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      For my mother

      ‘Heaven lies at the feet of mothers’
The Prophet Muhammad
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      PREFACE

      I had been looking forward to meeting her for months, though when I did, it was the evening that the bombs had begun to fall
         on her home town. The first hour was spent in polite denial, as we chattered on about art, culture and history in their elegant
         London drawing room furnished with modern pieces from Syria as well as heavier relics from an Ottoman past interspersed with
         her own massive canvases. But it was only when we ended up packed into their small sitting room, staring at a giant television
         screen filled with orange flashes as their homeland was bombed, that I began to learn.
      

      It was clearly not the first time that Baghdad had been bombed before her eyes. Her husband would excitedly point out some
         feature of the city to us, such as the ministry that he had laboured in, working on various agricultural schemes. It stood
         beside the excavations of an Abbasid palace and he prayed that this might not be considered a target. It was the only one
         that the Mongol cavalry had left, though soon there might be nothing left of this last fragile trace of Baghdad’s medieval
         glory. The ‘City of Peace’ that now knew nothing but war. Now and then they would both defiantly agree to turn off the television,
         produce another plate of food for their guests, fill their glasses and the conversation would be resumed on a calmer, cultural
         level. We talked about our shared love for palm trees and later he proudly showed me a copy of the travels of his grandfather, that he had carefully edited with the assistance of his brothers. This could not be compared to
         English travel literature of the same period. His grandfather was a nationalist hero of Iraq, a man who had struggled against
         both the old Ottoman power and the British neocolonial protectorate that had followed it. The title ‘travels’ was no more
         than a polite literary fiction, for the questing experience of a young man who had been banished from his homeland and was
         looking for possible political answers from the other Arabs in the Middle East. Then the television would be switched on again
         for another round of CNN-reported explosions, in and around Baghdad. ‘This is not new. It has always been like this for us
         Iraqis, to suffer. To struggle and to suffer.’
      

      Later she took us out to the corridor and began to turn around canvas after canvas that had been facing the wall. They were
         still wet, a gallery of hieratic figures drawn from the inspirational images of Mesopotamian civilisation: the priests, kings
         and goddesses of Sumer, Akkad, Chaldea, Babylon mingled with Islamic symbols and totems, all of them consumed by flames and
         anguish. That they were still wet was a tribute to her enormous energy but she dismissed this with a flick of her eyes as
         she staggered under the weight of her stretched canvases. ‘I paint because I cannot sleep. Now that the bombs have come again,
         I only see her.’
      

      Later, much later, we heard who the ‘her’ was. We also heard of the years of work, the internal battle between her role as
         a mother and wife and that of an artist, the war waged within herself between the freedom to work that London gave her and
         the relevance and sustenance that could only come from living in her homeland. And then finally had come the night of recognition;
         a brilliantly successful show in London, saluted by the whole expatriate Arab world. But that very same night, coming home
         from the euphoria of a lifetime of effort, she had switched on the midnight news and heard that a rocket had gone astray – one of the chance side effects of the no-fly zones placed by the allies
         over bits of Iraq. Then suddenly she realised that the debris of this rocket-destroyed house in Iraq was hauntingly familiar.
         The television cameras were playing over the remains of her sister’s house.
      

      Her entire family had been destroyed by a stray rocket on the night that she had finally been saluted as an artist. She had
         been given an hour or two of total happiness before it was all swept away. Now years later the bombs had started falling on
         Baghdad again and she felt her personal grief being shared by tens of thousands. Her response had been to paint, to paint
         through day and night, creating elements of her sister’s face intertwined among all the past glories of Iraq. It was a harrowing,
         if not tortured vision, but it is ‘what we are born for’, she said. ‘We are born to this fate, we who are the people of Ali,
         who were born to struggle, to struggle and then to suffer.’
      

      In the sitting room the television had gone back on again and so the explosions had returned to dominate the conversation.
         As we made our farewells, her husband led me back to his cherished library with its rows of revered history books, well-thumbed
         novels in Arabic, English and French and the glossy well-illustrated surveys of the glories of Islamic art, architecture and
         calligraphy. The top right-hand shelf looked empty, though it was not. It was the place of honour where an old leather-bound
         book lay flat. It was his grandfather’s copy of the sermons of Ali. ‘I would not surrender one line from that book for all
         the rest in this room,’ he declared. If it had been said by a bearded teacher in his barren schoolroom one would have nodded
         in polite agreement, but somehow, coming from such a Westernised Iraqi, it had even more power. The evening was an education;
         it was about the inescapable nature of suffering. How the true and the good must always suffer. I also began to understand something of the emotional nature behind the story of the Heirs of the Prophet.
      

      It is a tragic tale. It can also be complex, for within Islam there are two different historical narratives, the Shia version
         and the Sunni version, and these were only really codified into rival interpretations of history some two hundred years after
         the death of the Prophet. About the Prophet Muhammad himself there is very little disagreement between the two traditions.
         The unity that they share over the events of the lifetime of the Prophet Muhammad ends symbolically at the hour of his death.
         The Shia believe that the Prophet died in the arms of Ali, the Sunni that he died with his head in the lap of Aisha. A believing
         Muslim will typically grow up with the knowledge of only one of these – and in my experience is often pleasantly surprised
         and genuinely interested to hear the other narrative. It has been my aim to honour both traditions and to sit like a tailor
         darning together two pieces of cloth into one. For in this instance it is possible that both traditional accounts are literally
         true.
      

   
      
      INTRODUCTION

      
         ‘Genuine tragedies in the world are not conflicts
between right and wrong. They are conflicts
between two virtues’
         

         Christian Friedrich Hebbel

         ‘God knows best which is right’
traditional Muslim saying

      

      The Heirs of the Prophet Muhammad is a tale filled with remarkable individuals, who each take their turn to bob and weave in the flood of history before the
         relentless tide of events. It is a quite extraordinary epic, a fantastic fusion of tragedy, love and noble self-sacrifice;
         of destructive war, of scarcely credible conquests, of unbelievable wealth, of suffering, ambition, bravery, chivalry and
         trickery such as never can be nor ever has been exceeded.
      

      It is the story of a small tight-knit band of believers who had followed the Prophet Muhammad into exile from Mecca to Medina,
         fought for him for ten years and then struggled to organise and direct the Muslim community after his death. They started
         as a band of some eighty penniless refugees and would end up in command of a hundred thousand warriors. It is a tale of quite
         staggering achievement, of how the scattered, poor and anarchic tribes of Arabia conquered the known world under the banners of Islam. Of the genius-like commanders who led them to victory over
         the legions of the Byzantine Empire and then those of Sassanid Persia, while back in the oasis of Medina a series of wise
         old Caliphs founded new cities and organised an empire that would endure for six hundred years. Though the Arab conquest might
         now appear to be an unstoppable force of predetermined historical inevitability, it is one that is also riddled with bizarre
         instances of chance; where victory hangs in the balance of a summer wind, on ground conditions or on the stamina of the nomadic
         Bedouin warriors after a four-day running battle. On such foundations are empires built and kingdoms lost.
      

      The four great Caliphs of Islam, Abu Bakr, Omar, Uthman and Ali, will each dominate the historical stage by turn. Each was
         a true heir to some aspect of their revered master’s character though none could hope to match the full range of Muhammad’s
         unique nature. Each would also find out how the exercise of power would transform their character. The meek, pious and utterly
         loyal Abu Bakr would be transformed into a brilliant strategist who outwitted all the wily old tribal warlords of Arabia.
         Omar, the second Caliph, is an iconic archetype of faith in flesh if ever there was one. A grand, implacable puritan of towering
         strength and conviction who would hold on to the Prophet’s example of incorruptible poverty and absolute integrity even though
         he failed to imitate his master’s compassion and great empathy with women. For if there was one thing that delighted Muhammad
         more than anything on this earth it was the company and friendship of his clever, articulate and free-speaking wives. Uthman,
         the third Caliph, was a kind, pacific, generous and clever man who proved himself an inspired administrator. Despite his one
         great failing – an uncritical love for his own clansmen – he must be honoured as a martyr and saluted as the steadfast guardian
         of the Koran. Ali, the fourth Caliph, is the linchpin of the whole tale, a figure crafted from the purest principles of honour, truth, bravery, integrity and faith. He is the knight
         gallant that stands behind all our tales of chivalry, both of the East and the West. Like all such men, he was not fated to
         prosper in our venal world, ridden as it is with secret ambitions, private fears and covert jealousies. When he is struck
         down by the assassin’s blade, the ‘Rightly Guided Era’ of Islam is finished for ever.
      

      But aside from these four great historical figures other memorable characters will also emerge. Khalid, the brilliant but
         merciless general who conquered Arabia and then the Byzantine Near East for his masters, would yet lose himself by his pride.
         He first became notorious when he bedded a captive virgin over the field of battle impregnated with the blood of her fallen
         tribe. Amr, who was destined to conquer Egypt three times, is a near-perfect example of just how talented the traditional
         merchant chiefs from the Quraysh tribe of Mecca could be – despite the intriguing mystery of his birth. On the eastern front
         with Persia no one could hope to match the stature of Ibn Harith, a pure-blooded Bedouin Arab chieftain who seems to have
         come from out of the pages of some pre-Islamic ode. Then there is the almost fictional villainy of that womanising power politician,
         the ex-bandit Mughira, who yet remains endearing from the pure zest with which he cut his way through life. He would ultimately
         use his talents in the service of the cautious, superbly efficient and sagacious Muawiya, who despite being the son of the
         Prophet’s most determined pagan enemy would establish the rule of the Umayyad dynasty. Within our Western tradition perhaps
         only Augustus Caesar can stand beside Muawiya as a political genius of the first water.
      

      The Heirs of the Prophet is also a story centred on love, especially a conflict in love between Muhammad’s two closest followers, between his first
         disciple Ali and his devoted wife Aisha. This fatal enmity would accidentally pave the way for the first schism within the ranks of Islam out of which would come Islam’s two
         paths, and ultimately assist in the triumph of Muawiya over the saintly Companions of the Prophet.
      

      To appreciate the true resonances of this tale we must first become familiar with the landscape of Medina, the oasis capital
         of the Caliphate, know the story of Ali’s exceptionally close relationship with the Prophet Muhammad, appreciate the nature
         of the Arab Bedouin warriors who achieved the Arab conquest, but also understand how the Prophet Muhammad existed and was
         supported by the love of Aisha and his other wives. Each of these four introductory chapters takes a different perspective
         but all conclude around that most decisive moment in the whole of this tale, the Prophet’s death in Medina on Monday 8 June
         632.
      

      Only then are we ready to launch upon the narrative of events that follow in rapid succession immediately after the death
         of the Prophet. For once the first Caliph has been placed in office as the ‘successor’ the whole community is launched upon
         the path of conflict and expansion, which once initiated has its own extraordinary internal momentum. So that the young Muslim
         community is catapulted on to the pages of world history in a blaze of blood, glory and power.
      

      On one level, it is a triumphant progress to match the conquests of Alexander the Great, though on another level it is also
         the ultimate test of any spiritual faith to be tried by the distracting temptations of pride, wealth, fame, ambition and dominion.
         It is as if the temptations that Satan offered to Christ during his forty days in the wilderness were made flesh.
      

      Fifty years after the Prophet’s death an empire had indeed been forged but the Kaaba, the house of God at Mecca, had been
         burned to the ground and the Prophet’s own beloved grandson Husayn had been spurned, betrayed and beheaded.
      

      It is this concept, of how speedily the example of the Prophet Muhammad was betrayed by mankind, which lies right at the heart
         of this epic tale and of why Muslims are still today divided between Sunni and Shia from out of the events of the seventh
         century. All Muslims agree that with the assassination of Ali in 661 the era of holiness is over. Within but a generation
         after the death of the Prophet the rule of the enlightened is finished, and the tough-minded generals, the scheming politicians,
         the police chiefs and the old dynasts are back in the seats of power. No one doubts this, whether they are Sunni or Shia.
      

      The difference is in how they would look back upon the period of the Heirs of the Prophet. The Sunni, for all the slow creeping
         decay in spiritual values, honour this first generation of Muslims and consider the example set by Abu Bakr, Omar, Uthman
         and Ali (and the other Companions of the Prophet) to be of use in how mankind can best conduct himself on earth. Their heroes
         are these Rashidun, the first four Rightly Guided Caliphs, and the scholar-sages who would later protect this heritage from
         the corruption of the world.
      

      The Shia concentrate on the sense of immediate loss, of the vision betrayed within a day of the Prophet’s death. They argue
         that only Ali was qualified to uphold the spiritual values that underpinned the whole future direction of Islam. On one level
         it is an undeniably gloomy vision, this triple betrayal of Ali (for his claims to leadership were to be passed over three
         times) which was to be later compounded by the murder of his son Husayn. However, on another level it allows the Shia to reach
         for the very stars, to freely speculate about ‘what if?’, and to aspire to create a holy state such as Ali might have instituted
         on this earth. To understand some of its attraction, try to put it into a British perspective by recalling the romance of a lost cause – think of King Arthur linked up with the Stuarts and Jacobites and espousing
         an evangelical Christian-Communism.
      

      After the story of the Heirs of the Prophet is finished there are two appendices. The first traces how the events of the seventh
         century connect with some of the better-known Islamic movements and leaders of today. This is followed by the story of ‘How
         do we know?’, which traces our knowledge of these times back to the chain of storytelling within the old oasis city of Medina
         which directly links us to Aisha, the beloved of the Prophet.
      

      In order to keep the main structure of the book free from a flood-tide of unfamiliar Arabic names I have deliberately concentrated
         the narrative around a dozen key characters. I have also got rid of all accents and used recognisable names wherever possible
         rather than list the full glory of the Arabic patronymic, which delights in recording both the ibn/bint (whose son or daughter
         you are, the Nasab) and the Abu/Umm (who you have fathered or mothered, the Kunya) as well as your grandparents, your tribe
         and home town. I have also plumped for some old-fashioned English spellings of Arabic words which have long been superseded
         in scholarly circles. In particular I have chosen to spell the second Caliph as ‘Omar’ rather than the canonical ‘‘Umar’ purely
         because I think it might rest easier on the reader not to have two of the principal characters both beginning with a ‘U’.
         Similarly I have dropped the current orthodox spelling of Qur’an for the more homely, Anglicised ‘Koran’, and preferred the
         old-fashioned ‘Beni’ to ‘Banu’. This might annoy a handful of specialists but then this book was never addressed to their
         attention. My aim has always been to try to include as many potential listeners as possible and to free this vitally important
         story from what a newspaper editor recently explained to me as the two greatest obstacles facing any current writing about Islam, that his readership is either ‘bored or afraid’. Only when the Western world can move beyond
         this threshold of boredom and fear and offer up some degree of respect to Muhammad and Ali – that is so freely bestowed upon
         Moses and Jesus within the Islamic world – will this world become a more just and safer place.
      

   
      
      PART I
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      1

      
      Medina: Oasis Capital
of the Muslim State

      
      It was on a moonlit desert night in AD 622 that the Prophet Muhammad had first received the loyalty of the men of Medina. They
         had met in secret in the high reaches of the valley of Mina, at Aqaba, just outside Mecca. There the Prophet had replied to
         the sworn oaths of the assembled men with ‘I am yours and you are mine. Whom you war against, him I war against. Whom you
         make peace with, him I make peace with.’ With these words the Muslim community was born, and his personal bonds with Mecca
         were loosened and a new loyalty pledged to Medina.
      

      
      A decade later he would make another moonlight appointment with his followers – though this time it was outside Medina and
         it was only the Prophet who would speak. He had awoken one midsummer night directed by an inner conviction that he should
         go out to the cemetery and pray over the dead. He left the rest of the household sleeping but woke a trusted companion and
         together they wandered out through the dusty lanes overhung with the dark silhouettes of palm trees for a mile towards the
         burial ground of Baqi al-Gharqad. Over the dead, which for him included two daughters and an infant son, as well as wives, dear friends and loyal followers, Muhammad called out a clear greeting: ‘Peace
         be upon you, O people of the graves. Rejoice in your state, how much better is it than the state of men now living. Dissensions
         come like waves of darkest night, the one following hard upon the other, each worse than the last.’ Then he prayed quietly
         to Allah to exercise mercy over this field; for among the many sublime titles of absolute power, God may also be addressed
         as Ar-Rahim (the merciful) and Al-Ghaffar (the forgiver). After a while the two old men returned back to the house-mosque.
         When Muhammad awoke just before dawn he was transfixed by a violent throbbing headache. Ten days later he would be dead. In
         the ten years between that first moonlit oath at Aqaba and those midnight prayers for the dead, the oasis of Medina had risen
         under the leadership of Muhammad to become the governing capital of all Arabia.
      

      
      The Prophet Muhammad and all his chief followers were from the trading city of Mecca. They were born in Mecca, brought up
         in Mecca and had their whole lives transformed when they converted to Islam at Mecca. All the Caliphs who would succeed the
         Prophet Muhammad were from Mecca as were the chief generals of the Arab conquest and all his most influential wives. Even
         the great dynasties that would ultimately rule for centuries over the early empires of Islam, be they the fiercely antagonistic
         Umayyad, Abbasid or Fatamid clans, were all descended from Meccan families. The haj pilgrimage to Mecca, one of the five pillars
         of the Muslim faith, continues to this day to stress the whole Mecca-focused nature of early Islam. In comparison the oasis
         of Medina seems to hardly rate at all. Although everywhere acknowledged as the second city of Islam it also remains curiously
         unfocused, slipping in and out of the historical record like some sketchily painted backdrop to the principal events. (Though they were intertwined by history, there was a hard ten-day ride across the desert
         between the two cities.)
      

      
      This hidden nature of Medina only adds to its fascination. For it was against the everyday reality of this oasis community
         that at least half of the Koran was revealed. For the verses of the Koran are divided into two quite different tones, the
         verses revealed at Mecca in the twelve years 610–22 and those that were delivered in Medina in the ten years 622–32. The Meccan
         verses could seemingly be addressed to any age and body of mankind. They have a strong universal appeal and are the central
         lodestone around which all the great mystics of Islam, such as Rumi or Ibn Arabi, have built their own spiritual reflections
         and poetical commentaries. By contrast the Koranic verses from the Medina period tend to be much more specific, detailed and
         placed into the physical and political realities of seventh-century Arabia. Many of the Medina verses can be seen to be a
         divine answer to a specific problem of the Muslim community in Medina as framed by the Prophet in prayer and meditation to
         God. These divine answers are the Koranic bedrock which still underlies the daily conduct of the whole vast worldwide society
         of Islam. So it is of critical importance to our understanding of true Islam to know how this first community of Muslims at
         Medina were behaving. For it was their moral behaviour that so often posed the question that God would answer with a revelation.
         With this sort of crucial understanding of the Koran on offer, there seems little need to stress the importance of looking
         with eagle-eyed attention at everything one can ever learn about Medina. It was the place where the Prophet took a band of
         penniless refugees who hitherto had to practise their faith in secret and under constant persecution and hostility in Mecca.
         In Medina they were finally free to worship as they pleased. All the distinctive habits of Islamic civilisation were created
         in the freedom of Medina. It was the place where the Prophet built the first mosque, where the Prophet lived freely, where he developed the
         rituals of prayer, burial, daily conduct, marriage and pilgrimage. Here he established not only the intimate domestic details
         of daily faith but also the yearly cycle of festivals. Medina was also the seat of the Islamic state; the centre from which
         every single military expedition was sent out. It was to Medina that the chiefs, sheikhs and diplomats of tribal Arabia came
         to make their peace and bargain their submission. It was at Medina that the Prophet established the details of how to rule,
         how to judge, how to tax and how to govern an Islamic state. In just ten years of the Prophet’s own personal guidance, the
         community of Muslims at Medina grew from eighty impoverished refugees to a movement to be numbered in tens of thousands. If
         Mecca was the crucible in which Muhammad was transformed from an orphan boy to a Prophet, Medina was the forge by which the
         Prophet transformed tribal Arabia into a theocratic state.
      

      
      Medina means ‘the city’ in Arabic. It is an affectionate abbreviation of Medinet al-Nabi, ‘the City of the Prophet’, though
         throughout the lifetime of Muhammad it was never a town, let alone a city, but a scattering of hamlets spread across an agricultural
         oasis – one of the many oases that are placed like islands in the sea of the Nejed Desert of central Arabia. In the decades
         after the death of Muhammad, the city of Medina would gradually grow around its nucleus, the house-mosque of the Prophet,
         but throughout his own lifetime there was no specific urban centre. So Medina referred to the entire oasis community that
         was strung along the Yathrib valley. A contemporary Christian historian from this early period records both these names and
         offers up the explanation that Yathrib was named after the fourth son of Abraham, while Medina was derived from Midian – the
         biblical name for the Arabs of the desert. None of these statements is in conflict with that central Islamic tenet that the Prophet Muhammad was not a founder
         of a new religion but a reformer of the old monotheist tradition that reaches back through Jesus, Moses, Abraham to our common
         first-father, Adam. As a traditional Muslim saying has it:
      

      
      
         Our Lord Abraham is the beloved of God

         
         Our Lord Moses is the mouthpiece of God

         
         Our Lord Issa [Jesus] is the spirit of God

         
         But our Lord Muhammad is the Prophet of God

         
      

      
      If you had approached seventh-century Medina from the vantage point of the hills to its south, it would at first have looked
         like an 8-mile-long river of green, for at that distance the dusty grey-green of the palm leaves merged together to form a
         forest. As you rode closer this verdant unity dissolved, and the oasis broke up into a collection of ill-defined villages,
         with some standing like detached islands off from the main archipelago. If the sporadic spring rains had been good the whole
         area around the central palmery would have been cultivated with plots of barley among fields of grass on the wadi beds. These
         would be cropped in May just as the summer scorched this marginal, unfenced occasional ploughland into the burnt yellows and
         browns of the desert steppe.
      

      
      Approaching ever closer, you passed beside ancient cemeteries: fields of neglected stone beside which the circular clay floors
         of the threshing grounds looked polished with continuous use. As you finally rode into the centre of the oasis, the dense
         forest dissolved into a patchwork of small intensely worked gardens where the palm trunks formed a canopy below which lesser
         crops of fodder and vegetables grew in the dappled light. Many of these enclosures included a simple hut made of woven palm
         fronds, where gardeners might shelter by day and dogs by night. The modest courtyard houses of Medina were clustered together for defence around the distinctive fortified manor-houses of the oasis – which were
         known as atam. There were over seventy of these fortress farmhouses scattered throughout the length of the Yathrib valley. In the desperate
         periods of internal fighting before the coming of Islam, the possession of an atam was the measure by which the rival tribes, dissident clans and confederations measured their strength. The densest area of
         settlement was on the higher southern edge of the valley where the cleanest water, the best gardens and tallest atam could be found. This was the Aliyah, which was also the oldest area of settlement, though the Prophet would not make his
         home there. On that joyous day of celebration when he first rode into the Yathrib valley he had given his camel Quswa her
         head and allowed her to choose their future home. Quswa chose an old date-drying yard off a back alley that stood roughly
         in the middle of the oasis.
      

      
      A hill, Mount Sal, stood on the northern edge of the oasis. It was on this low but strategic eminence that the Prophet had
         pitched his leather tent as a watchtower and military headquarters when the whole oasis was under siege. However, the real
         geographical signpost of Medina was Mount Uhud, which rose three miles to the north. Uhud had two escarpments which reached
         south towards the oasis to frame a bowl, a natural theatre where the Battle of Uhud had been fought out between the Muslims
         and the pagan Arabs of Mecca. Here the rough grave-cairns of the seventy-four martyrs who had fallen during that day’s fighting
         (including the Prophet’s uncle Hamza) could be found, as well as the chuckling waters of Ainain – the double spring. The west
         face of Mount Uhud served as Medina’s harbour. Here the three wadis, or dry river beds, that framed the Yathrib valley joined
         together at Zaghabah, a natural camping ground where expeditions and caravans could patiently assemble. It was close enough
         for merchants to ride in and trade at the various clan markets, as well as to make those last farewells and last-minute changes to faulty
         harnesses that are always necessary at the start of a journey – but not so close to the oasis that the grazing pack camels
         became a nuisance to the gardens or the caravan became afflicted by the visits of idle youths, dogs and the curious. Here
         also the gravel and sandy floor of the wadi l’Aqiq pointed travellers neatly on their way: either north towards Khaybar oasis
         or south towards Mecca. From this perspective you could understand how well placed Medina was to act as a trading centre.
         Immediately south of the oasis began the lava flows: a massive extrusion of eroded basalt that stretched hundreds of miles
         south. Determined travellers could make their way across this territory but the sharp, black stones and the bleak grazing
         made it very hard going with a real risk of damaging the hoofs of your pack animals. However, just to the north of Medina
         the way opened for the first really inviting east–west crossing of the Nejed Desert; and the road to Iraq and Persia. Indeed
         so obvious are Medina’s charms that many historians have wondered how it came to be that dry, arid, mountain-embraced Mecca
         ever came to dominate the Arabian carrying trade when Medina had seemingly all the geographical advantages on her side.
      

      
      Mecca’s one great advantage was the quality of her political leadership. The Quraysh of Mecca, for all their clan rivalries,
         usually succeeded in presenting a united face to the outside world. Unlike Medina, which was so riven by the political infighting
         of the clans that it could not pretend to any coherent policy.
      

      
      In Mecca the agricultural poverty of the desert valleys had always worked to drive the men out to seek employment in the wider
         world. The Quraysh of Mecca were to be found everywhere in the Middle East where there was a sniff of trade: be it the ports
         of Abyssinia, the hill towns of the Yemen, a castle in Syria or the court of a Persian governor in Iraq, there you would find
         them, trusted figures who were equally at home with the Bedouin tribes of the desert, urbane merchant dynasts and the outposts of
         bored frontier guards. The rich chieftains of Mecca had a correspondingly diverse portfolio of holdings: perhaps a small estate
         in Palestine, a house in a walled town of Syria, some grazing grounds in Mesopotamia, an orchard in the Yemen or in the hill
         town of Taif; and then there were their herds, some of which would be held in hand, others cared for by distant Bedouin tribes.
         Mecca and its leadership prospered or perished from its role as trusted traders.
      

      
      Medina by contrast was rich enough in agricultural produce that the success or failure of its caravan carrying trade was not
         such a vital concern. Although the men of Medina also worked on the caravan routes and were involved in grazing the surrounding
         desert with their herds, their primary concern was always their oasis gardens. This provided them with very different priorities,
         for there was no such thing as an off-season in the life of a Medina gardener. The gardens had always to be protected from
         man and beast; the neat picket fences of palm fronds and high mud walls had to be continually repaired against the recurrent
         assault of nimble goats, pushy mules, inquisitive camels and envious neighbours. Above all the oasis gardens had to be watered;
         for it was truly said of the palm that it will flourish only if its head is in the sun and its feet are in the water, which
         in Medina required months of back-breaking work at the well-heads. This subterranean water was Medina’s true wealth but it
         was jealously guarded. Typically the one recorded row between the Muslim refugees from Mecca and the indigenous Muslims of
         Medina began over a seemingly petty dispute over a leather bucket of water. Some wells were communally maintained by a clan
         or a neighbourhood but most were private ventures that needed constant attention – and the work of repair was expensive and
         dangerous. In their first years as exiles in Medina the pious Muslim refugees, most of whom had been ruined by a decade of persecution and trade embargo, were driven by necessity to work as day labourers in the gardens of their
         hosts. Ali for instance had to earn his keep by hauling water. The wealthy and clever Uthman earned enormous gratitude from
         the young Muslim community when he paid for the construction of a new well and then gave it over for the sole use of the poor
         Muslim refugees from Mecca. The jealousy over water rights and garden fences was emblematic of the whole political system
         within Medina, just as the smooth operation of Mecca’s spring and autumn caravans revealed a native genius for consensus politics.
      

      
      Before the arrival of the Prophet the oasis of Medina was in a political mess. Although a precise chronicle of this clan warfare
         has not survived, there is no shortage of factual information from pre-Islamic Medina. In fact there is an overabundance,
         for the family histories of hundreds of early Muslims from Medina were proudly recorded for posterity. Though unlike Mecca
         there was no Quraysh-like supertribe which could link all the clans together under the cousinly umbrella of a family tree
         with one common male ancestor. For pre-Islamic Medina was then still a partly matrilineal society, so that around half the
         population of the oasis traced its descent through their mothers and grandmothers. Property in Medina was also inherited in
         a different way from that of Mecca, for in the oasis it was usually held by uncles for the future benefit of their nephews
         (their sisters’ children) rather than for the children of their own wives. To add a further twist of complexity to these early
         genealogies some of the oasis women appear to have had three husbands – simultaneously. In short it has proved impossible
         to use all these individual family stories to piece together a coherent history of the clan conflict within the oasis.
      

      
      Muhammad may have shared in some of these traditions, for his great-grandmother from the Najjar tribe was from the oasis.
         He had other close family connections with the place, for his mother, Amina, would die on a journey to Medina which she had undertaken to introduce her young son to some of his uncles
         there.
      

      
      Nor did the division of this oasis community between two deadly rivals, the Aws and Khazraj (the Capulets and the Montagues
         of pre-Islamic Medina), seem to underwrite any firm alliance of clans. The celebrated antagonism between the Aws and the Khazraj
         appears to have been a shifting concept, and seems to denote no more than a pair of labels for the battlefields. The real
         diplomatic life of the oasis seethed within the complexities of eight major clans (some on the point of amalgamation, others
         busily fracturing themselves into new units) assisted by thirty-three smaller groups all politicking against one another.
         They could be linked by jiwar (the temporary protection of a neighbour), by hilf (a full mutual alliance), which might lead to the two parties becoming hulafa (confederates), or by a carefully watched armed neutrality. To this already confusing picture you must add the separate allegiances
         made between each oasis clan and the rival Bedouin tribes of the surrounding desert.
      

      
      There was also the presence of three determinedly independent Jewish clans – Beni Nadir, Beni Qurayzah and Beni Qaynuqa –
         to take into account. The Jewish clans of pre-Islamic Medina were highly confident Arabs of Jewish faith who freely intermarried
         with their pagan Arab neighbours and had their own traditional allies among the Bedouin tribes of the desert. The old traditions
         of Medina recalled that these three clans had once ruled the entire oasis, holding fifty-nine fortified atam with just thirteen in the hands of the pagan Arabs. This was the period when the Arab kings of Kinda kept the peace in central
         and southern Arabia as the client allies of the Persian Empire in the fifth century. The Jews within Arabia were always the
         natural allies of Persia and this was probably the time when the Beni Qurayzah and Beni Nadir clans were confirmed in their possession of most of the richest land in the Aliyah – the oldest and most southerly
         part of the oasis.
      

      
      The Beni Qaynuqa by contrast had hardly any land at all and lived off the product of the nearby gold and silver mines. They
         were renowned as smiths, miners and jewellers and their market held outside their fortified atam was one of the most important metal-trading centres in all of central Arabia. Recent radiocarbon dating from carbon residue
         locked into mining slag from the nearby mine of Mahd al-Dhahab, Medina’s ‘cradle of gold’, has pinpointed the reopening of
         the works to around AD 450, which fits neatly into this scenario of the Jewish clans of Medina prospering during the pro-Persian
         rule of the Kinda kings. Nor are the early Muslim chroniclers silent, for Ibn Sa’d wrote about Medina’s two silver mines and
         how ‘much money came… from the mines of Qabaliyya and Juhayna, while the mine of the Sulaym tribe was opened during the
         Caliphate of Abu Bakr (632–4). He received alms money from it and deposited it in the treasury, hence distributing it to the
         people.’ Another account describes how the Prophet Muhammad was in the habit of giving a couple of ounces of cast silver to
         each member of a tribal delegation as a ‘going-away’ present at the end of their meeting. This fits in with his known habits
         of generosity and reckless hospitality, but it also suggests that he was in control of a regular supply of silver bullion.
      

      
      Clearly one has to be careful how one conceives of Medina in this era. For this agricultural oasis was no backwater but seems
         to have had great wealth and considerable technical knowledge at its disposal. A selective inflow of gold and silver bullion
         into the oasis society would also go a long way to explaining the vindictive cycle of wars. These conflicts had climaxed in
         the war of Hatib just before the arrival of the Prophet. It had started with four separate clan grievances being fought out but gradually escalated into an all-out war as various Bedouin allies were drawn into the
         fight. The pitched battle of Bu’ath was the bloody and inconclusive culmination of this escalating conflict. The killing that
         day included so many of the leading warlords that it effectively brought about a truce. In particular the death of the chief
         of the Bayadah clan, whose predatory instincts had led his small but militant clan to build up a solid block of nineteen atam on the western edge of the oasis, allowed Medina a relaxation from his schemes and machinations. Other numerically strong
         clans, such as the Najjar, had wisely stayed away from that final round of the fighting, as had the most statesmanlike of
         all the clan leaders, Abdallah ibn Ubayy of the Ba’l Hubla.
      

      
      The invitation to welcome Muhammad to Medina does appear to have been a genuinely collective decision. It was also one that
         was taken gradually and peacefully. It had begun in the summer of 620 when half a dozen men from Medina were deeply impressed
         by their chance meeting with Muhammad at the time of the annual pilgrimage to Mecca, holy to both pagan Arabia and the Muslim
         faith. They deliberately returned again the following year to hear more from this remarkable man though this time their numbers
         had doubled to a dozen men, ten Khazraj and two from the Aws. At the end of their visit they promised to follow the teachings
         of the Prophet and specifically ‘to associate nothing with God, that we would neither steal, or commit fornication, nor slay
         our offspring nor utter slanders’. To continue their spiritual education and to teach them the daily practice of prayers,
         Muhammad sent one of his most trusted followers, Musab, who rode back with this small caravan and dwelt with them for some
         eleven months. Musab’s mission bore spectacular fruit, for the following year, sixty-three men and two women from Medina joined
         the annual pilgrimage in order to meet Muhammad and pledge their faith in Islam. Clearly some of the political leadership within Medina had been very impressed by the way that the small community
         under Musab’s tutelage had been able to unite Aws and Khazraj in common worship. So that within this group of sixty-five of
         the faithful there were also twelve nuqaba, ‘representatives’ of the most powerful Medina clans.
      

      
      Even so it is always useful to remember that Muhammad was not immediately entrusted with anything like full powers nor was
         the population of Medina committed to following his religious teachings. The oath of Aqaba of 622 contained two principal
         conditions: first that Muhammad was acknowledged to be a Prophet; and second that he was accepted as the chief arbitrator
         by all the clans of the oasis. At that emotive moonlit oath there were dozens of devout Muslim converts, though the presence
         of the twelve nuqaba also gave the event a very strong political element.
      

      
      Muhammad was also to be treated like an honorary clan chieftain by the people of Medina; this was not a side clause from the
         Aqaba oath but due to his unquestioned leadership over the Muslim exiles from Mecca who in effect formed yet another clan
         within the complex patchwork of Medina’s society. The number of refugees from Mecca was at first very small: about eighty
         men who could bear arms. Later when Muhammad’s authority had grown enormously he never stepped aside from that first contractual
         oath with the nuqaba of Medina and respectfully continued to work through the clan chieftains of the oasis rather than rule directly over the
         population.
      

      
      Once Muhammad arrived in Medina no one was forced to become a Muslim or to follow Muhammad on campaign. The only things they
         were obliged by the oath at Aqaba to do was to acknowledge him as a Prophet of God and bring their disputes to him first and
         to unite in a common defence when either the Prophet or the oasis was threatened by outsiders. Even when the whole oasis had embraced Islam, the Prophet scrupulously respected
         the legal basis of his position in Medina. If there was a campaign being sent beyond the oasis, the Prophet would exhort the
         men of Medina to volunteer for battle, he might even try to shame them, but he would never command them to go. His leadership
         over the men of Medina was inspirational, never absolutist, and was always the more powerful because of this. Right from those
         very first years, the men of Medina were, however, an absolutely vital component to the military strength of Islam. In the
         lists of those who fought at that first engagement – the battle of the wells of Badr – there were just 86 exiles from Mecca
         but 238 clansmen from Medina.
      

      
      Support for the Prophet, and for Islam, reached beyond the hitherto unbroken demands of clan allegiance. And looking back
         over those proudly preserved lists – of which warrior fought in which of the early battles of Islam – it is clear that these
         early heroes came from every clan and that no clan predominated. But there were a few clans who proved themselves conspicuously
         pro-Muslim. The small Salimah clan always fielded more than its share of warriors due to its devotion to the Prophet, while
         members of the Saidah clan (another small clan) would rise high due to the passionate support that its chief, Saad ibn Ubadayah,
         would give to Muhammad. The Saidah clan were also close neighbours to the Prophet, for their marketplace was conveniently
         close to Muhammad’s house-mosque. But even the redoubtable Saad ibn Ubadayah had had his moment of weakness. It was remembered
         that he had not actually fought at the battle of the wells of Badr because he was out of action from a snake bite – though
         malicious rumour had it that he was actually still watching which way the political wind would blow. The Najjar would also
         gain prominence but this was more out of luck than their own judgement, for the Prophet’s house-mosque stood in their neighbourhood and so the future city of Medina would rise up from out of their old
         gardens.
      

      
      Nor must one forget the dissident voices within the clans of Medina. Asma, daughter of Marwan, a forceful poet and a prolific
         mother, was one of the most inflammatory voices of this opposition. The early Muslim historian Waqidi quotes one of her acerbic
         taunts:
      

      
      
         Fucked men of Malik and Thabit

         
         And of the Awf and Khazraj

         
         You obey a stranger who does not belong among you,

         
         Who is not of Murad, nor of Madhhij

         
         Do you when your own chiefs have been murdered, put your hope in him

         
         Like men greedy for meat broth when it is cooking?

         
         Is there no man of honour who will take advantage of an unguarded moment

         
         And cut off the gull’s hopes?

         
      

      
      After the victory of Badr (in 624) one of her own clansmen crept into her house, tiptoeing across the spread-eagled forms
         of her sleeping children, and stabbed Asma through the heart. The next day this assassin confessed his deed to the excited
         crowd of clansmen that had assembled before her house: ‘It was I that killed the daughter of Marwan. Decide what is to be
         done with me, but do not keep me waiting.’ But not a man moved to demand vengeance on behalf of the five sons of Asma on a
         man of her own clan. The Prophet himself dismissed ideas of a penalty being imposed for this murder by declaring that as far
         as he was concerned ‘Two goats shall not come to blows for her.’
      

      
      A month later, the second vocal opponent of Muhammad’s presence in Medina, Abu Afak, would also be killed in his sleep. Among other verses, he had written,
      

      
      
         I have lived a long time, but I have never seen

         
         Either a house or gathering of people

         
         More loyal and faithful to

         
         Its allies, when they call on it,

         
         Than that of the children of Qayla [the people of Medina]

         
         As a whole.

         
         The mountains will crumble before they submit.

         
         Yet here is a rider come among them who has divided them.

         
         [saying] ‘This is permitted; this is forbidden to all kinds of things.

         
         But if you believed in power

         
         And in might, why did you not follow a tubba?’*

         
      

      
      Another opponent from within Medina was Abu Amir, nicknamed ‘ar-Rahib’, the monk. Ar-Rahib should have been an early candidate
         for conversion. He was a classic example of a hanif (a native-born monotheist). For ar-Rahib, just like the Prophet, looked to the old pure religion of Abraham (that pre-dated
         Judaism and Christianity) as the role model for Arabia, took spiritual retreats (hence his nickname) but rejected celibacy
         as unworkable in the passionate environment of the Bedouin of Arabia. However, after a few early conversations with Muhammad
         he grew resentful and decided to abandon Medina altogether, taking his followers (a not insignificant body of between fifteen
         and fifty men) to Mecca, where he became an active ally of the pagan opposition – before finally riding north into Syria.
         A jealous, if independent-minded, free spirit to the end.
      

      
      These three individuals – Asma bint Marwan, Abu Afak and ar-Rahib – were in a tiny minority. The vast bulk of the oasis population
         were enthusiastically behind the internal peace that had been provided by the leadership of the Prophet Muhammad. There were
         also many genuinely pious individual converts to Islam, who can be numbered in their hundreds and are still proudly listed
         as Companions of the Prophet. There was also a sizeable group within the oasis who are referred to in the Koran and in the
         first histories as the ‘Hypocrites’. They had converted more for an easy life than for any interest in a reflective moral
         life and a living faith. According to the popular picture of such Hypocrites they performed only the most minimal prayers,
         gave alms grudgingly, fasted reluctantly and failed to attend the all-night recitations of the Koran which were such a striking
         feature of the early community.
      

      
      It is possible that the label of ‘Hypocrites’ has been taken too literally. Some scholars argue that ‘slow to contribute’
         is in any case a more appropriate translation of the Arabic term, which is also linked to the root naqaf, which describes various types of hole or lair. It may also have included many who were not anti-Muslim but just attached
         to the old ways and agricultural traditions of the oasis and slow to pay the charitable tithe. We have very little literary
         evidence about the old pagan habits of Medina, especially when compared with those of Mecca and its surrounding shrines. Nor
         do we have any reliable traditions about the destruction of the old shrines with the coming of Islam or even the title of
         the tutelary goddess of the oasis – as we do for pre-Islamic Mecca and Taif. It seems possible that the old agricultural rituals
         of Medina were not so much destroyed as quietly absorbed beneath the public attachment to Islam. The Muslims of Mecca, who
         by their background and education were all linked to herding and the mechanics of the caravan trade, were often completely
         ignorant of farming techniques and customs. It may be that this very ignorance made them unnecessarily suspicious of the Muslim people
         of Medina, for they could never be confident about what was a real process of farming and what was an old pagan ritual, an
         element of the worldwide fertility cult where the fecundity of the earth was renewed with sacrifices.
      

      
      To those unaware of the yearly cycle of farming activities, such joyous (and vitally necessary) occasions as the fertilisation
         of the female palm tree with the pollen of the male could easily be mistaken for a spring bacchanalia. While those who had
         not participated in the sense of physical relief at the gathering-in of a successful harvest might confuse a celebratory supper
         served up before a midsummer midnight fire with some pagan offering to Saturn (especially if culinary tradition required the
         baking of a succulent young dog in a subterranean trench-oven for such an event). Even the simple act of fertilising a field
         might appear to be a mysterious pagan practice to those unused to it, as the produce of the dung heaps, the old bones and
         hearth fires were broken up, mixed together and then carefully buried beneath the soil to ‘strengthen’ next year’s crops.
      

      
      Adding to the difference between the agricultural habits of the oasis farmers and the rituals of the Islamic year, they were
         based on different calendars. Farming has to stay true to the dictates of the solar calendar, while Islam was fixed to an
         unchanging cycle of lunar months which remains free of any distinctive season. This slight antagonism survives today, when
         the faith of the farmers is often depicted as slightly childish by the religious leaders of society who are habitually associated
         with townsmen: with the traders, artisans and those in the learned professions. It may be that some similar suspicions kept
         the Muslims of Mecca from fully understanding the faith of the Muslims of Medina. Alcohol was certainly much more readily available in the oasis (with its rich annual harvest of dates and barley) than in mountain-encircled
         Mecca. This would also explain the growing sternness of the three Koranic pronouncements against alcohol, as the community
         moved from Mecca to the greater temptations within Medina.
      

      
      The habit of the women of Medina taking multiple male partners was also in strong contrast with the paternalistic traditions
         of Mecca, as was the tradition of creating your given name from your female ancestor not your male line. Indeed, once seen
         in the specific light of Medina, many of the Koranic pronouncements on marriage and divorce can be viewed not so much as restricting
         female rights as making the previously feckless men of Medina aware of – and also for the first time financially responsible
         for – their offspring. Islam, especially in Medina, sought always to strengthen the family against the clan. The sexual freedom
         of the pre-Islamic society obviously had its own great attractions, especially for the young, the rich and the beautiful.
         However, the Prophet recognised the obverse of these freedoms: neglected penniless widows and cast-off mothers, the herds
         of uncared-for, underfed and unloved orphans, the burial of unwanted newborn infants and the untamed and fatherless adolescents
         that roamed the streets were too high a price.
      

      
      The oasis of Medina was the theatre where a new moral order was first tested on Arabia. The stresses and strains that existed
         between the Muhajirun (Muslims of Mecca) and the Ansar (Muslims of Medina), and between a core of devout converts and a less
         ardent majority, and also between the Bedouin and town-dwellers, swirl around just beneath the surface historical record.
         These antagonisms would play a powerful role in altering the shape of early Islamic society. The Muslims of Mecca were certainly
         convinced that the Muslims of Medina were not fit to become the Heirs of the Prophet, even though they had numerically and militarily functioned as the backbone of early Islam.
         This may have been based on nothing more valid than tribal prejudice. What is certain is that the one Muslim from Mecca who
         we know had a very direct experience of agricultural labour in the oasis, and who maintained an impeccable morality throughout
         his life, was never touched by such prejudice. Ali, the true Heir of the Prophet, always championed the rights of the Muslims
         of Medina. Perhaps this was another reason why his candidacy would be overlooked. Certainly all the three other Caliphs, Abu
         Bakr, Omar and Uthman, hardly ever gave a position of responsibility to anyone from Medina. Ali’s egalitarian nature would
         long be frustrated.
      

   
      
      2

      
      Ali: First Disciple
of the Prophet

      
      At the very moment of Muhammad’s death the two traditions of Islam each branch out with their own rival stories. The Sunni
         believe that the Prophet died resting on the lap of Aisha. The Shia believe that he expired leaning against the shoulder of
         Ali. This contradiction is emblematic of the whole schism within Islam but it is also not unusual in the Arabic tradition,
         where it was a common practice for a historian to tell at least two or three variant tales about any decisive event, and then
         leave the reader to make their own decision – with the pious disclaimer that ‘The truth is known only to God.’
      

      
      In this case it is possible to believe both accounts. On the morning of Muhammad’s death, Ali and Aisha may have put aside
         their mutual hostility as they silently supported the man they both loved. Later their partisan supporters told only the narrative
         that featured just one of them.
      

      
      Whether Ali was with the Prophet at the hour of his death or not, he was undoubtedly a true intimate in the last days of Muhammad,
         as he had been throughout his life. It was Ali, with his great-uncle Abbas, who was there to support the fever-ridden body of Muhammad as he was moved from the room of his wife
         Maymuna to be nursed in Aisha’s hut. It was also on Ali’s shoulder that the Prophet leant when a few days later he made his
         last visit to the mosque and instructed Abu Bakr to lead the prayers in his place. When Muhammad breathed his last it was
         Ali who immediately took responsibility for the washing of the dead and the burial preparations. No one could ever doubt Ali’s
         devotion to Muhammad and the many bonds that connected them: Ali was the Prophet’s cousin, the Prophet’s son-in-law, arguably
         the Prophet’s first male believer, the father of the Prophet’s only male grandchildren, the Prophet’s most intimate disciple
         and the first heroic warrior champion of Islam (alongside his great-uncle Hamza). Ali had also served the Prophet as an army
         commander, missionary, diplomat and administrative secretary. It is said that while he prepared the Prophet’s body for the
         grave his grief poured out into spontaneous verse:
      

      
      
         May my parents be sacrificed on you, Messenger of God

         
         For with your death things have come to an end

         
         Which could not have ended with the death of any other person.

         
         The chain of prophethood has been snapped.

         
         News of the unseen has ceased,

         
         Revelations from the Almighty have been severed

         
         You gave a message of hope to the people

         
         You showed them the right path

         
         You established a new order

         
         You are the saviour of humankind

         
         You established equality among the people

         
         You ushered in a revolution

         
         You were our guide when alive

         
         You will guide us even after death

         
         If you had not ordered patience in the hour of grief

         
         I would have shed blood from my eyes

         
         The entire world is now dark without you

         
         Your passing is a loss beyond measure

         
         But we will resign ourselves to the will of God

         
         From God you came and to God you have returned,

         
         May your soul rest in peace close to your creator

         
      

      
      Until Muhammad’s death there had never been a time when Ali’s life had not been filled by the presence of the Prophet. They
         were first cousins, for Ali’s father was the elder brother of Muhammad’s father, Abdullah, though the two families were so
         close that they almost constituted a single unit. For Ali’s father, Abu Talib, had acted as a father to Muhammad after the
         successive deaths of father, mother and grandfather had orphaned the young boy. From the age of eight Muhammad was entirely
         dependent on Abu Talib for food, shelter and his education. As the leading sheikh of the clan, Abu Talib’s protection remained
         upon Muhammad as he became a man, and a merchant. Later, when he became a Prophet, it was only Abu Talib’s continual protection
         that preserved his nephew’s life and those of his followers. Muhammad’s cousins from this family would become like his brothers
         and sisters: Talib was about the same age, Aqil a little younger, as was the only girl of the family, Fakhita (with whom the
         teenage Muhammad fell in love), while Jafar was the family’s darling. Ali was an afterthought, born half a generation after
         the rest of his siblings. By the time of Ali’s birth, Muhammad was twenty-nine years old and had already been married to Khadijah
         for four years. Legends would later collect around Ali’s birth story. How his mother was performing a ritual circulation around
         Mecca’s holy Kaaba shrine when the birth pains came upon her – and so was forced to use the shelter of God’s own temple to give birth to Ali. Another tale records how the infant Ali could not open his eyes – until
         he was seated in the lap of his cousin Muhammad, whose face was the first that he saw.
      

      
      When Ali was a boy he moved over from his father’s house to Muhammad’s. He was aged five, eight or eleven, according to the
         various prime sources, so an exact chronology for Ali’s life remains elusive, even if there is little doubt about the order
         of events. Some chroniclers record that this was to relieve Ali’s father Abu Talib, then reportedly suffering from a bad run
         of business, from the pressure of feeding another mouth. It is difficult to give full credit to this and it may well be a
         slur against the business efficiency of the Hashim clan that was added by their dynastic rivals at a later date. Certainly
         Abu Talib, the leader of the Beni Hashim clan, remained one of the most respected sheikhs in Mecca until the day of his death
         – and if he wanted for anything as simple as food Muhammad and his wealthy and famously generous wife Khadijah would have
         been honoured to provide; as would the rest of his clan. Ali may have moved to his cousin’s house partly to assuage the grief
         that lay there, for though all his four daughters survived, all three of Muhammad and Khadijah’s sons had by then died. There
         may be an even simpler explanation: the young Ali might have preferred to spend his time in a house filled with cousins of
         his own age rather than the adult siblings that occupied his father’s house. The two houses were not in any case very far
         apart, which would have allowed him to happily ricochet between them at will. There was a pleasing symmetry about the arrangement,
         for just as Muhammad had learned the caravan trade by serving an apprenticeship for his uncle Abu Talib, now it was Muhammad’s
         turn to teach Abu Talib’s son.
      

      
      This was probably the time when Ali was taught to read and write – skills available only to a wealthy minority. There are
         also stories of how the young Ali was an intimate and very early witness to his cousin’s private piety, for he would bring supplies
         of food and water to the caves where Muhammad prayed and meditated in the many years before he became a Prophet. Ali’s exposure
         to the detailed workings of the caravan trade would, however, have been fairly minimal. When Muhammad
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