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INTRODUCTION

Forsan et haec olim meminisse iuvabit.
VIRGIL, Aeneid i. 203.

I wonDER if it may be permitted to a politician
to remember the days when he was only second-
arily a politician, and when he found the chief
zest of life in travel, not indeed in aimless and
desultory travel, but in travel with that most
generally unpopular of all attributes, a purpose.
In my case the purpose was twofold : to see the
beautiful and romantic and, above all, the ancient
things of the earth-—a taste which I probably
share with most travellers, but which took me
preferably to distant Oriental lands; and,
secondly, to see how far the study of those places
and peoples would help me to form an opinion
on the Eastern responsibilities and destinies of
Great Britain. This was a subject in which I
took from boyhood an absorbing interest, and
which led me to devote many months in each
year, and, after I had entered Parliament, the
bulk of my Parliamentary holidays, to wanderings
in all parts of Asia from the Mediterranean to
the China Seas. The results of these studies were

embodied long ago in books of a more or less
3



4 TALES OF TRAVEL

serious character, and I have no intention to
repeat any part of that story here.

But in the course of these journeys I visited
many other countries and places, twice going
round the world, and exploring unfrequented
spots, not in Asia only, but in Europe, Africa, and
America. In certain of these cases I studied
rather deeply some subjects of more than ephem-
eral interest, I came across some remarkable
persons, and I made notes of many curious
scenes. I have found it a diversion, in the
turmoil of public life, to put these notes into
final shape, and have even thought that they
might prove of interest to a larger audience.

After I had spent some years in travelling and
in writing about my travels, it gave me greater
pleasure to be awarded the Gold Medal of the
Royal Geographical Society for exploration and
research than it did to become a Minister of the
Crown ; and every moment that I could snatch
from politics—before they finally captured and
tied me down—I devoted to the pursuit of my
old love.

Even now, if in rare moments I seek literary
distraction, it is in the perusal of works of travel
and exploration that I am certain to find it ; and
when foreign affairs are specially vexatious or
perplexing, recreation and repose come stealing
in upon me from the memories of the past. I
am once again in the wilds of Asia, or on the
mountain-tops, or amid the majestic monuments
of bygone ages. At one moment the wonders of
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nature fill the picture, at another, the scarcely
less remarkable masterpieces of man. The shut
pages of the past unroll, and the characters
written upon them a quarter of a century and
more ago start again to life.

On these occasions I remember, almost with
a start, that it is the middle-aged and sedentary
politician who in the early nineties shot Ovis Pols
on the Pamirs, who nearly foundered in a typhoon
off the coast of Annam, and was reported as
murdered in Afghanistan. Iam again the youth-
ful rover who was stoned by furious Spaniards on
the quays of Valencia; who climbed to the
crater of Etna in deep snow by night to witness
the glory of the sunrise over Sicily and the
Straits ; who saw the cone of Adam’s Peak
throw its shadow, also at sunrise, over the folded
mist wreaths that smoked above the steaming
valleys of Ceylon; who stayed with Amir Abdur
Rahman Khan at Kabul, and with the afterwards
murdered Mehtar of Chitral; who arrested the
Abbot of a Korean monastery for stealing his
watch and purse, and was himself arrested as a
spy in Khorasan and in Wakhan; who was
wrecked off the coast of Dalmatia, and explored
the source of the Oxus; who wrote travel books
that, mairabile dictu, still find readers and have
appreciated in value; and who even composed
an Oxford Prize Essay in the cabin of a steamer
on the Nile.

Sometimes, as I recall those days, I find myself
reviving memories or telling tales that seem to
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belong to a past that is quite dead, not merely
by reason of the change in my own environment,
but also because of the revolution in the condi-
tions of travel, or in the state of the peoples and
lands which I visited. For instance, in some
countries where I rode thousands of weary miles
on horseback, the traveller now proceeds rapidly
and comfortably by carriage or motor, or even
by train. In other countries—as, for instance,
Korea, which at the time of my visit in 1892
was still independent and had a Court and a
King—political changes have brought about a
transformation not less startling. And so it
comes into my mind that there may be something
in the experiences of those days that may be
worthy of record before I have forgotten them,
and which other people will perhaps not have
the chance of repeating in exactly the same way.

The following pages contain these memories.
They include nothing that has been published in
any of my other books, and they have nothing
to do with politics. They relate to many parts
of the world, but principally to the East, which
has always been to me the source of inspiration and
ideas. Most of the papers are of no great length,
and only a few are learned. Whether I ought to
advertise or to apologise for the latter must be
left to the judgment of my readers. All relate
to places or incidents lying somewhat outside the
ordinary run of travel. Had I written a volume
of political memoirs, could I have hoped to escape
controversy ? As it is, nothing that I have set
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down will, I trust, excite dispute. The genuine
traveller quarrels with nobody—except his pre-
decessors or rivals, a temptation which I have
been careful to avoid. All countries are his
washpot. All mankind is his friend.

Perhaps the most striking testimony that I
could offer to the change that has passed over
the scenes of my earlier journeys—and incident-
ally also to the chronically unstable equilibrium
of the East—would be a reference to the dramatic
fate that has befallen so many of the rulers and
statesmen with whom I was brought in contact,
and some of whom appear in these pages, in the
days to which I refer. Shah Nasr-ed-Din of
Persia, my audience with whom at Teheran in
1889 is mentioned later on, perished in 1896 by
the weapon of an assassin. The ruler of Chitral
with whom I stayed in 1894 was shot and killed
by the half-brother who had sat at table with
him and me only two months before. The
Emperor of Annam, who presented me with a
golden decoration at Hué in 1892, was deposed
in 1907 and subsequently banished. The poor
little King of Korea, who conversed with me in
low whispers at Seoul in 1892, first saw his Queen
murdered in the Palace and was afterwards him-
self forced to abdicate. His son, who struck me
as the stupidest young man I ever met, shared
the same fate. Deposition was the fate of the
trembling figure of Norodom, the King of Cam-
bodia, whom I visited at Pnompenh. The Amir
of Bokhara, whom I saw in his capital in 1888,
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was afterwards expelled from his country and
throne. Abbas Hilmi, whom Lord Cromer took
me to visit at Cairo, soon after he had ascended
the Khedivial throne, is also a fugitive and an
exile. The life of that eminent Japanese states-
man, the Marquis Ito, who was so friendly to me
when I was in Japan, was cut short by the knife
of an assassin. Almost alone among the Eastern
potentates whose guest I was, the Amir Abdur
Rahman Khan, who told me that he lived in
daily fear of his life, but that his people had not
the courage to Kkill him, died in his bed. But of
his two sons with. whom I used to dine at Kabul,
the elder, Habibulla, was murdered in his tent,
and the younger, Nasrulla, languishes in prison.
His Commander-in-Chief, known as the Sipah
Salar, a gigantic figure, 6 feet 3 inches in height,
and of corresponding bulk, who rode at my side
from Dacca to Jellalabad on my way to Kabul
in 1904, died suddenly a few years later in
circumstances which left little doubt that his
end was not natural.

Even in Europe my diaries refer to more than
one similar tragedy. As far back as 1880 I
recall a visit to the picturesque castle of Herren-
hausen in Bavaria, where, in a room adorned
exclusively with furniture and decorations in the
shape of swans, I heard the steady tramp over-
head, as he passed to and fro, of the mad King
of Bavaria, who ended by drowning himself in
a lake. I recall very clearly, and others have
related, the incidents of a dinner with King
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George of Greece, who came to his death at the
hand of an assassin in the streets of Salonika.

These incidents illustrate no more uncommon
phenomenon than that the lives of monarchs
and statesmen are subject to exceptional and
fatal risks, particularly in the East. But as I
recall the features and tones of those ill-fated
victims, so famous or so prominent in their day,
a chasm appears to open between me and the
time when I saw them in the plenitude of their
strength and power—and I seem to be almost
living in a world of different circumstances and
different men.

I have said that this volume, which, if it be
found acceptable, will be followed by a successor,
is intended to be descriptive rather than didactic
in object, and that I hope not so much to instruct
as to entertain. But a few of my subjects may
be thought to make a more sober claim, or to
demand a more definite apology. The portrait
of the Afghan Amir, with whom I was the only
Englishman to stay at Kabul in a private and
unofficial capacity, is the likeness of one of the
most remarkable men of his time—a man who,
had he lived in an earlier age and not been
crushed, as he told me, like an earthenware pot
between the rival forces of England and Russia,
might have founded an Empire, and swept in a
tornado of blood over Asia and even beyond it.
The paper entitled ““ The Voice of Memnon,” in
the investigations with regard to which I was

assisted by my old Oxford tutor, J. L. Strachan
C
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Davidson, afterwards Master of Balliol, may, I
hope, be regarded as a positive contribution to
historical and archaeological research. The ‘“Sing-
ing Sands ”’ is an essay on a subject which has
always greatly interested me—namely, the mys-
terious moaning and muttering of the sands in
desert places, as a rule far removed from ordinary
ken—and which has never before been treated
with the fullness which it deserves. When I began
this essay I intended it merely to be a synopsis
of the cases of musical or sounding sands of which
I had previously heard descriptions or attempted
the investigation. But, as I proceeded, the
subject expanded, until I found myself producing
a treatise which may possibly fill a modest place
in the scientific literature of travel, while the
story may still appeal to the dilettante reader by
reason of its mystery and romance.

There are many other aspects of travel, apart
from its incidents or experiences, which I should
like to examine, but which must be deferred to
a later volume. Among these is a study of
the Philosophy of Travel—its character, history,
purpose, methods, justification, and results ; and
a chapter or more on the Literature of Travel—
a subject that, to the best of my knowledge, has
never received attention save perhaps in the
casual pages of a magazine.

Here, however, I conclude with a reflection
that will certainly not offend by its seriousness.
The joy of travel, while it is being pursued, lies
in a good many things: in the observation of
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new peoples and scenes, in the making of dis-
coveries, In the zest of sport or adventure, in the
pleasures of companionship or the excitement of
new acquaintance, even in the collection of often
valueless objects, and the achievement of purely
illusory bargains. But I think that even more
does it consist in the half-intangible but still
positive memories that it leaves. One can make
friends with places as well as people; and an
hour’s, even a minute’s, experience in one spot
may be more precious than a sojourn of months
in another. These are the intimacies that survive,
and constitute a perpetual endowment. With
them we can always solace the hours, whether of
idleness or gloom. |

Whereas the experiences of life at home, even
when they are not commonplace, are apt to fade
quickly, and sometimes to be completely forgotten,
the incidents of travel, a quarter or even half of
a century ago, stand out indelibly as though
graven in steel. Each of us has his own museum
of such recollections. Among mine not the least
prized are these: the music of many nightingales
floating across the water from the coasts of Athos ;
the incredible glory of Kangchenjunga as he
pierces the veils of the morning at Darjiling ;
the crossing of a Himalayan rope-bridge, sagging
in the middle, and swaying dizzily from side to
side, when only a strand of twisted twigs is
stretched between your feet and the ravening
torrent below ; the first sight of the towered
walls, minae murorum ingentes, of Peking; the
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head and shoulders of an Indian tiger emerging
without a suspicion of sound from the thick
jungle immediately in front of the posted sports-
men ; the stupendous and terraced grandeur of
Angkor Wat; the snowy spire of Teneriffe
glimmering at sunrise across a hundred miles of
ocean ; the aethereal and ineffable beauty of the
Taj.

I am not going to trouble my readers by
saying anything about these particular mind-
pictures in this book. I merely record them in
passing, as a part of my own spiritual possession,
just as others will have and will cherish theirs.
The things that I have preferred to set down here
are experiences or memories rather less personal
and fugitive, which I may be justified in inviting
others, even though on paper and in print only, to
share, and which, here and there, may give them
a few moments of entertainment or reflection.
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THE DRUMS OF KAIRWAN

And they cried aloud, and cut themselves after their manner
with knives and lancets, till the blood gushed out upon them.

1 Kings xviii. 28.

IN the spring of 1885 I was in Tunis. At no
time in recent history a very interesting place,
it had since the French usurpation of 1881 lost
what little characteristic individuality it then
possessed. The Bey was a harmless puppet.
His palace, which visitors flocked to see, was
very much like gilt gingerbread with a good deal
of the gilding rubbed off. The bazaars were
inferior to those of Constantinople, Damascus,
and Cairo; and the town, once so famous for
its unblemished Orientalism, had blossomed into
the tawdry splendour of boulevards, cafés, and
four-storied hotels. I knew, however, from the
map, that Kairwan was situated only about one
hundred miles to the south; and Kairwan was
a place that had long exercised over my mind a
mystic fascination. There was something very
dramatic and inspiring in the story of this
secluded city, the capital of a great conqueror
twelve centuries ago, the metropolis of a mighty

empire, the shrine of an imposing religion, and
15
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the refuge of both religion and empire when
Europe had driven them forth. Even in its long
decline Kairwan had been the rallying-point
and haunt of pilgrimage to the living, and the
last resting-place to the dead, for the thousand
tribes that profess the faith of the Prophet from
the Pillars of Hercules to the Nile. For twelve
hundred years inviolate—its sanctuaries undefiled
by foot of Christian or of Jew—at length
the holy city had yielded up its secrets to
the martial ambitions of a newly fledged Euro-
pean republic ; and the great Mosque of Okbar,
and the tomb-chamber of Sidi Sahab, the com-
panion of the Prophet, had been profaned by
the sacrilegious feet of the Zouaves of France.
And yet, even in her desolation, ravished and
forlorn, she still retained the halo of sanctity
with which centuries had adorned her brow.
Though the enemy was within her gates, she
was his superior by reason of a majesty which
none could gainsay. Kairwan still appealed to
the imagination with resistless persuasiveness of
accent, and to Kairwan I determined that I
must go.

Twelve hours in a French steamboat brought
me at dawn on a brilliant morning to the little
port of Susa, which lay in its glittering garb of
whitewash—houses, walls, and roofs all drenched
and crusted with the same unmitigated and
blinding hue—looking like some great sea-mew
preening its snowy plumage on the shore. With
the assistance of a courteous Maltese gentleman,
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who was trading in the place, I engaged a carriage
and four (saddle-horses were unknown) for the
journey to Kairwan. It was not, I may remark,
an equipage which would have provoked envy,
though it would undeniably have excited wonder,
in Hyde Park. However, it did very well for
the purpose ; the animals covered the thirty-six
miles in the respectable time of six hours; and
the somewhat barbaric and inelegant structure
of the vehicle was, I found, only too successfully
adapted to resist the excruciating inequalities of
the road.

I was informed at Susa that the French, who
were in military occupation both of Susa and
Kairwan, had constructed a little railroad of
narrow gauge between the two places, on which
ran cars pulled by horses. At another time it
might have been possible to obtain permission
to travel by this easy route; but I found all
Susa astir with the annual visit of the French
Commander-in-Chief in Africa, a certain General
Boulanger, who was going up to Kairwan on the
same afternoon. I judged it better, therefore,
not to intrude, but to content myself with the
more humble native resources which I have
described.

The road on leaving Susa climbed to the
summit of the hill, which is crowned by the
kasbah or citadel, and then struck westwards
over the almost level expanse. I have called it
a “road,” but it is only by an abuse of terms

that it could be so designated, for it was merely
D
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a broad track which straggled at random across
the desert, plunging over dried-up ditches and
watercourses, beaten hard by the hoofs of camels
and horses, and worn into agonizing ruts by the
wheels of waggons. It traversed first a belt of
olive orchards—many of the trunks as wizened
and gnarled as the veterans of Gethsemane or
the Academe—next a district growing barley and
esparto grass, past the great marsh of Sidi El
Hani and the tomb of the saint whose name it
bears, and finally lost itself in the arid and herb-
less desert which is the threshold of the mighty
Sahara.

For miles before reaching my destination I
had seen outlined against the purple of the remote
hills a white streak, from the end of which sprang
up a lofty tower. In the intense and palpitating
heat this line appeared to quiver above the
ground, and from time to time lost all semblance
of reality. But as we drew nearer it gained
form and distinctness, and was soon discernible
as the whitewashed and battlemented wall of
a purely Oriental city. Above its crenellated
summit gleamed a hundred minarets and cupolas
and domes. The tall tower was the minaret of
the Mosque of Okbar. 1 had reached the éugparos
vis of the devout Mussulman of Africa.

As I approached the city walls I could see
that something unusual was occurring. The
mounds outside, which mark the ruins of vanished
suburbs, were crowded with picturesque groups
of natives, while in the plain below were gathered
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several hundred turbaned cavaliers in gorgeous
accoutrements and streaming robes of white,
some of them motionless and in serried forma-
tion, others dashing furiously to and fro,
brandishing their weapons, and with the sharp
points of their cruel shovel-stirrups making the
beasts they bestrode execute wild curvets. These
were the sheikhs and warriors of the various
Bedawin tribes, who were now in nominal sub-
jection to the French, and had been summoned
from far and near to do honour to the General.
On the walls of the town, daubed in huge char-
acters upon the staring plaster, I read the words
—Ilast affront to the defenceless old fortress—
BouLEVvARD BouLANGER. The general was evi-
dently the hero of the hour.

A little later he himself arrived —a smart
figure, with close-cropped hair and pointed brown
moustache and beard. Attended by a glittering
staff, he mounted a fine horse at a short distance
from the terminus of the railway, and presently
reviewed the native cavalry, whom he addressed
in a highly laudatory speech, the pith of which
was that they were the finest soldiers in the
world, next to the French-—a remark which,
when transmitted to their understanding through
an interpreter, was received with the liveliest
marks of satisfaction. A display of equestrian
skill on the part of the horsemen followed, and
for long the space outside the walls was a bewilder-
ing scene of dust and galloping horses and shout-
ing men. When night fell there succeeded the
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unbroken calm that reigns in an Oriental city
after sunset.

During the few days of my stay in Kairwan I
saw the principal mosques and objects of interest.
In order to effect this purpose it was necessary
to be provided with a special permit from the
French Commander. Prior to 1881 no Christian
had ever penetrated into the interior of a Kair-
wanese mosque. The rare travellers who reached
the town were either hastily conducted through
the streets and bidden to depart—Ilike Sir Grenville
Temple in 1830, and Lord Waterford, who ten
years later narrowly escaped being stoned—or
were only tolerated within the walls so long as
they made no attempt to intrude upon the sacred
precincts. This was the case with Sir W. Gregory
in 1858, M. Victor Guérin in 1861, Mr. Rae in
1876, and Lord and Lady Bective in 1881. When,
however, the city capitulated without resistance
to the French in October 1881, and was occupied
by their troops, many persons profited by the
early licence of victory to visit the hitherto
inviolate shrines. Since then the permission
had been wisely curtailed by the French, with
whose capacity for assimilation with the natives
I was throughout my visit most agreeably im-
pressed ; and my hosts, certain Maltese who
supplied the French army with forage and
exported halfa to England, informed me that
leave was now by no means easy to obtain.

As they were very much afraid of losing their
own contract, and dared not approach -the
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General on my behalf, representing him as an
austere man, given to count his talents, I called
myself, and was civilly presented with the
requisite order. Armed with this talismanic
document, I visited the great Mosque of Okbar,
and passed through the carven doors into the
vast and darkened liwan, or prayer-chamber,
with its two hundred interior columns and its
forest of diverging aisles—a faint adumbration
of the greater glories of Cordova—and stood in
the mihrad, or prayer-niche, the holy of holies,
where the kibleh points the worshipper’s eye and
guides his thoughts to the still more sacred East.
I climbed the triple tower whence every morning
and evening is waved the blood-red flag that calls
the faithful to prayer, and from which is seen
stretched out below the panorama of the seven-
sided city with its countless cupolas and towers,
its intricate alleys and terraced walls, to where
beyond the gates extend the scattered suburbs
and now decaying cemeteries of the dead. I
saw the hallowed well of Kefayat, or plenty, the
waters of which communicate by subterranean
channels with those of Zem-Zem at Mecca, as is
conclusively proved by the fact that the drinking-
cup of a pious pilgrim dropped into the Meccan
font reappeared floating on the surface at
Kairwan.

I saw too the mosque of the most recent
marabout, or saint—Sidi Emir Abadah, who
flourished only thirty years before, and who had
such an influence over the then reigning Bey



22 TALES OF TRAVEL

that he persuaded him to defray the cost of the
seven-domed mosque that was to contain his
remains after death, and was held in such venera-
tion by the natives that four huge modern anchors,
which repose in a courtyard outside, and which
he transported with infinite difficulty across the
desert from the sea-coast near Tunis, were still
believed by them, in deference to the holy man’s
explanation, to be those which moored the Ark
of Noah, after its long wanderings, to the soil of
Ararat.

Lastly, I came to the particularly sacred shrine
of Sidi Sahab, or Sidi EI’ Owaib, My Lord the
Companion, a disciple of- Mohammed himself,
who, dying at Kairwan in the seventh century,
and leaving instructions that he should be interred
with three hairs from his master’s beard, which
he always carried in a pouch upon his breast,
had been appropriately transformed by local
tradition into the barber of the Prophet. This
mosque, which is, if possible, of even greater
sanctity than that of Okbar, I had some difficulty
in entering. The custodian, an acid and sulky
Moslem, was strenuous in protest and fertile in
excuse. The terms of my order stated that I
was to be admitted to all or any of the mosques
of Kairwan. This, he declared, was not a mosque
but a zaouia or college; such an institution
being, indeed, attached to the premises. When
I overruled this objection, he was swift as light-
ning with another. The words of the order
referred, he said, to mosques ¢n Kairwan ; this
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was outside the walls. I was obliged to put it
very plainly to the cunning zealot whether he
would prefer to admit me, with the prospect
of a bakshish, or compel me to return at once
and report his disobedience to the Commander.
Whether it was the bribe or the menace that
prevailed I do not know ; anyhow, I gained my
object, and was conducted through courts em-
bellished with marble pillars and sparkling Sara-
cenic tiles to the recess where stands the sacred
sepulchre, fenced round with a grating of bronze,
and covered with a pall of black velvet, em-
broidered with Arabic inscriptions in silver, while
above depend thirteen silken banners, offerings
of devotion from successive Beys.

And now I come to that which was the main
incident of my stay in Kairwan. One of the
peculiar features of the place is the number of
zaoutas, or colleges of religious orders, which
there exist. Of these fraternities, which have
each a separate discipline and ritual, and number
many thousand members, with corresponding
branches in all parts of the Mussulman world,
the most famous are those of the Zadria, Tijania,
and Aissaouia ; and of these three by far the most
remarkable is the last. This sect of dervishes
was founded by one Mahomet Ibn Aissa, a
celebrated marabout of Mequinez, in Morocco ;
and his disciples, who are scattered through all
the principal coast-towns of North Africa, but
are especially congregated at Mequinez and
Kairwan, perpetuate his teaching, and open to
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themselves the gates of heaven, by self-mutilation
when in a state of religious ecstasy or trance.
Visitors at Bona, Constantine, and Algiers have
sometimes, on payment of a sufficient bakshish,
witnessed an emasculated version of these rites,
and have variously ascribed them to mercenary
display or to skilful imposture. The latter has
been, perhaps, the more popular interpretation,
Englishmen being very reluctant to believe that
any one will endure physical torture for the sake
of religion, or still more, that such tortures as
those described could be inflicted, not only without
injury to the patients themselves, but, as alleged,
to their intense delight. Aware of the number
and importance of this sect at Kairwan, I was
very anxious to witness one of their zikrs, or
services, and to form my own opinion. Un-
luckily, it appeared that I had just missed their
weekly ceremonial, which had been held on the
very evening before I arrived. A happy thought
of one of my Maltese friends enabled me to rectify
this mischance, and to satisfy my curiosity.

In the morning as we were walking through
the bazaars one of these gentlemen, who was of
a humorous turn and who was interested in the
success of my visit, introduced me to the native
Governor of the city, a fine and portly Arab, as
the son of General Boulanger. Though the
General was a young-looking man, such a connec-
tion was in respect of years just within the bounds
of possibility. Moreover, our arrivals in the
town had coincided, and I had been seen in his
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company. Good or bad, the idea was greedily
swallowed by the Governor; burning to testify
his loyalty, he overwhelmed me with profuse
courtesies, followed, as the day wore on, by
frequent cups of coffee and many cigarettes.

The genial credulity of the Arab supplied the
very machinery that was wanted to arrange a
performance of the Aissaouia. What could be
more natural than that the son of the French
General should wish to see the most distinctive
spectacle of Kairwan ? Such a petition might
even be interpreted as a semi-official compliment
to the Moslem faith. My Maltese friends were
delighted at the notion, and could not rest till
they had paid a special visit to the sheikh or
mokaddem of the sect, with the intimation that
no less a personage than Boulanger fils was
desirous of witnessing one of their famous cele-
brations. The sheikh was nothing loth, and
accordingly it was arranged that on the same
night at 9 p.M. I should be conducted to the
sanctuary of Aissa.

When the appointed hour arrived, I presented
myself at the mosque, which is situated outside
the city walls, not far from the Bab-el-Djuluddin,
or Tanners’ Gate. Passing through an open
courtyard into the main building, I was received
with a dignified salaam by the sheikh, who forth-
with led me to a platform or divan at the upper
end of the central space. This was surmounted
by a ribbed and whitewashed dome, and was

separated from two side aisles by rows of marble
E
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columns with battered capitals, dating from the
Empire of Rome. Between the arches of the
roof small and feeble lamps—mere lighted wicks
floating on dingy oil in cups of coloured glass—
ostrich eggs, and gilt balls were suspended from
wooden beams. From the cupola in the centre
hung a dilapidated chandelier in which flickered
a few miserable eandles. In one of the side
aisles a plastered tomb was visible behind an iron
lattice. The mise en scéne was unprepossessing
and squalid.

My attention was next turned to the dramatis
personae. Upon the floor in the centre beneath
the dome sat the musicians, ten or a dozen in
number, cross-legged, the chief presiding upon a
stool at the head of the circle. I observed no
instrument save the darabookah, or earthen drum,
and a number of tambours, the skins of which,
stretched tightly across the frames, gave forth,
when struck sharply by the fingers, a hollow and
resonant note. The rest of the orchestra was
occupied by the chorus. So far no actors were
visible. The remainder of the floor, both under
the dome and in the aisles, was thickly covered
with seated and motionless figures, presenting
in the fitful light a weird and fantastic picture.
In all there must have been over a hundred
persons, all males, in the mosque.

Presently the sheikh gave the signal for com-
mencement, and in a moment burst forth the
melancholy chant of the Arab voices and the
ceaseless droning of the drums. The song was
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not what we should call singing, but a plaintive
and quavering wail, pursued in a certain cadence,
now falling to a moan, now terminating in a
shriek, but always pitiful, piercing, and inex-
pressibly sad. The tambours, which were struck
like the keyboard of a piano, by the outstretched
fingers of the hand, and occasionally, when a
louder note was required, by the thumb, kept up
a monotonous refrain in the background. From
time to time, at moments of greater stress, they
were brandished high in the air and beaten with
all the force of fingers and thumb combined.
Then the noise was imperious and deafening.

Among the singers, one grizzled and bearded
veteran, with a strident and nasal intonation,
surpassed his fellows. He observed the time with
grotesque inflections of his body; his eyes were
fixed and shone with religious zeal.

The chant proceeded, and the figures of the
singers, as they became more and more excited,
rocked to and fro. More people poured in at
the doorway, and the building was now quite
full. I began to wonder whether the musicians
were also to be the performers, or when the latter
would make their appearance.

Suddenly a line of four or five Arabs formed
itself in front of the entrance on the far side of
the orchestra, and exactly opposite the bench on
which I was sitting. They joined hands, the
right of each clasped in the left of his neighbour,
and began a lurching, swaying motion with their
bodies and feet. At first they appeared simply



28 TALES OF TRAVEL

to be marking time, first with one foot and then
with the other ; but the movement was gradually
communicated to every member of their bodies ;
and from the crown of the head to the soles of
the feet they were presently keeping time with
the music in convulsive jerks and leaps and
undulations, the music itself being regulated by
the untiring orchestra of the drums.

This mysterious row of bobbing figures seemed
to exercise an irresistible fascination over the
spectators. Every moment one or other of these
left his place to join its ranks. They pushed their
way into the middle, severing the chain for an
instant, or joined themselves on to the ends.
The older men appeared to have a right to the
centre, the boys and children—for there were
youngsters present not more than seven or eight
years old—were on the wings. Thus the line
ever lengthened; originally it consisted of three
or four, presently it was ten or twelve, anon it
was twenty-five or thirty, and before the self-
torturings commenced there were as many as
forty human figures stretching right across the
building, and all rocking backwards and forwards
in grim and ungraceful unison. Even the spec-
tators who kept their places could not resist the
contagion ; as they sat there, they unconsciously
kept time with their heads and shoulders, and
one child swung his little head this way and that
with a fury that threatened to separate it from
his body.

Meanwhile the music had been growing in
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intensity, the orchestra sharing the excitement
which they communicated. The drummers beat
their tambours with redoubled force, lifting them
high above their heads and occasionally, at some
extreme pitch, tossing them aloft and catching
them again as they fell. Sometimes in the ex-
altation of frenzy they started spasmodically to
their feet and then sank back into their original
position. But ever and without a pause con-
tinued the insistent accompaniment of the drums.

And now the oscillating line in front of the
doorway for the first time found utterance. As
they leaped high on one foot, alternately kicking
out the other, as their heads wagged to and fro
and their bodies quivered with the muscular
strain, they cried aloud in praise of Allah.  La
ilaha ill Allah!” (There is no God but Allah)—
this was the untiring burden of their strain.
And then came “ Ya Allah!” (O God), and some-
times “ Ya Kahhar!” (O avenging God), “ Ya
Hakk!”” (O just God), while each burst of
clamorous appeal culminated in an awful shout
of “ Ya Hoo!” (O Him).

The rapidity and vehemence of their gesticula-
tions was now appalling; their heads swung
backwards and forwards till their foreheads
almost touched their breasts and their scalps
smote against their backs. Sweat poured from
their faces; they panted for breath; and the
exclamations burst from their mouths in a thick
and stertorous murmur. Suddenly, and without
warning, the first phase of the zikr ceased, and
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the actors stood gasping, shaking, and dripping
with perspiration. )

After a few seconds’ respite the performance
recommenced, and shortly waxed more furious
than ever. The worshippers seemed to be gifted
with an almost superhuman strength and energy.
As they flung themselves to and fro, at one
moment their upturned faces gleamed with a
sickly polish under the flickering lamps, at the
next their turbaned heads all but brushed the
floor. Their eyes started from the sockets; the
muscles on their necks and the veins on their
foreheads stood out like knotted cords. One old
man fell out of the ranks breathless, spent, and
foaming. His place was taken by another, and
the tumultuous orgy went on.

Presently, as the ecstasy approached its height
and the fully initiated became melboos or pos-
sessed, they broke from the stereotyped litany
into demoniacal grinning and ferocious and bestial
cries. These writhing and contorted objects were
no longer rational human beings, but savage
animals, caged brutes howling madly in the de-
lirium of hunger or of pain. They growled like
bears, they barked like jackals, they roared like
lions, they laughed like hyaenas; and ever and
anon from the seething rank rose a diabolical
shriek, like the scream of a dying horse, or the
yell of a tortured fiend. And steadily the while
in the background resounded the implacable
reverberation of the drums.

The climax was now reached ; the requisite
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pitch of cataleptic inebriation had been obtained,
and the rites of Aissa were about to begin. From
the crowd at the door a wild figure broke forth,
tore off his upper clothing till he was naked to
the waist, and, throwing away his fez, bared a
head close-shaven save for one long and dishev-
elled lock that, springing from the scalp, fell over
his forehead like some grisly and funereal plume.
A long knife, somewhat resembling a cutlass, was
handed to him by the sheikh, who had risen to
his feet and who directed the phenomena that
ensued. Waving it wildly above his head and
protruding the forepart of his figure, the fanatic
brought it down blow after blow against his
bared stomach, and drew it savagely to and fro
against the unprotected skin. There showed the
marks of a long and livid weal, but no blood
spurted from the gash. In the intervals between
the strokes he ran swiftly from one side to the
other of the open space, taking long stealthy
strides like a panther about to spring, and seem-
ingly so powerless over his own movements that
he knocked blindly up against those who stood
in his way, nearly upsetting them with the
violence of the collision.

The prowess or the piety of this ardent devotee
proved extraordinarily contagious. First one and
then another of his brethren caught the afflatus
and followed his example. In a few moments
every part of the mosque was the scene of some
novel and horrible rite of self-mutilation, per-
formed by a fresh aspirant to the favour of Allah.
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Some of these feats did not rise above the level
of the curious but explicable performances which
are sometimes seen upon English stages—e.g. of
the men who swallow swords, and carry enormous
weights suspended from their jaws; achieve-
ments which are in no sense a trick or a decep-
tion, but are to be attributed to abnormal
physical powers or structure developed by long
and often perilous practice. In the Aissaiouian
counterpart of these displays there was nothing
specially remarkable, but there were others less
commonplace and more difficult of explanation.
Several long iron spits or prongs were pro-
duced and distributed ; these formidable imple-
ments were about two and a half feet in length
and sharply pointed, and they terminated at the
handle in a circular wooden knob about the size
of a large orange. There was great competition
for these instruments of torture, which were used
as follows. Poising one in the air, an Aissaoui
would suddenly force the point into the flesh of
his own shoulder in front just below the shoulder
blade. Thus transfixed, and holding the weapon
aloft, he strode swiftly up and down. Suddenly,
at a signal, he fell on his knees, still forcing the
point into his body, and keeping the wooden
head uppermost. Then there started up another
disciple armed with a big wooden mallet, and he,
after a few preliminary taps, rising high on tiptoe
with uplifted weapon would, with an ear-splitting
yell, bring it down with all his force upon the
wooden knob, driving the point home through
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the shoulder of his comrade. Blow succeeded
blow, the victim wincing beneath the stroke, but
uttering no sound, and fixing his eyes with a look
of ineffable delight upon his torturer, till the point
was driven right through the shoulder and pro-
Jected at the back. Then the patient marched
backwards and forwards with the air and the
gait of a conquering hero. At one moment there
were four of these semi-naked maniacs within a
yard of my feet, transfixed and trembling, but
beatified and triumphant. And amid the cries
and the swelter, there never ceased for one second
the sullen and menacing vociferation of the drums.

Another man seized an iron skewer, and, placing
the point within his open jaws, forced it steadily
through his cheek until it protruded a couple of
inches on the outside. He barked savagely like
a dog, and foamed at the lips.

Others, afflicted with exquisite spasms of
hunger, knelt down before the chief, whimpering
like children for food, and turning upon him
imploring glances from their glazed and blood-
shot eyes. His control over his following was
supreme. Some he gratified, others he forbade.
At a touch from him they were silent and re-
lapsed into quiescence. One maddened wretch
who, fancying himself some wild beast, plunged
to and fro, roaring horribly and biting and tearing
with his teeth at whomever he met, was advan-
cing, as I thought, with somewhat truculent intent
in my direction, when he was arrested by his

superior and sent back cringing and cowed.
F
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For those whose ravenous appetites he was
content to humour the most singular repast was
prepared. A plate was brought in, covered with
huge jagged pieces of broken glass, as thick as
a shattered soda - water bottle. With greedy
chuckles and gurglings of delight one of the
hungry ones dashed at it, crammed a handful into
his mouth, and crunched it up as though it were
some exquisite dainty, a fellow-disciple calmly
stroking the exterior of his throat, with intent,
I suppose, to lubricate the descent of the un-
wonted morsels. A little child held up a snake
or sand-worm by the tail, placing the head
between his teeth, and gulped it gleefully down,
Several acolytes came in, carrying a big stem of
the prickly pear, or fico d’ India, whose leaves are
as thick as a one-inch plank and are armed with
huge projecting thorns. This was ambrosia to
the starving saints; they rushed at it with
passionate emulation, tearing at the solid slabs
with their teeth, and gnawing and munching the
coarse fibres, regardless of the thorns which pierced
their tongues and cheeks as they swallowed them
down.

The most singular feature of all, and the one
that almost defies belief, though it is none the
less true, was this—that in no case did one drop
of blood emerge from scar, or gash, or wound.
This fact I observed most carefully, the mokaddem
standing at my side, and each patient in turn
coming to him when his self-imposed torture had
been accomplished and the cataleptic frenzy had
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spent its force. It was the chief who cunningly
withdrew the blade from cheek or shoulder or
body, rubbing over the spot what appeared to
me to be the saliva of his own mouth; then he
whispered an absolution in the ear of the dis-
ciple and kissed him on the forehead, whereupon
the patient, but a moment before writhing in
maniacal transports, retired tranquilly and took
his seat upon the floor. He seemed none the
worse for his recent paroxysm, and the wound
was marked only by a livid blotch or a hectic
flush.

This was the scene that for more than an hour
went on without pause or intermission before
my eyes. The building might have been tenanted
by the Harpies or Laestrygones of Homer, or
by some inhuman monsters of legendary myth.
Amid the dust and sweat and insufferable heat
the naked bodies of the actors shone with a
ghastly pallor and exhaled a sickening smell.
The atmosphere reeked with heavy and intoxicat-
ing fumes. Above the despairing chant of the
singers rang the frenzied yells of the possessed,
the shrieks of the hammerer, and the inarticulate
cries, the snarling and growling, the bellowing
and miauling of the self-imagined beasts. And
ever behind and through all re-echoed the per-
petual and pitiless imprecation of the drums.

As 1 witnessed the disgusting spectacle and
listened to the pandemonium of sounds, my head
swam, my eyes became dim, my senses reeled,
and I believe that in a few moments I must have
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fainted, had not one of my friends touched me
on the shoulder, and, whispering that the mokad-
dem was desirous that I should leave, escorted
me hurriedly to the door. As I walked back to
my quarters, and long after through the still
night, the beat of the tambours continued, and
I heard the distant hum of voices, broken at
intervals by an isolated and piercing cry. Perhaps
yet further and more revolting orgies were cele-
brated after I had left. I had not seen, as other
travellers have done, the chewing and swallowing
of red-hot cinders,! or the harmless handling and
walking upon live coals. I had been spared
that which others have described as the climax
of the gluttonous debauch, viz. the introduction
of a live sheep, which then and there is savagely
torn to pieces and devoured raw by these un-
natural banqueters. But I had seen enough, and
as I sank to sleep my agitated fancy pursued a
thousand avenues of thought, confounding in one
grim medley all the carnivorous horrors of fact
and fable and fiction. Loud above the din and
discord the tale of the false prophets of Carmel,
awakened by the train of association, rang in my
ears, till I seemed to hear intoned with remorseless
repetition the words, ¢ They cried aloud and cut
themselves after their manner with knives and
lancets, till the blood gushed out upon them ’ ;
and in the ever-receding distance of dreamland,

! For an account of this exploit, vide Lane’s Modern Egyptians,
cap. xxv.; and compare the description of Richardson, the famous
fire-eater, in Evelyn’s Memoirs for October 8, 1672.



THE DRUMS OF KAIRWAN 87

faint and yet fainter, there throbbed the in-
exorable and unfaltering delirium of the drums.

Years afterwards, when he was in retirement,
and a little while before the melancholy catastrophe
that ended his life, I met General Boulanger at
a private house in London. The alert and springy
figure and the blonde hair of the youthful General
had been replaced by the increasing bulk and
the grizzled beard of the middle-aged civilian,
and he wore a more paternal aspect than when
I had figured for a short time as his son. But I
refrained from disclosing the fact that I had
ever stood to him, even in masquerade, in a
filial relationship, or that I owed to him my
unforgettable experience of the drums of Kairwan.

Perhaps the most comic feature of the tale
remains to be told. At the time of my visit to
Kairwan, I had just become a Member of Parlia-
ment in England ; and the story of my innocent
deception appeared in some of the English news-
papers. So good an opening for electioneering
propaganda was not to be lost : and the Radical
newspapers of my constituency did not hesitate
to point out the fraudulent and unscrupulous
nature of the individual to whom the truth-loving
electors of Southport had been so foolish as to
entrust their representation. Now it is all for-
gotten ; and there only lingers in my memory
like a faint echo from a shadowy distance the
remote and melancholy pulsation of the drums
of Kairwan.
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THE AMIR OF AFGHANISTAN

He civilised his people and himself remained a savage.
VOLTAIRE,

One still strong man in a blatant land
Who can rule and dare to lie.

TENNYSON, “ Maud » (slightly adapted).

I HAVE never before narrated the circumstances in
which I came to visit the Capital and Court of the
famous Afghan ruler, Amir Abdur Rahman Khan.
I had devoted so many years to the study of the
Central Asian problem—the security of the Indian
Frontier ; the policy of Russia, then in the full
tide of her career of Asiatic aggression and con-
quest ; the part that was being played in the
drama by all the countries lying on the glacis of
the Indian fortress, Persia, Baluchistan, Afghani-
stan, Tibet, China—and I had explored so many
of these regions myself, that I was beyond
measure desirous to visit that one of their number
which, though perhaps the most important, was
also the least accessible, and to converse with the
stormy and inscrutable figure who occupied the
Afghan throne, and was a source of such incessant
anxiety, suspicion, and even alarm to successive
Governments of India as well as to the India

Office in London.
41 G
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I knew that the Amir was intensely mistrust-
ful of the Calcutta Government, and I thought it
not impossible that he might be willing to con-
verse with an Englishman who had been the
Minister responsible for the Government of India
in the House of Commons in London, who was
still, though no longer in office, a member of
that House, and who had for some years written
and spoken widely, though always in a friendly
spirit, about the defence of the Indian frontier,
and the importance of intimate relations with
Afghanistan. Accordingly in the spring of 1894
I wrote a personal letter to the Amir, in which
I confessed these desires, explained to him my
impending programme of travel in the Himalayas
and the Pamirs, and sought his permission to
visit him at Kabul in the latter part of the year.

After expatiating with more than Oriental
hyperbole upon all these considerations, I added
a passage in which I felt a modest pride :

Khorasan I have seen and visited ; I have been in
Bokhara and Samarkand ; I have ridden to Chaman, and
I have sojourned at Peshawur. But the dominions of
Your Highness, which are situated in the middle of all
these territories, like unto a rich stone in the middle of a
ring, I have never been permitted to enter, and the person
of Your Highness, which is in your own dominions like
unto the sparkle in the heart of the diamond, I have not
been fortunate enough to see. Many books and writings
have I studied, and have talked to many men; but I
would fain converse with Your Highness who knows
more about these questions than do other men, and who

will perhaps be willing to throw upon my imperfect
understanding the full ray of truth.
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Apart, however, from the hoped-for invitation
from the Amir—never before extended to any
Englishman except to those in his personal employ,
or to an official Mission from the Government of
India, such as that of their Foreign Secretary,
Sir Mortimer Durand—there were other and for-
midable difficulties to be overcome. The Home
Government (Lord Kimberley was then Secretary
of State for India) viewed my project with some
anxiety ; the attitude of the Government of
India was veiled in a chilly obscurity, which
was not dissipated until I arrived at Simla in the
early autumn to plead my own case. Sir Henry
Brackenbury, then Military Member, and a man
of great ability and much imagination, was my
one friend ; the Commander-in-Chief, Sir George
White, was non-committal ; the Viceroy, Lord
Elgin, hesitated. At a meeting of the Executive
Council, however, it was decided to let me cross
the frontier (on my return from the Pamirs),
provided that a direct invitation from the Amir
arrived in the interim; but I was told that I
must go as a private individual (which was
exactly what I desired), and that the Government
of India would assume no responsibility for my
safety.

It was while I was in camp in the Gurais
Valley in Kashmir, on my way to the Gilgit
Frontier, that I received a telegram from Kabul
announcing the invitation of the Amir. From
that moment all my anxieties were at an end,
and it remained only for me to get through my
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Pamir explorations in safety in order to realise
my supreme ambition in the later autumn.
Nearly three months later, on November 13,
1894, I rode alone across the Afghan Frontier at
Torkham beyond Lundi Khana, and consigned
myself to the care of the God-Granted Govern-
ment, and to the hospitality of its Sovereign.

And now let me say something about the
personality and career of that remarkable man,
so that my readers, to whom his name is perhaps
now little more than a memory, may know what
sort of being it was with whom I was about to
spend long days in friendly intercourse, and who
was to reveal to me, with an astonishing candour,
his innermost thoughts and ideas.

Born in 1844, Abdur Rahman Khan was the
eldest son of Dost Mohammed, the celebrated
Afghan ruler who had been alternately the foe
and the protégé of the British Government. He
was therefore by birth and inheritance the direct
and legal heir of his grandfather, and the recog-
nised head of the Barukzai clan. It may be a
consolation to reluctant students and to naughty
boys at large to know, as the Amir himself told
me, that up till the age of twenty he declined to
learn either to read or to write, and that at a time
when most KEuropean lads have their knees under
a desk he was engaged in manufacturing rifled
gun - barrels and in casting guns. It was in
1864, the year following upon the death of the
Dost, that he first appeared in public life, being
appointed to a Governorship in Afghan Turkestan ;
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and after that date there were few elements of
romance or adventure that his career did not
contain. Here victorious in battle (for he was a
born soldier), there defeated ; now a king-maker
in his own country, anon a fugitive from its
borders ; for a time the powerful Governor of the
Cis-Oxian provinces, and presently an exile in
the courts of Meshed, Khiva, and Bokhara; later
on a pensioner of the Russians at Samarkand, and,
finally, the British nominee upon the throne of a
recovered Afghanistan, for nearly forty years,
whether in the forefront or the background, he
presented the single strong figure whose masculine
individuality emerged with distinctness from the
obscure and internecine and often miserable drama
of Afghan politics.

It was he who placed, first his father Afzul,
and afterwards his uncle Azim, on the throne;
and when, Afzul having died and Azim having
been defeated by a younger brother, Shere Ali,
he was obliged to flee from his country into a ten
years’ exile, it was with the conviction, which he
never abandoned, that his services would again
be called for and that he would assuredly return.

For this purpose he accepted a Russian
pension (the greater part of which was, he told
me, systematically filched from him by pecula-
tion) and resided at Samarkand, in order that he
might be near to the Afghan frontier whenever
the emergency should arise. The Russians never
quite recovered from their astonishment that one
who had been a recipient of their hospitality and
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their pay should, in later years, after recovering
the throne, have pursued a policy so little in
accord with Russian aspirations ; and for a while
they consoled themselves with the reflection that
this was a mere ruse, and that the true Russophil
would appear later on. These expectations were
sadly disappointed ; for although he did not care
for the British much, Abdur Rahman disliked
the Russians far more, and had a very shrewd
idea of the fate that a Russo-Afghan alliance
would bring upon his country. Incidentally, he
told me that while a refugee in Russia he secretly
learned the language, and never enjoyed himself
more than when he heard the Russian officers
discussing their real policy in the presence of the
seemingly simple - minded and wunsophisticated
Afghan.

In 1878 his opportunity came, when Shere
Ali, inveigled by Russian promises to his doom,
threw off the British alliance, and brought a
British army into his country, thereby forfeiting
first his throne, and, a little later, his life. Cross-
ing the frontier, Abdur Rahman overran the
whole country, and by 1880 had acquired so
commanding a position that when, after the
treachery of Yakub Khan and the open hostility
of Ayub, the Indian Government were looking
out for a suitable candidate for the throne, they
had no alternative but to take the single strong
man in the country, whom they forthwith in-
stalled as ruler, and then retired.

In the thirteen years that elapsed before my
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visit the Amir had consolidated his rule over one
of the most turbulent peoples in the world by force
alike of character and of arms, and by a relentless
savagery that ended by crushing all opposition
out of existence, and leaving him the undisputed
but dreaded master of the entire country. No
previous Sovereign had ever ridden the wild
Afghan steed with so cruel a bit, none had given
so large a measure of unity to the kingdom;
there was not in Asia or in the world a more
fierce or uncompromising despot. Such was the
remarkable man whose guest I was for more
than a fortnight at Kabul, living in the Salam
Khana or Guest House, immediately overlooking
the moat of the Ark or Citadel. The Amir was
residing in a neighbouring two-storied house or
villa, surrounded by a high wall, and known as
the Bostan Serai. In the grounds of this place
he now lies buried. Our meetings and conver-
sations took place in a large room in that building.
They usually commenced at noon or 1 p.M. and
lasted for some hours.

I do not propose to narrate here the long
conversations, mainly of a political character, in
which the Amir indulged, because, as I have
before said, I do not wish this volume to become
a political treatise, and because much of what
he said was intended to be confidential. Later
on, however, I shall narrate one of his most
characteristic harangues about his impending
visit to England, the invitation to which he
accepted through me, since it reveals many of
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the most interesting traits of his shrewd but
untutored intellect. In the intervals, however, of
these quasi-political conversations the Amir would
talk discursively about almost every topic under
heaven; while, during my stay, I heard many
anecdotes of his curious character and amazing
career.

Perhaps before I come to these I may say a
few words about his external appearance and
mien. A man of big stature though not of great
height, of colossal personal strength, and of
corresponding stoutness of frame when in his
prime, he was much altered by sickness when I
saw him from the appearance presented, for
instance, by the photographs taken at the Rawal
Pindi Durbar in 1885. The photograph that I
reproduce represents him as he was at the time
of my visit in 1894. He suffered greatly from
gout, and one of the favourite amusements
or jests of the native compositor in the Indian
Press was to convert * gout ”’ into ““ government ”’
and to say, not without truth, that the Amir
was suffering from *“ a bad attack of government.”

A large, but in no wise unwieldy figure sitting
upright upon silken quilts, outspread over a low
charpoy or bedstead, the limbs encased in close-
fitting lamb’s wool garments; a fur-lined pelisse
hanging over the shoulders, and a spotless white
silk turban wound round the conical Afghan
skull-cap of cloth of silver, or of gold, and coming
low down on to the forehead; a broad and
massive countenance with regular features, but
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complexion visibly sallow from recent illness ;
brows that contracted somewhat as he reflected
or argued ; luminous black eyes that looked out
very straightly and fixedly without the slightest
movement or wavering, a black moustache close
clipped upon the upper lip, and a -carefully
trimmed and dyed black beard, neither so long
nor so luxuriant as of yore, framing a mouth
that responded to every expression, and which,
when it opened, as it not unfrequently did, to
loud laughter, widened at the corners and dis-
closed the full line of teeth in both jaws; a
voice resonant but not harsh, and an articulation
of surprising emphasis and clearness; above all,
a manner of unchallengeable dignity and com-
mand—this was the outward guise and bearing
of my kingly host. I may add that for stating
his own case in an argument or controversy the
Amir would not easily find a match on the front
benches in the House of Commons; whilst if
he began to talk of his own experiences and to
relate stories of his adventures in warfare or
exile, the organised minuteness and deliberation
with which each stage of the narrative proceeded
in due order was only equalled by the triumphant
crash of the climax, and only exceeded by the
roar of laughter which the dénouement almost
invariably provoked from the audience, and in
which the author as heartily joined. Like
most men trained in the Persian literary school
(Persian being the language of the upper classes in

Afghanistan), the Amir was a constant quoter of
H
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saws and wise sayings from that inexhaustible
well of sapient philosophy, that Iranian Pope,
the Sheikh Saadi.

The Amir’s appearance, like that of most
Orientals, was greatly enhanced by his turban.
I never saw him in the sheepskin kolak or kalpak
of his military uniform. On one occasion when
we were talking about his visit to England he
removed his turban and began to scratch his
head, which was shaved quite bald. In a moment
he was transformed from the formidable despot
to a commonplace and elderly man. I implored
him when he came to London never to remove
his turban or scratch his head ; and, when I told
him my reason, his vanity was at once piqued,
and he promised faithfully to show himself at
his best.

His characteristics were in some respects even
more remarkable than his features. This terribly
cruel man could be affable, gracious, and con-
siderate to a degree. This man of blood loved
scents and colours and gardens and singing
birds and flowers. This intensely practical being
was a prey to mysticism, for he thought that he
saw dreams and visions, and was convinced
(although this was probably only a symptom of
his vanity) that he possessed supernatural gifts.
Generous to those who were useful to him, he
was merciless to any whose day was past or
who had lost his favour. But even in the most
unpropitious circumstances his humour never
deserted him. At one of his country durbars
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certain tax-gatherers were disputing with the
local landowners as to the taxes to be paid. As
they all insisted on speaking at once, he placed
a soldier behind each of them with orders to
box the ears of any man who spoke out of his
turn.

On one occasion he put a man to death un-
justly, t.e. on false evidence. Thereupon he
fined himself 6000 rupees, and paid this sum to
the widow, who for her part was delighted at
being simultaneously relieved of her husband
and started again in life.

On another occasion his humour took a more
gruesorne turn. It was pointed out to him by
one of his courtiers that he had ordered an
innocent man to be hanged. ‘ Innocent!” cried
the Amir. ‘ Well, if he is not guilty this time, he
has done something else at another. Away with
him.”

In this strange and almost incredible amalgam
of the jester and the cynic, the statesman and the
savage, I think that a passion for cruelty was one
of his most inveterate instincts. The Amir often
exerted himself to deny the charge or claimed
that it was the only method of dealing with a
race so treacherous and criminally inclined. For
instance, as I rode to Kabul, I passed on the
top of the Lataband Pass an iron cage swinging
from a tall pole in which rattled the bleaching
bones of a robber whom he had caught and
shut up alive in this construction, as a warning
to other disturbers of the peace of the King’s
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highway. He revelled in these grim demon-
strations of executive authority. Nevertheless,
the recorded stories—as to the truth of which
I satisfied myself—were sufficient to show that
a love of violence and an ingrained ferocity were
deeply rooted in his nature. He confided to an
Englishman at Kabul that he had put to death
120,000 of his own people. After one unsuccess-
ful rebellion he had many thousands of the guilty
tribesmen blinded with quicklime, and spoke to
me of the punishment without a trace of com-
punction. Crimes such as robbery or rape were
punished with fiendish severity. Men were
blown from guns, or thrown down a dark well,
or beaten to death, or flayed alive, or tortured in
the offending member. For instance, one of
the favourite penalties for petty larceny was to
amputate the hand at the wrist, the raw stump
being then plunged in boiling oil. One official
who had outraged a woman was stripped naked
and placed in a hole dug for the purpose on the
top of a high hill outside Kabul. It was in mid-
winter ; and water was then poured upon him
until he was converted into an icicle and frozen
alive. As the Amir sardonically remarked, ‘‘ He
would never be too hot again.”

A woman of his harem being found in the
family way, he had her tied up in a sack and
brought into the Durbar hall, where he ran her
through with his own sword. Two men having
been heard to talk about some forbidden subject,
he ordered their upper and lower lips to be
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stitched together so that they should never
offend again. A man came into the Durbar one
day and openly accused the Amir of depravity
and crime. ‘ Tear out his tongue,” said the
Amir. In a moment he was seized and his
tongue torn out by the roots. The poor wretch
died. One day an old beggar threw himself in
the way of the Amir as he was riding through the
streets. The following dialogue then ensued :
““ What are you ? ’  ““ A beggar.” *‘ But how do
you get your living ?” ‘ By alms.” ‘ What ?
Do you mean to say that you do no work ?
““None.” ‘“And you have never done any ? ”
“Never.” “Then it is time that we were
relieved of your presence.”” And the Amir nodded
to the executioner.

His cruelty even extended to punishing acts,
however innocent, which had not been authorised
by himself or which seemed to trench upon his
prerogative. Though I was his guest and he
sincerely desired to do me honour, and did so,
he could not tolerate that any of his subjects
should show spontaneous courtesy to the stranger.
A man who spoke to me while I was on the road
to Kabul was seized and thrown into prison. A
man who offered me a pomegranate as I rode
into Kandahar was severely beaten and imprisoned
and deprived of his property.

Nevertheless, this monarch, at once a patriot
and a monster, a great man and almost a fiend,
laboured hard and unceasingly for the good of
his country. He sought to raise his people from
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the squalor and apathy and blood-shedding of
their normal lives and to convert them into a
nation. He welded the Afghan tribes into a
unity which they had never previously enjoyed,
and he paved the way for the complete in-
dependence which his successors have achieved.
He and he alone was the Government of
Afghanistan. There was nothing from the com-
mand of an army or the government of a province
to the cut of a uniform or the fabrication of
furniture that he did not personally superintend
and control. He was the brain and eyes and
ears of all Afghanistan. But it is questionable
whether in the latter part of his life he was more
detested or admired. He ceased to move abroad
from fear of assassination, and six horses, saddled
and laden with coin, were always kept ready for
a sudden escape.

I should describe him, on the whole, in spite
of his uncertain temper and insolent language,
as a consistent friend of the British alliance.
Though he often had differences with the Govern-
ment of India, whom he loved to snub and annoy,
though there were moments when the relations
between them were very strained, though, when
I became Viceroy, he did not spare me these
conventional amenities and we were sometimes
on the verge of a serious quarrel, I did not and
do not doubt that on the broad issues of Imperial
policy his fidelity was assured. But he acted in
this respect, as in all others, from expediency
alone. He knew that the British neither coveted
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nor desired to annex his country. As an in-
dependent Sovereign he was compelled, for the
sake of appearances with his own people, to
exhibit a truculence that was often offensive and
at times insupportable. But at a crisis it was
to British advice and British arms that he in-
variably turned. His name will always deserve
to rank high in the annals of his own country
as well as in the history of the Indian Empire.

Among the devices that he adopted in order
to stimulate the patriotism and ensure the due
subordination of his people and incidentally to
render them more amenable to military con-
scription, was the issue of a map, accompanied
by a Proclamation which was read out in the
bazaars and mosques of all the principal towns
and posted in every village. As this map, how-
ever viewed, is quite unlike any other map that
I have ever seen, I give a small-scale reproduc-
tion of it here. My original copy, printed on
canvas, measures 5 feet by 44 feet.

The Proclamation was even more remarkable
than the map, which indeed stands in some need
of explanation. It was in the nature of a lecture,
invested with all the authority of a royal firman
or decree. I will quote a few passages from it.

I have now prepared for you a kind of map, which
shows the condition of Afghanistan as compared with
that of its surrounding countries. This I have done in
order to enable you to study the matter attentively and
to make out a path for yourselves in such a way, that
good may accrue both to your country and to your
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religion. I am hopeful that a careful study of this map
will suffice for your prosperity and happiness both in this
world and the next.

In entering into the details of this map, I hereby
declare that whatever has been predestined by the
Almighty for each one of you, the same has been put
into the heart of your King, and he is thus enabled to
find suitable appointments for all. Some of you have
attained to the rank of a Commander-in-Chief, while
others are still in the position of a sepoy. It is, however,
fitting for you all to offer thanks to God and to your
King, and to be contented with your lot. You should
not be envious of those who hold higher rank than your-
selves, but you should rather look to those who are
inferior. By doing so you will gain three benefits—first,
the favour and blessing of God, for it is written that “ if
you express your gratitude for the blessings poured forth
upon you, the same shall be increased ”’; secondly, the
approbation and good will of your ruler; and thirdly,
you will thus be enabled to hold your present position in
the sure hope of obtaining advancement. For God has
said, that if you offer thanks for His blessings He will
increase them. The increase of blessings signifies the
exaltation of rank. All blessings in this world depend
upon the exaltation of position, and when a man’s rank
is increased he can then only be said to have obtained
the blessings of this world. But if you are not contented
with your present state and neglect to offer your thanks
to God, and do not look to those who are inferior to you
in position, but rather envy those who are above you,
and ask in your hearts why such and such persons are
superior to yourselves, you lay the foundation of envy
and hatred, and cause many calamities to fall upon
you.

Therefore, take care and listen to me, who am your
King, with all your heart, and weigh well what I say,
for it is of no use to make lamentations for that which
has passed and gone. This advice is for all, from the
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Commander-in-Chief down to the sepoy, and also for the
subjects, who are inferior to all, and for those who carry
guns on their shoulders. A sepoy should look upon the
subjects, who are inferior to him, as members of his own
society, for it is with the help of God and by the kindness
of the King that he has obtained his rank. You should
sympathise with the subjects, who are your own tribes-
men and who are continually employed in cultivating
their lands, in cutting their crops, in thrashing their
corn, in gathering in the harvests and in winnowing the
wheat from the chaff. They are also occupied in trade
and undergo hardships and troubles by night and by
day, and only enjoy a portion of the produce themselves
after they have paid in the taxes which are necessary for
the expenses of the State. I, who am your King, spend
all this money on the army. It therefore behoves you
all, whether you are men in high places or sepoys or
subjects, to be grateful, because all that you pay is given
back to your brothers, sons and tribesmen. By this God
is pleased, religion flourishes and honour is preserved.
In a like manner, the subjects should also be grateful, so
that God’s blessings may increase day by day, for it is
written, that on him who is grateful He increases his
bounties. It is therefore incumbent on you to be grateful
both to God and to your King.

The real object of my teaching is that the kindness
and compassion of the King towards his subjects re-
sembles the feelings of a father towards his son; and as
it is natural that a father should be kind to his son, so
it is also natural that the King should be kind to his
subjects. These are also the orders of God to the King.
But when the father sees the errors of his son, he ad-
monishes and punishes him. Now this punishment is not
due to ill-feeling, but rather to the excessive love which
the father bears towards his son, so that he cannot even
bear the sight of any wrong-doing on the part of his son ;
in the same way the King has the same feelings towards
his subjects as a father has towards his son. The King
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only wishes to spread the blessings of tranquillity and
peace among his subjects and to gain a good name
thereby. When a boy is young and ignorant, he hates
and despises the advice of his father, but when he
becomes of age and becomes endued with wisdom and
intellect, he considers that there is none so kind and
affectionate as his father, and it is the whole purport and
desire of his life to obey the orders of his father. In the
same way, I, the ruler of you Afghans, have the same
desire of being kind and generous to you, even as a father
is kind and generous to his son. If you are wise enough
to understand and benefit by my advice, I am confident
that you will see that your religion will flourish and
that your country will be prosperous. May it so please
God.

Considering the manner, as already described,
in which Abdur Rahman Khan was in the habit
of demonstrating his paternal love for his subjects,
the latter, if they had one-thousandth part of the
sense of humour of their sovereign, must have
smiled somewhat grimly as they listened to this
sermon.

One of the subjects that interested the Amir
most was his claim, on behalf of himself and of
his people, to a descent from the Lost Tribes of
Israel. I had heard of this theory; and I had
noted the distinct resemblance of many Afghan
features to the Semitic type. But when I inter-
rogated him about it, he unhesitatingly pro-
claimed his acceptance of the legend. He de-
clared that the Afghans took their name from
Afghana, who was Commander-in-Chief to King
Solomon ; some were descended from him, and



THE AMIR OF AFGHANISTAN 59

others from Jeremiah the son of Saul.! On
another occasion the Amir’s eldest son Habibulla,
whose ethnology was a little hazy, told me that
the Afghans were Jews who had been conquered
by Babu-Nassar (t.e. Nebuchadnezzar) in the
time of Yezdigird, and deported to Persia, where
they lived a long time. Later on they migrated
to Afghanistan, where they settled in the region
of the Suleiman (Solomon) Mountains, to which,
in reference to their origin, they gave that name.
As a matter of fact, the Hebrew descent of the
Afghans has been the subject of prolonged dis-
pute, great authorities having argued on either
side. The champions of the theory point to the
marked Jewish features of so many Afghans, to
the great number of Jewish Christian names
(e.g. Ibrahim =Abraham, Ayub=Job, Ismail=
Ishmael, Ishak =Isaac, Yahia=John, Yakub=
Jacob, Yusuf =Joseph, Isa =Jesus, Daoud =David,
Suleiman =Solomon, and many others), to the
fact that the Feast of the Passover is still ob-
served by the Pathan border tribe of the Yusufzai ;
and to the occurrence of the name Kabul in the
Old Testament (e.g. 1 Kings ix. 13), where
Solomon, having given King Hiram twenty cities
of Galilee in return for the timber and gold pre-
sented to him for the Temple, Hiram went out to
see them and was very much disgusted, * calling
them the land of Cabul (z.e. dirty or disgusting)

1 This is the conventional account given in the best-known Pushtu
history, called Tazkirat ul-Muluk, which was composed in the time of
the early Duranis, and probably invented the legend.
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unto this day.” I believe that this reasoning is
quite fallacious, the Biblical names employed by
the Afghans being all in their Arabic form, i.e.
post-Mohammedan in origin; and the Hebrew
word Kabul in the Old Testament having no
connection, except in spelling, with the Afghan
Kabul. The theory of a Semitic origin is now
generally discredited, but there is nothing in-
herently improbable in the belief that some of
the Afghan tribes may have entered the country
from Persia (of which language they speak a
patois) and may have come at an earlier date into
Persia from Syria or Assyria (the land of the
captivity). There I will leave the matter, to
which I have only alluded here in order to record
the opinions of the Amir.

And now, having given a general picture of the
man, his personality and his acts, let me pass on
to narrate a few of the more interesting conversa-
tions, other than on political subjects, with which
he overflowed. He spoke in Persian through an
interpreter ; and while at times he would indulge
in short and staccato phrases, at others he would
pour forth a torrent of declamation that lasted for
six or seven minutes without a pause.

Never was the mixture of shrewdness, vanity,
and ignorance, which were so strangely blended in
Abdur Rahman’s character, more patently shown
than in the conversation which he held with me
one day in open Durbar with regard to his con-
templated visit to England. He had already
received an oflicial invitation from Her Majesty’s
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Government, tendered through the Viceroy (Lord
Elgin) to pay such a visit, and to this invitation,
with calculated rudeness, he had declined for
months to return a reply. I had good reason for
thinking that he was postponing his answer until
I arrived at Kabul, and he could hear from me
personally what sort of reception he would be
likely to meet with in London. From the start,
accordingly, this formed a constant topic of our
conversation; and I very soon realised that,
while appearing to hang back, the Amir was in
reality intensely anxious to come, provided, on
the one hand, that he could be assured of a
welcome in England compatible with his own
exalted conception of the dignity and prestige of
the Afghan Sovereign, and, on the other, that he
could safely be absent from his country for several
months of time. He would discuss these sub-
jects with me interminably in all their bearings,
being in reality much more concerned about the
former than the latter. At length, towards the
end of my visit, his mind was made up; the
decision to pay the visit was definitely taken ;
the acceptance was written, in the form of a
personal letter to Queen Victoria, which the Amir
handed to me in open Durbar, wrapped up in a
violet silk covering, embroidered with a Persian
inscription. This parcel I took back to England
and ultimately transmitted to Her Majesty : and
unquestionably the visit would have taken place
had not the Amir learned a little later on that,
had he left his country, the chances were that,
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in consequence of the reign of terror that pre-
vailed under his iron hand, he would never be
allowed to return, and that in his absence some
less fierce and dreaded occupant would be in-
stalled upon the Afghan throne.

It was in the course of one of these public con-
versations that the following dialogue occurred—
to understand which it should be premised that
the one Englishman against whom the Amir cher-
ished an overweening, though entirely unfounded
prejudice, was Lord Roberts (then Commander-
in-Chief in England), whom he was never tired
of accusing of having condemned and hanged, by
bought and perjured evidence, many thousands
of innocent Afghans upon the arrival of the
British army in Kabul after the murder of Sir
L. Cavagnari in 1879. This monarch, who had
not hesitated himself, as he boasted to me, to
put out the eyes of thousands of his own subjects
(after the Hazara rebellion), and who was utterly
indifferent to human life, had no words of repro-
bation too strong for the British Commander,
who had dared to punish a gross act of inter-
national treachery by the execution of the guilty
parties ; and he would constantly repeat that
Roberts had killed thousands of innocent Afghan
people and could never be forgiven. Hence the
ensuing story.

1 These charges against the findings of the Military Court at Kabul,
and the consequent executions, having been taken up and repeated by
the Opposition in London, the answer of Lord Roberts was read in both
Houses of Parliament. His full reply, with an abstract statement of
the executions, was published as a Parliamentary Paper in February
1880.
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A. “ When I come to England and to London
and am received by the Queen, shall I tell you
what I willdo ? ”

C. “ Yes, Your Highness, I shall be glad to
hear.”

A. I understand that there is in London a
great Hall that is known as Westminster Hall. Is
not that so ? ”

C. “Itis.”

A. *“ There are also in London two Mejilises
(t.e. Houses of Parliament). One is called the
House of Lords and the other is called the House
of Commons ? ”’

C. “Itisso.”

A. “When I come to London, I shall be
received In Westminster Hall. The Queen will
be seated on her throne at the end of the Hall,
and the Royal Family will be around her; and
on either side of the Hall will be placed the two
Mejilises—the House of Lords on the right, and
the House of Commons on the left. Is not that
the case ?”

C. “It is not our usual plan; but will Your
Highness proceed ? ”’

A. ‘1 shall enter the Hall, and the Lords will
rise on the right, and the Commons will rise on
the left to greet me, and I shall advance between
them up the Hall to the dais, where will be
seated the Queen upon her throne. And she
will rise and will say to me, ‘ What has Your
Majesty come from Kabul to say?’ And how
then shall I reply ? ™
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C. “I am sure I do not know.”

A. I shall reply: ‘I will say nothing’—
and the Queen will then ask me why I refuse to
say anything; and I shall answer: ‘Send for
Roberts. I decline to speak until Roberts comes.’
And then they will send for Roberts, and there
will be a pause until Roberts comes, and when
Roberts has come and is standing before the
Queen and the two Mejilises, then will I speak.”

C. “ And what will Your Highness say ? ”’

A. 1 shall tell them how Roberts paid
thousands of rupees to obtain false witness at
Kabul and that he slew thousands of my innocent
people, and I shall ask that Roberts be punished,
and when Roberts has been punished, then will
I speak.”

It was in vain that I indicated to the Amir
that things in England and in London were not
done exactly in that way, and that the ceremonial
of his reception would hardly be of the nature
described. Nothing could convince him. This
was no doubt exactly the manner in which he
would have managed the business in Kabul;
and London meant no more to him than a larger
stage and a change of scene.

When I reflected what might have happened
had the visit been paid and had the Amir been
confronted with the more sober realities of
British official procedure, I felt almost glad that
Her Majesty’s Government were spared the
spectacle of the Amir’s disappointment and its
consequences, which might have been serious ;
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although the personal encounter between the two
protagonists, had it ever taken place, could hardly
have failed to be diverting.

The only person in England who, when 1
recounted the story, failed to find it at all amus-
ing—and this perhaps quite pardonably —was
Lord Roberts himself.

Knowing that I was a member of Parliament
the Amir never spoke to me contemptuously,
though often with a touch of sarcasm, about the
House of Commons. But to others he was less
reticent. On one occasion he told an English-
man in his service that he ought to go to the
public hammam (Turkish Bath) in Kabul in
order to see what in the Amir’s opinion the
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