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      PREFACE

      
      
      Dreaming of
the Prophet

      
      Late one afternoon some years ago I had returned from taking a group of well-educated Western travellers around the ruins of
         a great Roman city in a Muslim country. To a man and woman they were elated and were either swapping stories about emperors,
         olive oil and the gorgeous dusk-lit temples they had just photographed or sitting quietly scribbling notes. I noticed the
         coach driver and a huddle of local professional guides sitting outside a café. I was beckoned over to their table and given
         a glass of tea while an elderly postcard vendor continued his eloquent exposition. His Muslim audience was bright-eyed and
         attentive, alternately groaning, chuckling and tut-tutting at the familiar litany of events. From its reception I thought
         it must be political gossip spiced with burlesque sexual revelations. The story was halted for a moment to allow a translation
         for my benefit. It was the tale of how Mu‘awiya had tricked the Prophet’s son-in-law out of his inheritance. It was rhetorical,
         relevant and passionate, especially when told by an old man at the height of his powers. It was about thirteen-hundred-year-old
         events told with all the immediacy of yesterday. The storyteller’s audience was pleased by my interest and questions. I was encouraged by smiling
         faces, who told me that this was the real thing, this was ‘real history’. It was not to be compared with the tired old tales
         about fallen stones with their dates of dedication and architectural orders, which they knew so well. They all confessed to
         being profoundly bored by the classical ruins from the pre-Islamic ‘time of ignorance’.
      

      
      I was both shocked and excited. I had seen the same things, eaten the same meals, slept in the same hotels as the local guide,
         the coach driver and the sleepy-looking security man. We had all got on so well over the last ten days. But our memories of
         this time would include only the jokes and shared cigarettes. Although we had passed through exactly the same landscape, we
         would come out of it with completely different memories. Even under the ideal circumstances of an easy-going holiday, the
         gulf between the Christian West and the Muslim East yawned as deep as ever.
      

      
      That night I wondered how I might try to emulate the success the old postcard-seller had had with his audience. I scribbled
         notes on the back of an outdated series of cards of Roman mosaics he had given me. Later that week I lit candles on a table
         after dinner, gathered the group around in a circle and told the story as best I could. The story I told was the life of the
         Prophet Muhammad. Although it was dark, I knew I had everyone’s attention. Soon we were joined by the hotel waiters. They
         knew little English but could follow the progress of the story from the sound of the Arab names alone. Their enthusiasm added
         greatly to the intensity of the tale. I repeated it later, on other occasions, in other countries. I got used to knowing in
         advance that the first question from my fellow Western travellers would be, ‘Are you a Muslim?’, followed by, ‘Do you intend
         to become a Muslim?’ The same thing would happen later in London’s Regent’s Park mosque. Everyone wanted to know which side
         I was on.
      

      
      
      I was on the side of a good story. The life of the Prophet Muhammad is a story of overpowering pathos and beauty. It is history,
         tragedy and enlightenment compressed into one tale. It is also a story virtually unknown to the West. Compare this ignorance
         with our enthusiasm for Father Christmas or the Three Kings: love them or loathe them, they stand only on the very outer fringes
         as spiritual teachers or historical characters, yet they are surrounded by a mythology of contrary ideas, perpetuated by recurrent
         images and historical novels. Set against even such peripheral mythical figures of Western belief as these, the Prophet Muhammad
         simply does not feature. To be brutally honest, he has a negative rating. Nor are the associated images particularly good.
         Try drawing a picture of a man wrapped in a cloak and lost in thought and introducing it to a classroom of schoolchildren
         or at a pub quiz night. Ask who it is meant to be, and what do you get? Dracula, Darth Vader or a Dark Rider from The Lord of the Rings. If you add a turban, the picture will most probably be taken for that of a wicked vizier or a Barbary pirate.
      

      
      Within Islam, however, he represents almost everything of human value. Muhammad, Prophet of God, the last and greatest of
         that long line of men, from Adam through to Abraham, Moses and Jesus, who have struggled to bring the word of God to mankind.
         Even when viewed in an entirely secular perspective he remains a superhero. He was founder of the Caliphate, one of the greatest
         empires of the world; creator of classical Arabic, a new literature and world language; founder of a new national identity,
         the Arab; and creator of Islam, a worldwide culture that is now 1,200-million strong and growing more rapidly than you can
         count. Only by marrying the best qualities of certain characters from European civilisation – a combination, say, of Alexander
         the Great, Diogenes and Aristotle, or the Emperor Constantine, St Paul and St Francis – can you begin to understand the measure
         of the man.
      

      
      
      Of course, his historical achievements were mere accidental spin-offs. His only purpose was to forge a new relationship between
         God and mankind. To those billions of believers who follow in his spiritual path he is omnipresent within the individual world
         of imagination, prayer and petition. He is perceived in many ways. He is the ultimate stern patriarch, that man of men who
         stands at the forefront of all the saints, heroes and good rulers from centuries of proud Muslim history. He is the implacable
         lawgiver, the guide who has clearly pointed out the roads of destiny: this way leads to heaven, this way to hell. He is the
         loving grandfather, leading the prayers in the mosque while his infant grandson clambers upon his shoulders. He is the sacrificial
         hero who goes into the testing fire of the spiritual world for the benefit of mankind, shaken to the core of his very being
         by the terror of being addressed by God through the angels – and all the while persecuted and reviled by his own people. He
         is the great lover of women – he required no other luxuries, no possessions, so complete was his joy and satisfaction in the
         company of his wives. He is the wise sage who despised the luxurious trappings of royalty, the halls, guards, courtiers, silks
         and gold that hitherto had always been associated with power. He is also the savant of the mystics, the guide who has led
         generations of dervishes, sufis, poets and lovers of God on their quests. He is the only man to have journeyed to heaven and
         back. He is the Hero of Heroes.
      

      
      On a different journey I took a group of travellers around the courtyard of an ancient mosque, pointing out the architectural
         details and explaining Islam. As I approached the prayer hall – barred to non-believers by a low wooden screen – the old watchman
         in skullcap and blue overalls stood up and ushered me beyond the screen. He had heard my talk and presumed that I was a Muslim
         and was now coming in for prayer. The vast, cool, dark hall, its countless marble columns polished by the touch of thousands
         of worshippers, beckoned. I blushed with pleasure and confusion. I had watched for years as the empty prayer halls of great mosques had filled
         up with the faithful – watched with the cold eyes of a professional observer – and for the first time I felt like a beggar
         looking on at a feast.
      

      
      There are other barriers to conversion, besides low wooden screens. Could you go straight from being a ritualistically inclined
         Anglican to being a Muslim, without becoming an earnest convert in between? I realised that all my male Muslim friends would,
         within their own societies, probably qualify as bad Muslims. These were the ones I liked, who could laugh at and understand
         the attraction of the Western world yet stay true to their own inheritance. Who knew the newest, trashiest Hollywood films
         but also kept in touch with a wise old sheikh. Who would leave you watching their jacket in a portside café ‘just for a moment’
         so that they could unobtrusively nip out and stand side by side with dock porters for the noonday prayer. Who could drink
         you under the table but follow the Ramadan fast to the last letter. Who could match the poetry of Keats with romantic Arabic
         ballads, fall constantly – and unsuitably – in love yet remain devoted to their families and, in their own minds at least,
         good husbands.
      

      
      One Turkish friend confessed to me that overly devout converts could be a bore. He had adored his German girlfriend but now
         that she had become a Muslim mother, he said, ‘it is like living with the Imam. And it’s not just me,’ he continued: ‘her
         precise knowledge of the law alarms the whole street. I fear for our children.’ He went on, as he poured more glasses of raki,
         ‘instead of letting them play football she is now keeping them at home to study classical Arabic so that they can better understand
         the Qur’an. Turks do not need archaic Arabic to believe,’ he finished, not without a note of scorn in his voice.
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      The greatest travel writer from the old Turkish Ottoman Empire was Evliya Chelebi. He was descended from the very soundest
         Turkish martial stock: his father was a standard-bearer to Suleyman the Magnificent, his grandfather standard-bearer to Mehmet
         the Conqueror. He was a delightful and engaging character, an intellectual Puck, a literary Peter Pan, the Samuel Pepys of
         seventeenth-century Istanbul, fluent in Arabic, Persian and Turkish, who flirted his way around the Empire with a keen eye
         for male beauty and a brilliant ear for language. Indeed, in one brilliant bound he exchanged the aridity of the theological
         classroom for a close friendship with Sultan Murat IV. To the rest of the Empire, Murat was both hero and monster, the last
         of his line to lead the army in person, whose military abilities were matched by a terrifying, homicidal temper.
      

      
      In the inner garden of Istanbul’s Topkapi Palace there is a pavilion that overlooks the waters of the Golden Horn. It was
         built by Sultan Murat to celebrate a military victory and as a private chamber from which to escape the cares of state. It
         is still possessed by an unearthly charm, grand but intimate, warm but austere. Here Evliya and his master would spend many
         a carefree hour in the company of the other boon companions of the sultan. Evliya seems to have acted like a balm to Murat’s
         otherwise troubled mind.
      

      
      On some counts Evliya might qualify as a bad Muslim. However, even with this dissolute character there is not a smidgen of
         doubt about the absolute orthodoxy of his faith. Indeed, within his writings there is a dream encounter with the Prophet Muhammad.
         It is a classic of its kind: ‘then flashes of lightning burst from the doors of the mosque and the room filled with a crowd
         of saints and martyrs. “It was the Prophet!” overshadowed by his green banner, covered by his green veil, carrying his staff
         in his right hand, his sword girt on his thigh, with the Imam Hassan on his right hand and the Imam Husayn on his left. As he placed his right foot on the threshold he cried out, “Bismallah!”
         and throwing off his veil, said, “Health unto thee, O my people!” The whole assembly answered: “Unto thee be health, O Prophet
         of God, Lord of the Nations!”’
      

      
      Evliya trembled in every limb of his body but was able to provide an exact description: ‘The veil on his face was a white
         shawl and his turban was formed of a white sash with twelve folds; his mantle was of camel’s hair inclined to yellow; on his
         neck he wore a yellow woollen shawl. His boots were yellow and in his turban was stuck a toothpick.’ Sa‘d Vakkas (one of the
         twelve evangelists and the patron saint of archers) took Evliya by the hand and escorted him into the Prophet’s presence.
         Evliya remembers weeping in his excitement and confusion, kissing the Prophet’s hands and receiving his blessing (and that
         of other saints). He describes the assembled company: ‘Their hands were perfumed with musk, ambergris, spikenard, sweet basil,
         violets and carnations: but that of the Prophet himself smelt of nothing but saffron and roses, felt when touched as if it
         had no bones, and was as soft as cotton. The hands of other prophets had the odour of quinces, that of Abu Bakr had the fragrance
         of lemons, ‘Umar’s smelt like ambergris, ‘Uthman’s like violets, Ali’s like jasmine, Hassan’s like carnations, and Husayn’s
         like white roses . . . Then the Prophet himself pronounced the parting salutation from the mihrab.’
      

      
      The same ecstatic visions are recorded by every age and condition of Muslim. The aspiration of being blessed by the Prophet
         in Paradise cuts across race, class and time within the Muslim world. This pious hope is part of the essence of Islam. It
         is reinforced by the Prophet’s account of his own mystical journey to heaven where he is greeted by the prophets who have
         gone before him. It is also imprinted on Muslim minds as a shared childhood memory. On the day of the great annual festival of Aid el Kebir (commemorating Abraham’s sacrifice) a young boy will accompany his father
         to a great gathering of the faithful in an open-air mosque. On this day the entire congregation will be beautifully attired,
         bathed, scented and resplendent in the full robes of tradition. Here the young Muslim boy will briefly be treated with the
         formal manners of adulthood. The respect of one’s peers is a powerful aspiration, which in Islam comes only to those who walk
         the sure path of tradition.
      

      
      No Muslim could despise history with the same reckless enthusiasm with which it appears to be disdained in, for example, America.
         It is almost impossible to imagine a Muslim businessman echoing Henry Ford’s cheerful declaration that ‘history is bunk’.
         When a Turkish Cypriot diplomat talks about forty thousand martyrs he is not referring to the murderous division of his island
         in 1974, but rather to a successful sixteenth-century Ottoman siege. When Colonel Gadafy regrets the fall of Granada he is
         not talking about a province of the Libyan Sahara lost to the colonial powers but about a Spanish city that fell in the fifteenth
         century. When every year the Shiite Muslims of Persia whip themselves into an emotional and bloody frenzy during a ten-day
         festival, they are not weeping for their nation but commemorating the death of Husayn in seventh-century Iraq. History is
         the very warp and weft of life, into which Muslims are themselves woven. This is not to say that every man in a Middle Eastern
         street can recite a list of rulers and dynasties going back to the Sumerians. Indeed THEY (meaning the current rulers, those
         charlatans behind the smoked-glass windows of their limousines and the well-guarded walls of their palaces) are often waved
         away dismissively – as you might brush away a fly from your cup of coffee – while in moments of extreme passion an old man
         will scream out to a crowd, ‘Why are our rulers all thieves?’
      

      
      
      The real ‘living history’ of the Muslim world is compacted into the hundred years around the life of the Prophet. It is this
         story that remains vital to modern life. It is a story that can be discussed, analysed and argued over. It provides all the
         parallels one might ever need for the goodness, the wickedness, the comedy, majesty and tragedy of mankind. It is the Shakespeare,
         the Aeschylus, the Euripides, the Milton, the Pinter, the complete works of mankind combined in one coherent tale. It has
         all the ingredients that a Muslim might ever require for reflection on the ways of the world: how the precious message of
         God survived against the wiles of Satan during the life of the Prophet Muhammad; of the heroic bravery of the Companions of
         the Prophet; of the first mesmerising Arabic conquests which extinguished – as if they were a pair of candles – the two thousand-year-old
         empires that dominated the old world; and of the time of the first Caliphs, the four ‘rightly guided’ successors of the Prophet.
         But even during this period of glory, when the achievements of the Arabs were writ in the heavens, there begins the slow fall
         from that high estate. Within a hundred years of the death of the Prophet it is the Umayyads – descendants of the Prophet’s
         most bitter opponents during his lifetime – who rule as hereditary emperors over the vast Muslim Empire, while the Prophet’s
         own grandson was left to ride alone to his death. The path trodden by the Prophet Muhammad, so soon neglected by his followers,
         has ever after been sought by the righteous.
      

      
      Knowledge of this path, of the details of the life of the Prophet Muhammad, is vital if one is to enter the imagination of
         the Muslim world. On a trip I undertook some years ago, I was once again admiring some classical ruins set against a desert
         landscape. The place was one of great beauty and considerable remoteness, though there had been some damage to it since my
         previous visit. By chance my arrival coincided with that of a film crew and a journalist from the state-controlled media. In front of the assembled village elders from this part of the pre-desert,
         arranged in a semicircle in their sparkling white, Friday best, I was interviewed. Part of me wanted to explode with an impassioned
         diatribe about litter, about the destruction of archaeological sites by casual treasure hunters and about the desecration
         caused by allowing builders to dump their waste here. I also wanted to talk about conservation, about the role of the World
         Monument Fund and how one could learn from both the good and the bad work done in Great Britain by the National Trust and
         English Heritage.
      

      
      Instead I found myself talking about the Prophet. I suggested that this place must have been built during the childhood of
         the Prophet; that it must have looked much as Mecca did when the Prophet was a young man; that the first Muslim missionaries
         must have arrived here just as the last of the great pagan mausoleums was being finished. As the interview ended I thought,
         what a fool I have been not to talk about litter, illegal digging, illicit dumping and art theft. It was then that I overheard
         one old man talking to another. Who is he? Ingliz, the other replied. Who are they? The M‘rabet Rumi (the holy men of Europe)
         whispered his neighbour. Litter could wait.
      

   



      
      
      1

      
      Dawn over Mecca

      
      Mecca, the sacred city of Arabia, is spread below us, home to twenty thousand souls. No walls guard its perimeter. It is a
         Monday morning. The twelfth day of the month of Rabaa in the year AD 570. Dawn first lights up the summits, for the city is
         defined by a surrounding wall of mountains, polished clean by the desert winds and baked black by the unrelenting sun. Once
         it has risen, the sun climbs quickly to show plumes of smoke drifting up from the tightly packed warren of houses. Now the
         light pours on to the rooftop terraces. Deep shadows exaggerate the different heights and idiosyncratic features of the walls.
         From the hidden yards and alleys rises gently, but with increasing tempo, the cacophony of life. Indistinct brown bundles
         laid out on biers beside the doorways shift slightly. Then, with a swift movement, a blanket is transformed into a cloak and
         a figure rises to greet the dawn. It is the habit on hot nights for the men of Mecca to sleep outside their doors to catch
         the cooling breeze. Cocks crow, children scamper, goats bleat; older girls can be seen moving swiftly through the alleys,
         fetching water, firing small clay ovens while cloth-shrouded bundles of dough are hurried from door to door. Slowly the dense cluster breaks down into individual houses.
         There are some fine imposing manor houses, whose proud dry-stone walls rise vertically, inset with narrow windows and protected
         by massive wooden doors. They stand side by side with humble mud-wall compounds whose perimeters contain nothing more substantial
         than a brushwood hut or a tent.
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      Unlike other cities of our experience, no teams of oxen can be seen pulling wagons noisily along the rutted stone pavements.
         The sand and gravel streets of Mecca catch and muffle traffic, whether it be the soft thud of camels’ hooves, the slightly
         quicker trotting of a mule or the exuberant gallop of a mare. But nothing can dam the deep, disgruntled, throaty roar of the
         camels as they are marshalled into caravans, saddled, burdened with packs and led out, in single file, along the roads. Mecca
         has grown like a star, its houses reaching out along the available level ground of the valley floor, following the sand roads
         that lead out to the four corners of the world.
      

      
      The western road leads directly to the ports of the Red Sea, a doorway to Egypt, Abyssinia and the India and China trade concentrated
         in Ceylon. It is but forty miles away, a distance a determined messenger could cover in a day with a change of horses. This
         way, the road south takes you out of the city on the road to the Yemen, to Arabia Felix (Arabia the Blessed) and the priceless source of incense. That road which heads north-east cuts through the bleak centre
         of Arabia, across an arid plateau that shelves down towards the rich agricultural land of Iraq, the many cities of Mesopotamia
         and the way east, up into Persia. This way north leads across the awesome sands of the Syrian desert towards the ancient oasis
         cities, the bustling trading markets of Damascus and Bostra, gateways into the empire of the Byzantine Caesars.
      

      
      
      As your eyes follow these roads your gaze passes beyond the tattered edges of the spreading city, through the city of the
         dead, vast fields of nameless cairns of stone. It passes through a suburb of huts, thorn-bush corrals and odd, cleared patches
         surrounded by rings of stones. These are the camel stables of the great merchants, pens for herds of goats and sheep and the
         seasonal camping grounds of the Bedouin. There is no bright green forest, no fertile orchard of date palms, though viewed
         from afar some of the dry river beds support a haze of thorn trees. Thin elegant trunks rise up, their under-foliage neatly
         clipped, as in some ornamental parkland, by the feeding goats. They are also harvested by man, for the sap, when dried, is
         the source of the medicinal balm of Mecca.
      

      
      Mecca stood at the centre of the Arabian caravan trade and was one of the great spiritual capitals of the peninsula. Like
         a desert gourd, it grew and retracted extravagantly with the season. The trading seasons – when the two great annual caravans
         set out and returned – were frantically busy. By contrast, when the caravans had left town, Mecca felt like an empty husk.
         Nothing, however, could match the time of the annual pilgrimage when all Arabia packed itself around the city and the camps
         of the Bedouin stretched out for mile upon mile.
      

      
      Let us look back again into the heart of the city. The sun has risen high over the mountains and the great open space at the
         centre of Mecca glows with light and life. Thin shadows are cast by the three hundred and sixty stone idols that circle the
         solid, box-like temple, the Kaaba, which commands the centre of this ritual space. A small knot has formed around the sacred
         wellhead of the zemzem spring and a handful of newly arrived visitors are circling the central temple of the Kaaba at the curious jog trot of the
         pilgrim.
      

      
      The usual form of worship is for pilgrims to circle the Kaaba seven times at a trot and then to drink from the holy spring. This rite seems to have a straightforward interpretation, with
         the square Kaaba symbolising the four corners of the earth which is circled seven times, just like the seven planets (or spheres
         of heaven) which were believed to circle the earth. We still live today in a yearly calendar ordered by these ancient beliefs,
         from the names and numbers of our days of the week, to the four weeks that form our lunar months and the stellar signs of
         the zodiac.
      

      
      Aside from this accustomed act of prayer there are other small knots of pilgrims pursuing their own ritual actions. For the
         inviolate sanctuary, situated right at the heart of Mecca, encompasses the worship of a disparate pantheon of gods. Many gods,
         many beliefs and many stories coexist in this sacred temenos. One Meccan might tell you that each of the three hundred and
         sixty idols is sacred to a different Arabian tribe; another would add that they also represent the days of the year and have
         been designed to mark out the divine passage of the solar year. One might tell you that the Kaaba is the altar of Adam; another
         that it was built by Abraham; yet another that it was once open to the sky. It is now enclosed, with roof and a raised doorway,
         to form a sacred cube. Inside this holy of holies are stored all manner of sacred objects and images. These are said to include
         an icon of the Virgin Mary with the Christ Child and a portrait of the Prophet Abraham. But the shrine is dominated by a representation
         of the war god Baal Hubal, who watches over the city’s political destiny. At times of trouble the city elders can seek his
         advice by casting a quiver of divinatory arrows before the idol and reading the future from the answers they give.
      

      
      Despite the evidence of Christian and Jewish cult objects within the Kaaba, the vast majority of the Arabs of Mecca adhered
         to their traditional pagan beliefs. It was a loose and eclectic paganism yet it contained a reasonably sophisticated body of belief which operated on a number of levels. There
         was no expectation of any life after death beyond the honour and continued prosperity of your clan. This was deeply related
         to a fundamental belief that you should meet your fate, your preordained destiny, with dignity and without indulging in an
         indecent and useless struggle to extend your allotted term. Beside these stoic virtues there was a widespread acceptance of
         an all-encompassing but basically malign spirit world which included powerful ancestors and jinn-spirits (who assumed the
         form of desert winds or rainstorms, or inhabited certain characteristic rocks, mountain peaks, caverns, springs and forests)
         which had to be propitiated, or at least treated with respect, if you were to reduce their malevolence. To assist in these
         actions there were the kahins, wandering seers and soothsayers, who dabbled in magic, in love potions or in reading a future for their paying clients from
         the shapes formed by throwing sacred bunches of twigs, scattering divinatory arrows, watching the flights of birds or reading
         the wind-blown patterns in the sand. Some of the kahins could be encouraged to go into shamanistic trances and though they were often consulted, and not a little feared, they remained
         on the edges of society. They never formed a priesthood and the Arabs of Mecca, just like the ancient Romans, simply entrusted
         the care of their shrines to the most respected and capable men of the community.
      

      
      There was also an Arabic version of the worldwide fertility cult, the worship of the mother goddess, known variously as Isis
         in Egypt, Cybele in Anatolia, Aphrodite in Greece, Astarte in Syria and Ashteroth in Mesopotamia. The mother goddess was often
         worshipped as a trinity, to include her characteristics of creator, nurturer and destroyer, and so could be portrayed as nubile
         nymph, curvaceous mother and vengeful crone. The goddess was always worshipped in association with a virile male god who shared in the triple aspect, and could be lover, brother and
         child. This heroic young fertility god was doomed to a sacrificial death but was recreated each year by a redemptive rebirth,
         often assisted by a beneficent all-powerful father god normally associated with the sky. This cycle, as in all Middle Eastern
         societies, was linked with a whole mythical literature, the four agricultural seasons, the movements of the stars and the
         cycles of the sun and moon. The fertility goddess was addressed in Arabia as al-Lat, literally ‘the Goddess’, or as Banat
         al-dahr, ‘the daughters of fate’. Just a few days’ ride from Mecca there were three famous shrines to the goddess. At the
         oasis of Taif she was addressed as al-Rabba, ‘the sovereign’, at Nakhlah she was al-Uzzah, ‘the mighty one’, while at the
         port of Qayd she was simply Manat, ‘doom’. The youthful, male rain-giver and thunder god was addressed as Thuraiza or Muzdalifa.
         The supreme all-powerful father god was simply but emphatically addressed in Arabic as al-Lah, or Allah, which is not a distinct
         identity but simply means ‘the God’.
      

      
      The Yemen boasted great bronze cult statues in such open-air sanctuaries as the one dedicated to al-Maqah at Marib, while
         the temples of Palmyra were filled with stone carvings of the deities. In central Arabia there was little representational
         stone carving. As in ancient Palestine the deities were represented by unshaped god-stones. Some of these, like that of the
         Kaaba, were unearthly meteorites; others were natural formations that followed the old requirements in Exodus (20: 25): ‘make
         me a stone altar, do not build it of dressed stone; for if you use a chisel on it, you will profane it’.
      

      
      During the annual month-long pilgrimage held in the autumn, the radius of the sacred sanctuary of Mecca was extended to twenty
         miles. All the tribes of Arabia were welcome and all forms of warfare, even blood feuds, were forbidden. It therefore became customary to leave all arms and clothing outside the sanctuary and to perform the pilgrimage naked. Among
         the ritual actions to be undertaken by pilgrims was a running ascent of the two hills of Mecca, to be repeated seven times,
         an all-night vigil of prayer beside Mount Arafat, offerings addressed to three stone pillars at al-Mina and a blood sacrifice.
         Interpretations of these actions must remain speculative but it seems likely that at the holy time of the autumnal equinox
         the sacred rites of the Middle Eastern fertility cult were performed to insure that the cycle of life continued. Most, if
         not all, of the specific original details may have been lost on the worshippers by the sixth century AD, but the pilgrimage
         to Mecca clearly held a place of unique importance within Arabian society. We know that even Arabs who had converted to Christianity
         continued to perform the pilgrimage.
      

      
      Mecca also held a unique place in the development of the Arabic language. For the annual market at Ukaz, which was held outside
         the precincts of the city during the month of Dhu l-Qa‘da, was as much about poetry as about trade. This attracted all the
         great wandering poets of Arabia who would compete with each other in recitals and boasting competitions. Not only would all
         the old epics be recited (many of which had been composed for the courts of the rival Ghassanid and Lakhmid kings) but new
         verses would be revealed or spontaneously composed, praising some great patriarchal chief for his generosity and wisdom, some
         young warrior for his heroic daring or lauding the beauty of the loved one, be it a camel, a horse, a youth or an unattainable
         girl. Side by side with martial interests and the stoic virtues of the desert, the Arab poets loved to dwell upon the endless
         trials, inspirations and pitfalls of love as well as describing the beauty of the random patterns that were formed by the
         shadows of passing clouds upon the desert. Ukaz brought all this together, along with a political agenda that thrashed out the settlement of blood feuds, a truce or a new alliance through marriage. Ukaz
         was uniquely important but it was not alone, for there was a recognised schedule for the ten annual markets of Arabia. Each
         had its role: Sohar, on the Persian Gulf, was paramount for the Indian Ocean trade, the fair at Aden was necessary for the
         trade with Somalia and Abyssinia, while the market at Mahra that sprawled beneath the mountain where the prophet Hud had been
         buried was an important gathering point for the tribes of southern Arabia.
      

      
      Illiteracy in central Arabia was the norm, even among poets. One of the most striking facts about Arabian society was that
         the spoken language was kept in its purest form by the nomadic tribes. It is almost as if the lack of material objects and
         the lack of written forms kept the joy and exuberance of language at its most acute. It alone maintained a breathless virility
         and inventiveness, though all the written forms evolved in the more settled areas in the far south or in the north. We know
         from archaeology that there were at least four distinct lettered languages in existence in ancient southern Arabia and at
         least four in the north. Among the more famous of these northern languages are Aramaic (the language spoken by Jesus) and
         the Hebrew of the Jews. Both of these influential tongues seem to have been formed at about the same time, around 1200 BC,
         by nomadic tribes migrating out of the Arabian desert into the fertile crescent. In the Hellenistic period Aramaic had emerged
         as the language of the street throughout the Middle East, in preference to either Greek, Latin or Persian. It was further
         widened, evolved and disseminated as the native tongue of the great trading cities of Petra and Palmyra and in the Syriac
         dialect used by the Church. However, all of these northern and southern tongues, despite centuries of official and literary
         use, would ultimately be eclipsed by the unwritten speech of the desert. The poets may have played a critical role in this transformation, and by the fourth century
         AD Arabic can be said to have evolved. It was understood across the length and breadth of Arabia.
      

       [image: image]

      
      Mecca is many things to many different people. The centre of the world to its citizens, a sacred centre for all of pagan Arabia,
         a central entrepôt of the caravans that crisscross Arabia with the beneficial profits of trade as well as a marketplace bustling
         with local traders.
      

      
      The markets are on the edge of the sacred enclosure of Mecca and feed the city. For although Mecca has holiness and water
         aplenty, practically everything else has to be imported. Bedouin bring in the pick of their herds of sheep and goats to be
         bought by butchers and slaughtered in the market. Beneath palm-frond shades piles of grapes, melons, watermelons and cucumbers
         are sold in season, mostly the produce of the oasis gardens of Taif, a two-day ride away. Less perishable goods such as dates,
         pressed dates, barley and wheat come from a wider field of suppliers including the oasis of Yathrib, a ten-day ride to the
         north.
      

      
      That Monday, a messenger arrives at the house of one of the dominant merchant sheikhs of the town. He is ‘Abd al-Muttalib,
         the acknowledged leader of the Beni Hashim clan, one of the many kinship groups that make up Mecca’s ruling Quraysh tribe.
         He is a paramount figure in Mecca’s clan-based society, a man worthy of the greatest respect, a rich and powerful merchant
         whose every word is listened to in the councils of his clan, tribe and city. The messenger is from Aminah, his daughter-in-law:
         ‘An infant is born to you; come and see him.’ ‘Abd al-Muttalib rises and hastens on his way, for since the death of his youngest
         son, Abdullah, he has become the responsible male. The old man stoops beside Aminah’s bed and listens carefully to what she
         has seen, dreamed and heard during her pregnancy. He approves her choice of name. The boy will be called Muhammad, which means
         ‘the Praised One’. ‘Abd al-Muttalib then takes his brand new grandson in his arms, carries the child into the dark, gloomy
         interior of the Kaaba shrine and gives thanks to the High God Allah for this gift of life.
      

      
      How happy they had been just nine months earlier. Everyone in his family knew that Abdullah had been the old man’s favourite.
         Not that ‘Abd al-Muttalib had been short of choices: he had ten sons and six daughters. They were a good-looking family, every
         inch the proud hawk-featured Arabs. Indeed, it was said of his sons that ‘there were no more prominent and stately men, none
         of more noble profile. Their noses were so large that the nose drank before the lips.’ And not that the life had gone out
         of their father either. To prove that he was still full of natural spirit, ‘Abd al-Muttalib had decided to take a new wife
         to coincide with Abdullah’s first marriage. For Abdullah he had chosen carefully – Aminah, daughter of Wahb, who was related
         to one of his business colleagues and was one of the leading merchants from the Zuhrah clan. After a shared celebration, father
         and son had both ‘entered’ into their new wives on the same night. Muhammad had been conceived on that first night. Now Abdullah
         was dead and buried, already two months cold in his grave. Thank God for this gift of life.
      

      
      Abdullah had died before he could make anything on his own account from trade. The newborn Muhammad and his widowed mother
         had but five camels and a little slave girl, Barakah, to their name. But at least the child had a lineage to be proud of.
         Muhammad, son of Abdullah, son of ‘Abd al-Muttalib, son of Hashim (founder of the Beni Hashim clan), son of ‘Abdu Manaf, son
         of Qusayy (the founder of Mecca’s ruling Quraysh tribe) – quite a mouthful. He would never lack for cousins, he would never be alone and he would never starve or lack protection, for he was
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