly mounted our horses. The double doors opened; and with a furious leap, we were outside.

In front of us, four black musicians, from the territory of the Nefzaoua in Tunisia and dressed in intensely coloured silks, began playing a strange and wild melody on their shrill flutes, accompanied by the muffled beating of an enormous drum. A voice as vast as the ocean itself rose from the crowd:

‘Salutations, Son of the Prophet!’

The clamour was frenetically repeated again and again, and the tambourines, held at arm’s length above the heads in the crowd, beat a crazy rhythm. At first, the frightened horses pulled back, reared up, and foamed at the mouth, and then rushed forward.

Still impassive, mounted on a white stallion from the Djerid, the marabout, his eyes lowered in silence, seemed busy only wordlessly restraining his mount, without a sudden movement on his furious beast.

Finally, a sort of procession formed, undulating and white, dominated only by the tall figure of the green-clad marabout.

We moved slowly toward the east as if to meet the rising sun, still hidden by the enormous dunes surrounding Eloued.

When we emerged from the windy paths still drowned in blue shadows and reached the hills, the red glimmer of the day magnified the white procession.

The silent and barren dunes seemed to give birth to crowds. Entire tribes hurtled down the hills, burst forth from the gardens . . .

All of a sudden, a large empty circular space formed in front of us; and with a staccato and wild chant – an old war chant from long ago – twelve young men dressed in the most brilliantly coloured Tunis silks burst forth into the arena armed with long inlaid rifles and blunderbusses. Simulating an attack, they rushed toward us with hoarse cries, simultaneously firing their arms into the sand near the frightened horses that were trying to buck away.

Then the horses rush forth, insane, pawing with their front feet above the crowd . . . Their eyes bulging, their mouths dripping with foam, they still want to pull back . . . But, urged on by sharp spurs, they race, rush toward the serpentine and shifting crowd, which parts and lets them pass.

And thus, wherever there is a slightly flat or open space, the wild scene starts again.

One would think one had returned to History’s past, to eras when war was joy and splendour, something that impassioned souls and dominated them. All that was warlike, antiquated in these silent nomads’ souls, was reawakened. This procession could have marched against the backdrop of unchanging dunes thousands of years earlier, for there was nothing modern about it.

The acrid, intoxicating odour of burned gunpowder followed us, inebriating men and beasts even more than the wild music and shouts.

But at the horizon, on the ridge of a high dune, a white procession soon appeared, seemingly encircled by a halo of gold in the eastern radiance. Preceded by three very old green, yellow, and red banners embroidered with faded inscriptions and decorated with shining copper bells, with the same tambourines raised above turbaned heads, this other enormous and yet dense crowd advanced. There were neither cries nor music. Only the very muted sound of the tambourines’ counterpoint rhythm accompanied a unique, powerful chant emerging from a thousand lungs.

‘Hail to thee and peace be with you, O Prophet of God! Hail to thee and peace be with you, O saints among God’s creatures! Hail to thee, Djilani, Emir of the Saints, Master of Baghdad, whose name shines forth in the West and the East!’

Near the banners, on a tall immaculate mare, the brother of the marabout – himself a venerated saint – Sidi Mohammed Eliman moves forward. He is enormous and blond, a Celtic or Germanic blond, his white face lit up by the gently pensive gaze of his large blue eyes – strange eyes under the white burnoose and turban of Ismail’s race, burned by the hottest suns over thousands of years.

The two troops meet again and merge. And still, from all the dunes surge forth countless white forms of men and blue patches of women. I turn around: I see behind us a tumultuous sea of turbans and veils rolling as far as the eye can see on this road I had come to so many times in search of silence and solitude. And frenetic groups still surge forth, making the gunpowder speak and the horses race.

Now we seem to carry with us a cloud of smoke above our heads like a ragged greyish veil.

And the deep soft chant – sad, too, like all of those from the desert – grows louder and rises up toward the sky’s pale azure.

*

Finally, we hurtle into an immense open plain dotted with tombs.

In front of us, the three mehara joined by others walk through the crowd impassively, without a shiver or any trace of fear. Their riders, faces half-veiled, also seem to be dreamers, perched on the strangely shaped Touareg saddle. The iron bells on the large old beasts ring at each step; and their long, strange, thick-lipped heads with big soft eyes sway slowly at the end of their flexible, outstretched necks.

But we, horses and riders, have sensed the open space before us, and so, leaving the three marabout and the old men to walk slowly in the shadow of the banners blowing in the wind, we take off, at last releasing the reins pulled so tight that they were about to snap. And there is furious galloping amid the admiring crowd; then we make more and more dramatic circles and curves at breathtaking speed on the vast plain.

All the suppressed wildness of the horses, all the fear too, is finally unleashed, and they flee, flee as if they would never stop again. The drunkenness of all these wild and sincere souls is contagious, and like the other riders, I too end up carried away by the insane race.

We rush past the grey town bursting with the faithful, and it is now over the immense plain and through the cemeteries that we once again flee. It seems as if a supernatural force gives life to our horses: tirelessly they keep rushing irresistibly forward, toward the faraway horizon, dripping with sweat, white with foam.

 

The plain is now no more than a multi-coloured ocean; the ever-increasing crowd has invaded it, and the three banners now float above thousands and thousands of Believers.

And the man for whom the love and veneration of this crowd swells continues to walk slowly, silently, impassive and pensive.

 

Around the zaouïya’s large mosque topped with a high dome, the El-Beyada plain is deserted, infinite, inundated with subtle blue light.

Farther on, behind the houses, an immense nomad camp has been set up, a city born in one day, suddenly populating El-Beyada’s desolate solitudes with black tents. This is the route toward all the interior’s mysterious regions: Ber-es-Sof, Ghadamès, Black Sudan.

The deafening rhythmic beat of the tambourines continues over there; the enchanted songs and sounds of the little Bedouin reed flutes rise from over there, modulated and soft . . .

A great heavy silence weighs on the ruins of the mosque here, on the tombs and the tawny sand.

 

Down below, in a small barren valley scattered with oddly shaped grey stones and anonymous, unmarked, and abandoned tombs, a strange, jagged wall rises up, standing out in black against the infinite blue of the night . . . In this enclosure without a bush, without a flower, contributing to the eternal sterility of the sand, small stones rise up, indicating the presence of burial places. Among them is a small tombstone, all milky white, onto which the lunar night shines.

A tall dark form emerges through the pointed arch of the mosque. It slowly glides through the illuminated space, then descends toward the funerary valley. Then it enters the enclosure and stays there, immobile, its head bent forward in mute contemplation of the small white tombstone.

And meanwhile down below in the great ephemeral city, under the black tents, a whole faithful people sing his glory, and that of his ancestors, who sowed the seeds of renewed faith throughout the boundless nation of Islam.

But the tall pensive marabout, who has remained there, came alone in the night to dream and perhaps to re-experience everlasting regrets as he contemplates the tomb of his firstborn, who disappeared into mystery’s abyss, his eyes having barely opened on the radiant horizon of his prestigious country.





First Daily Journal

Cagliari, 1 January 1900

I am alone in the face of the murmuring sea’s grey immensity . . . I am alone . . . alone, as I have always been everywhere, as I will always be throughout the great engaging and disappointing Universe . . . alone, with a whole world of disappointed hopes, of dead illusions, and of more distant memories behind me that have become almost unreal, from day to day.

I am alone and I dream . . . 

And, in spite of the profound sadness invading my heart, my dreaming is neither desolate nor despairing. After these last six months – so tormented, so incoherent – I feel my heart is forever strengthened and henceforth invincible, capable of never weakening, even through the worst storms, through all the annihilations and mournings. Through the profound and subtle experience of life and human hearts that I have acquired (at the price of what sufferings, my God!), I clearly foresee yet again the strange and very sad enchantment that these two months spent here will be for me – here where I have ended up by chance, in large part because of my prodigious unconcern for everything in the world, for everything that is not this world of thoughts, of sensations and dreams that represent my real me and that are hermetically sealed to the curious eyes of all, without any exception whatsoever.

 

For the audience, I wear the borrowed mask of the cynic, the debauched individual, and the devil-may-care type . . . Until this day, nobody has known how to pierce this mask and perceive my true soul, this overly sensitive and pure soul that floats so high above the low acts and degradations where I enjoy, out of disdain for conventions and also out of a need to suffer, dragging my physical being . . . 

Yes, nobody has been able to understand that in this chest, which seems nourished only by sensuality, a generous heart beats. Long ago this heart overflowed with love and tenderness, and now it is still filled with infinite pity for everything that suffers unfairly, for everything weak and oppressed . . . a proud and inflexible heart that has voluntarily given its whole self to a beloved cause . . . to this Islamic cause for which I would so much like to shed this burning blood that boils in my veins one day.

Nobody has known how to understand all of that and treat me accordingly, and alas, nobody will ever understand!

So I will obstinately remain the drunkard, the debauched person, the dish breaker who drank her crazy and lost head off in the desert’s intoxicating immensity and, this autumn, throughout the Tunisian Sahel’s olive groves.

Who will give back to me the silent nights, the lazy rides through the salty plains of the Oued Righ’, and the white sands of the Oued Souf? . . . Who will give back to me both the sad and happy sensations invading my abandoned heart in my chaotic encampments among my chance friends, the spahis or the nomads, among whom not one suspected me of this hated and disowned personality with which destiny has nicknamed me for my sins?

Who will ever give back to me the wild rides through the mountains and valleys of the Sahel in the autumn wind, intoxicating rides making me lose all notion of reality in a glorious state of drunkenness!

At this instant, moreover like at every hour of my life, I have but one desire: to don as quickly as possible the beloved personality that, in reality, is the real one and to return down there to Africa to take up that life again . . . To sleep in the deep coolness and silence under the breathtaking fall of the stars, with the infinite sky for a roof and the warm earth for a bed . . . to doze off with the sweet and sad sensation of my absolute solitude and the certitude that nowhere in this world does any heartbeat for mine, that on no point of the earth does any human being cry for me or wait for me. To know all of that, to be free and unfettered, camped out in life, this grand desert where I will never be anything but a stranger and an intruder . . . Here it is, in all its deep bitterness, the only happiness that Mektoub will ever give to me, to me to whom real happiness – that after which all humanity is running, panting – is forever refused . . .

Far from me, illusions and regrets!

What illusions are there to still keep when the white dove,1 who was the sweetness and light of my life, has slept there for two years in the earth in the peaceful cemetery of Annaba’s Believers!

When Vava, in his turn, has returned to the original dust, and when nothing remains standing from that which seemed so tenaciously durable, when everything has crumbled, is destroyed for time and eternity! . . . And when fate has separated me, strangely and mysteriously, from the only being who approached my real soul near enough, even if only a pale reflection of it – Augustine . . .

And when . . . But no! Let all these recent things forever recede into slumber.

Henceforth, I will let myself be rocked by the inconstant waves of life . . . I will let myself be carried away by all sources of intoxication without being upset if all of them inexorably dry up . . . Finished are the battles and victories and the defeats from which I emerged, my heart wounded and bleeding . . . Finished are all these youthful indiscretions!

I came here to flee the ruins of a long past of three years, which have just caved in, alas, into the mire, and so low, so low . . . I also came here out of friendship for the man met by chance whom Destiny put on my path at the precise moment of a crisis – if it pleases God, the last one – when I didn’t give way, but which threatened to go very far . . . 

And, strange thing, from what I have noted today and from what caused me endless sadness emerges an absolute change of feeling for . . . 

My friendship has been enhanced by it . . . So much the better! But of illusion, from the first day, the first hour, none!

I see once more that I am beginning to lose myself in the inexpressible, in this world of things that I feel and that I understand so clearly and that I have never known how to express.

However, even though my life has been nothing but a web of pain and sadness, I will never curse this lamentable life and this sad universe . . . where Love mixes with Death and where everything is ephemeral and transitory.

For each one has given me drunkenness that is too deep, ecstasies that are too sweet, too many dreams and thoughts.

I regret nothing, and I desire nothing further . . . I am waiting.

Thus, a nomad and with no country other than Islam; without a family and without confidants, alone, forever alone in the haughty and gloomily sweet solitude of my soul, I will continue my path through life until the hour of the tomb’s great eternal sleep rings . . . 

Mahmoud Essadi

And the eternal, the mysterious, the anguishing question is asked once again: where will I be, on what earth and under what sky, at the same hour in one year? . . . Undoubtedly, very far away from this small Sardinian town . . . Where? and on that day will I still be among the living? . . . 

Cagliari, 9 January 1900, About five o’clock in the evening

Impressions, Public Garden.

A tormented
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