


Yafic, Zaydis, Al Bü Bakr b. Salim and 
others: 
Tribes and Sayyids 

R.B. SERJEANT, St. Andrews, Fife 

This is my modest tribute to Professor Oscar Löfgren who, with 
another .Swedish scholar, Count Carlo de Landberg, has laid an 
enduring foundation for the study of south wesıern Arabia of 
the Islamic era. (am happy to have the occasion to acknowl­
edge my personal debt to Professor Löfgren's scholarship. 

Yafi' is an ancient and important congerie of tribes - agriculturists and 
warriors - established in lofty steeply rising mountains lying north of 
Aden and bordering on the present day Yemen Arab Republic. The name 
Yafi' alıeady occurs in the pre-lslamic inscriptions and places to which 
reference is made here alıeady figure as Yilicı territory in Harndarus 
geography1• So inaccessible is Yafi'i country that it rarely comes under a 
centralizing power and then not for long. lt does not for example seem to 
have paid taxes to the Rasülids2 though Yafic-ıs served them as mercen­
aries. In E:Ia~amawt to which they also came as mercenaries in the 
ll-12th/17-18th centuries (on one occasion at least at the instance of the 
'Inat Sayyid house of Bü Bakr b. S3.lim1), they became the dominant 
power. Many were employed as mercenaries in India, notably E:Iaydarabad. 
Towards the end of the 19th century and onwards the (British) lndian 
Government entered into a series of treaties with various Yafi'i groups, the 
naqfbs of al-Mawsa!ah, the MuflaJ:ıis, the E:Ia9rami tribe, and the Ibn 
Harharalı shaykh4, aiming to keep other powers out of these areas - the 
chiefs received tiny stipends in return. In 19095 it was stated that »the 
Aden Resideney has little communication with the Upper Yafai tribes«. It 
was really only after World War II and the Aden Government's penetra­
tion policy that any serious attempt was made to develop relations with 
Yili'. Aden's troubles with Mu~ammad son of Sultan 'Aydarüs of Lower 
Yili' are rather sketchily· discussed by Sir Kennedy Trevaskis6 and a Yafi'i 
element was part of the small communist NLF to which the 1967 Labour 
Govem~nt resolved ıo hand over Aden and its dependencies. The iron 
curtain descended and news of the tribes filters out rarely with refugees. It 

1 Şi/at Jaziraı al-<Arab, ed. D.H. Müller, Leiden 1884-91, p: 89; ed. Mu~ammad .. . 
al-Akwa<, al-Riya<J, 1394/1974, p. 176, with some modern notes. Al-<Urr, Dhü Nakhib, 
Taym, the Banü Qasid and Yahar, as well as other places are mentioned. 
2 The Mulakhkhas al-filan (1411-::-12) does not list revenue from Yafi<. 
3 Cf. p. 103. . . 
4 Printed in An Account of the Arab Tribes in the vicinity of Aden, Govcrnmcnt 
Central Press, Bombay 1909. W.H. lngrams, Report on ... Hadlıramauı, Colonial 123, 
London 1937, lists the tribes of Lower and Upper Yafi< but the spclling and possibly 
part of the information is unreliable. 
5 AccoUIII ... ap. cit., 63. 
6 Shades of Amber, London 1968, passim. 
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Map of Upper Yafi< and part of Lower Ylifi<. (Courtesy of Peter J. Grove) 

is not, however, to be expected that the jtinta at present roling in Aden 
has control of the mountains of Yati'. 

Yafi' divides into Upper (al-'Ulya) and Lower (al-Sufla) Yafi'. The high 
mountain districts are not known to have been visited by Europeans; the 
maps are mainly based on aerial survey - I have myself flown over Yafi'. 
Lower Yafi' lies partly in the Abyan plain. In ancient times cAd (ibn 
Shaddad) and Thamüd were in Yclfi', they say, and point to the Shaddad 
tribe in the Faq.ıı- sultanate. Al-Qarah, chosen for its strategic position, was 
the old capital of t!Je Sultans of Banü Qasid, a tribe known to al-Hamdaru1 . 

The Sultan had five tribes, Kaladi, Sa'di, Yazidi, Yalıari and Na.Idıibi. The 
only visit paid by a British official to al-Qarah was that of Sir Tom 
Hickinbotham8 in the fifties, an edgy affair, fraught with danger, political 
officeis told me. \ 

The Upper Yclfi' capital is al-MaJ:ıjabah of the Mashayikh family Al 
Harharah. His tribes are also five - from west to east, al-MufliJ:ıi, al­
Mawsaçi, al-~bifl?abi, al-Bu'si, al-I:Ia9-rami. According to the 1909 
handbook9 Sultan Sayf of Lower Yiifi' had in his employ a c;lerk, Ibn 
Harharah, much loved by him, an able man to whom he granted by deed 
of gift, a district called al-Sufiil, from which originated Upper Yafi'. 
Perhaps this is not quite consistent with other versions of the Al Harharalı 
Sultan's antecedents. AJ:ımad Faq.ı al-'Abdalvo (Ibn Harharalı is related to 
the 'Abdali Sultans of Lahej) maintains tha:t Shaykh Abü Bakr b. Salim of 
'İniit, before his death in 992/1584, appointed (naşaba) the very learned 
shaykh 'Ali Harharalı as a conciliator (muş@ ) and religious guide 

7 AI-Hamdani, /oc. ciL 
8 Aden, London 1958, p. 134, with pictures at al-Qlirah. 
9 Account of the Arab tribes, p. 63. 
10 Hadiyyat al-zaman fi akhbiir mu/ük La~j wa-<Adan, Cairo 1351 H., p. 108. 
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(murshid) in Upper Yafi' - his son A~mad succeeded him and the latter's 
son şam.ı followed him. Ibn Harharah, says Ibn Hashim11 was of the 
noblest houses of Yafi' (min ashraf buyütiit Yiifi'). 

In their fratricidal struggles for power during the twelth/eighteenth 
century the rival Katlıiri Sultans of I:Iaçlramawt called in Yafi'i tribesmen 
to support them. In lil6/1704-5 the Manşab of 'İnat12 summoned 
(istaşrakha) Yafi' to .his aid, while at the same time the Katlıiri Sultan 
Mu~ammad al-Mardüf sent sacrificial animals ('aqii)ir) to Jabal Yati' to 
invoke aid against his riva!, Sultan 'Umar b. Ja'far al-Kathiri, who had 
adopted the Zaydi school. Though at this point, the Manşab seems to have 
made common cause with Sultan al-Mardüf, he had also been instrumental, 
it seems, in bringing Yafi'is to support Sultan 'Umar al-Kathiri. 'Umar b. 
Şilii:ı b. Harharalı arrived to support Sultan al-Mardüf with 6,000 Yafi'is 
and gained control over all I:Iaçlramawt He returned home but left 'Umar 
b. 'Awaçl al-Qu'ay!i in command of the Yati'i tribesmen in I:Iaçlramawt -
Yati'i dominance there does not however come into our story. 

Yafi' is famous for its coffee, grown in sheltered places on its lofty 
mountain sides. Yafi'ıs are also fine masons. They are not unknown as 
scholars., notably 'Afif al-Din 'Abdullah b. As'ad al-Yafi'i the biographer 
(ob. 768/1367). 

The Sultans of Lower YafiC and their Tribes 

In the brief and limited discussion I had, mainly with Sultan 'Alawi b. 
AI:ımad al-'Arıfi, relations between the tribes and Sultan were said to fall 
into two categories (at-a/:ıkiim 'atii naw'ayn) - qayd and sum'ah wa-tub'ah. 

Qayd seerns to mean something like bounden duty or it might mean 
treaty, but we did not develop this theme. 

Sum'ah wa-tub'ah, literally, to hear and follow, means that the qabii)il 
respond to the summons of the ~Afifi Sultan and follow him to war - ie., 
when the Sultan declares war they rally to his support, but there is no 
bond (qayd). It seems there are stipulations governing this relationship for 
the /:ılıkim (sultan?) says: »If I do you wrong then it is upon my neck 
(:çatamtu-ka - 'atii raqabatfl3). To this the qab'ilf replies, giving his alle­
gian:ce; »I undertake by the pact of Allah on the Qur)aiı that I will listen 
to you and obey, and moreover I will pay the tithes (Anii badayı bi-'ahd 
Alliih 'atii khitmah ann'i bii akün siimi' tak [ayi', wa-ba'd bii usailim 
al-'ushür)<<. The 'Afifi, if they disobey him, would say to them: »If you do 
not listen to my words (decision?) Allah will bring a calamity upon you 
(/n mii sami't al-katiim J:ıaqq'i Altiih bii yaj'al tak muş'ibah).« 

11 Mul,ıammad b. Hashim (of Al Yal,ıya), TCırfkh al-Dawlaı al-Kathfriyyah, Cairo 
1367/1948, p. 90. 
12 lbid., p. 91. 
13 /.e., I am responsible. Cf. C. de Landberg, Glossaire da!inois, Leiden 192G-42, p. 
1342. Raqabah is the side of the neck. 
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The Sultan and Wazir of al-Qarah, capital of the sultanate of Lower Yafi< 
in the early 1940s 
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Like other rulers the 'Afıf Sultans have their 'askar al-Sultiin, men who 
have left their tribes and become >>sons of the Sultan, under the Sultan's 
protection (ibn al-Dawlah, tabt }Jirrüıyat al-Dawlah).« Of such a soldier it 
is said: »There is no war/hostility from him or toward him (Llı minnuh 
sharr wa-lii lahlluh sharr14)<<. So the 'askarı can move freely among the 
tribes who do not rnölest him. The Sultan of .Lower Yafi' used to rule it 
from al-Qarah which is a IJ,awtah inhabited by only the AI 'Afif and their 
hereditary 'askar who are divided into five houses each of which has the 
function of dealing with its own special maktab or tribal section, in col­
lecting 'ushür, etcetera There appears also to be a small group (of 
'askar ?) dealing with a small tribe or seetion outside the five maktabs, 
known as Mash'ali15 of whom it is said: »The (grain-)measure (kiis16) goes 
to al-Qarah but the head belongs to Upper Yafi' (Al-kiis li-'1-Qiirah 
wa-'l-riis li-Yiifi' al-'Ulyii)<<. That is they pay their tithes to the lower 
Yafi'i Sultan but in fact they are rijal al-Miflai:ıi, ie. belonging to Upper 
Yafi'. A parallel case is that of certain Fac;lli tribes who pay the 'ushür to 
Lower Yafi'i but fight in war on the Fa411 side. 

Of grain crops the Dawlah receives the tenth measure (al-kaylat al­
'iishirah11) or to be more precise, half of it The other half goes a quarter 
to the poor (miskfn) and a quarter to the saints (waliyy) of the district for 
the Yafi' tribes used to pay the 'ushr al-'ashar and the tithe on coffee 
('Cıshir al-bunn) to the Manşah of 'İnat who was one of the descendants 
(af}.fCui) of Şusayn b. Abü Bakr b. 8alim. I do not know if the payments 
were made to 'İnat up to the British withdrawal or if they ceased before 
that The same division of the 'ushür is made for the Ibn Harharalı Shaykh · 
and the local poor and saints. This is an act of benevolence (IJ,asanah) on 
the part of the tribes, and not exacted by force on Ibn Harharah's part. 

In every distict there are of course saints special to it Lower Yafi' has 
some awliya) at 'Azzan and As'ad b. 'Ali of Yahar seems to have close 
links with the 'Afıfis. Ribii! al- 'Abbadi of the Mashayikh Ahi al-'Abbadi 
was also mentioned. Şiilil:ı 'Umar Mui:ıammad Ghalib writes to me that AI 
'Abbad are Umayyads18 who fled after the collapse of the Umayyad 
dynasty and today are spread over all districts of Lower and Upper Yiifi', 
coming second in rank after the Sayyids. Before the British withdrawal 
they used to teach the Qur'an and deal with documents relating to 
marriage contracts and sales (mariisim 'uqüd al-nikii/:ı wa-'1-buyü'). The 
Riba~ is in Yahar of Bani Qasid of Lower..Yafi'. The Al Bii 'Abbad of 
I:Ia4ramawt are connected with the Tomb of Hüd19• About half a mile 
west and south of Khanfar rock and west of the road from Khanfar to 
Zirıgibar is the Qubbah of 'Abdullah b. 'Umar b. Bü Bakr al-Saqqaf with 
old wood carving of some interest. The 'Afif are buried by the tomb of 
this Sayyid saint who hqwever seems unknown to the hagiologies. . 

14 Gloss. daf., 2033. Cf. T. Nöldeke, Delecllıs . . . , Berlin 1890, p. 87. 
ıs So pronounced, written al- Mashiili. 
16 The kiis is, in some areas, a fixed cubic measure. Iiı the 'Awdhali distric:t of 
al-Ziihir three küs (pl.) are equivalent to one kaylah in that of al-Bii~in. 
17 Şiilii:ı 'Umar says the kaylah is a wooden grain measure of 4 athman, approximately 
12 kilograms, when the grain has been separated from the stalk and winnowed. They 
say also kaylar 'ishr. 
18 This tradition is quoted by Sayyid MuJ:ıammad b. I:Iasan al-'A!~s, Risalah fl ansab 
al-qabtı>if, transcript in my possession, writing in 1331/1913. A variant tradition he cites 
is that they were mawalf of the Umayyads. 
19 Cf. my Hüd and other pre-Islamic Prophcts of I:Jaçlramawt, Le Museon LXVII, 
Louvain 1954, p. 130. 
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AL-QARAH. South at the head 
Courtesy of th~ former Information Office, Aden 
Al-Qarah showing its location in relation to the surrounding countryside. This 
photograph was probably taken about 1953 

The Drum of Yafi< and their Wars with the Zaydis 

The drum plays ~.n important role in tribal life both in the Yemen of the 
Zaydi Imiims and the former Aden Protectorates20• It is, says Landberg21, 

the »prerogative du pouvoir dans le sud« and the Sultans are ahi al-marati' 
wa-'1-çuwas, people of drums and kettledrums22• It is the signal of the 
chiefs and is beaten after the prayer. I heard it in al-Qiirah (of north ·,_ 
Yemen), headquarters of Imam al-Badr in 1964, beaten in one mountain 
after another to warn probably of the thrust of Nasserite troops to the 
north. The copper brass (nahf;.slşufr23) drum (rab!) of Yiifi' is particularly 
famous. It is said to have been found in the ruins at I:Ia!ii~. (near al­
Mawşatah?). Informants thought the drum might have I:Iimyar writing on 
it and remount to the time of 'Ad. It is said to be square-ish in shape and 
have writings on it deseribed as rafasim si/:ıriyyah, magic talismans. 

For the part played by the Drum in the wars with the Zaydis that 
follows I am indebted to 'Alawi b. A~mad al-'Afifi of Ji'iir, a Govern­
mental official in 1964. 

20 See, in particular, of references in my writings, R. B. Serjeant & Ronald Lewcock, 
~an<a>: an Arabian lslamic city, London 1983, indices. 
21 f!at!ramoüı. Leiden 1901, p. 642-3. 
22 Gloss. dat., 1337. 
23 In the Yemen na~as can mean »brass«. See ~an<ii, op. cit., p. 226a. 
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AL-QARAH. South a t the head 
Courtesy of the former Westem Aden Protectorate Office 
Al-Qiirah is a mesa nearly inaccessible and well fortified. The main gateway or 
Siddah (right front) is in shadow, with roads leading to it. When tribes enter the 
Siddah they become !ike brothers (ikhwiin), hostilities being suspended. The cluster 
of domed buildings will be tombs of saints. The four domed building is probably 
the Jiliini Mosque and an earlier photograph shows a minaret on its northern side. 
A cistem shows at the middle top, collecting the run-off from the rising ground 
to the Ieft of it. Terracing for cultivation has been constructed wherever possible 
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»We heard from the old people (qadimin) that it [the Drum] was in Jabal 
Jar hill about three miles from the north side (al-shiqq al- qibli) of 
al-Qarah. When the Yemenis occupied bilad Yati< their headquarters 
(al-mal)a{tah al-rayisiyy (sic)) was Masjid al-Nür. Than the Copper Drum 
({abi al-1U11)iıs) moved (itl)arrak), with it being the Amiralı Nür bint 
al-<Afifl4 and the entire Qasidi branch [of Yafi<], the ·copper Drum beating 
of its own accord in front of the tribes like a band (al-muzikah), without 
anyone seeing it, but hearing it When the Yemeni tribes (qawm 
al- Yaman) i].eard it and the [Yafi<il tribes they fled from Yati<. Yati< 
al-<Ulya and Yafi< bani Qasid joined together25 against the Yemeni tribes. 
The last post (mal)auah) with the Yemenis was in al-<Urr26 in which they 
settled for many years. Then Yafi< contrived and burrowed in the ground 
under the mountain until they reached the fort in which the Yemeni tribes 
were living, using hammers, mallets (macjiirib) and chisels (? f r şah21). 
They spent fifteen years in burrowing before they came under the fort. As 
soon as the Yemeni tribes heard the burrowing underneatlı them they fled 
beyond Yafi'ı territory (l;udüd) and have stayed in al-Bayçla' up until this 
time. Then the Copper Drum retumed to Jabal Jar. In olden time Jabal Jar 
was inhabit~ but now (1964) it is devoid of inhabitants. This is what well 
know«. Masjid al-Nür is in al-Mawsa~ah and the tomb of Nür bint <Afif 
is there. Women were formerly fighters and she was killed while fighting 
for the <Afifıs .. I was told that the Drum is with Haddar b. Mu~ammad, a 
Sultan of Al <Aiıf, but I have no further information about this person. 

The afore-going narrative displays a recollection of events some two 
centuries and a half earlier; perhaps this is oral tradition, but perhaps not 
entirely so for the Ahl Bin <Ubadi living· in the village of al-Najd of 
Ma<raban of Yahar who were Qudat al-Dawlah, Sultanic Qadis, were said . . 
to have history (tiirikh). Traces of the Zaydi occupation in the form of 
ruins survive, they say, especially at Qumii!ah, Jaz, al-I:Iadidah, Wadi 
I:Ia~a!, Jabal Wadi I:Iumma, Jabal Şanam/Sanam2s and a qaryah above 
al-<Jrqah. I recall also in FaÇ.li territory Qaryat am-Q~ab, Harlots' 
Village, said to be so called after the Zaydi soldiers who frequented it! 

24 In Yafi< as also among the <Awdhalis, the Sultan was called Amr and his amirs 
were known as Sultan, but there seems to have been a change in nomenclature over 
tatter years. 
25 The Arabic is a little ambiguous - it might be that the Amirah united the tribes, 
but this is unlikely. · 
26 l:fusayn Hadi <Awac;l says al-<Urr is near al-l:fadd and in it is a large building, 
l:fuşn Ibn Kirbal with writing on pillars. 
27 Cf. San<ii.>, {uras, ete., pl. furii.sii.t. 
28 I wrote ~anam, but Salitı <Umar says sinam is correcl. 
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Al-Qarah - its Special Status 

'Alawi b. Ahmad al 'Aiıfi told me that al-Qarah is a /:ıaw{ah. He also 
distinguished two types of /:ıaw{ah, a saint's /:ıaw{ah (/:ıaw{at al-waliyy) and 
the rulers' /:ıaw{ah (/:ıaw{at al-l)ukkam), the latter being an entirely new 
concept to me - other persons indeed have denied that such a category 
exists. In the Zabi:d district of the Yemeni Tihamah I found };ıaw{ah to be 
used in the sense of a cemetery; as a cemetery generally has at least one 
saint's tomb, the term may have come to apply to the sacred enclave in 
general that surrounds a saint's tomb. In al-Qarah itself the main mosque 
is called Masjid al-Jilani: after the famous Şüfi saint and there are said to 
be many mosques in Yafi' bearing his name, but this can hardly be the 
reason for calling it a };ıaw{ah. However, be what may, up to approxi­
mately one mile. out of al-Qarah in all directions is holy (muqaddas) 
territory. Tribes in a state of hostility with other (Yafi'ı) ttibes if they go 
straight into al-Qarah through their own territory would not clash with 
them, but if they happen to meet with oneanather on their joint bound­
aries they might do so, but there is of course no fighting once they are in 
al-Qarah. Perhaps it is more like the Yemeni hijrah29 than a };ıaw{ah, 
perhaps its »holy« nature is even pre-Islamic. 

Like the other tribes Yafi'ls have their own tribal slogans30 .,.... Y aJ:ıaris 
shout »I am the wolf of I:Jimyar, Ana dhfb lfimyar«, while the others cry 
»Ana dhl:b Ka/ad«, etcetera Yafi''s proud boast is: 

Into ten parts tribal honour is split 
Yafi' has nine parts - the rest - the tenth bit 

3lr ~.r;; ~~~~dj~ 
· :-wı ~1 . · ·GJ ~ 
~ ··~· J ~··~ ~ 

To this Al 'Umar Ba 'Umar (of al-'Awabithah) made the riposte: 

Bü Sitt32, prithee, who 's he when honour 's split? 
With us is he, or you in the tenth bit? 

• ~.: ::/ t.;J.:; - , • / .!.l ' . 'L •• •• •• • s ••• 
• ıo oı ıQı ~~(..)"'> ~· 

The allusion is to the fact that Yafi' has no port or direct access to the sea 
and used tQ pay to the Façlli Sultan, Bü Sitt, when passing through his 
territory 'ushür, a capitation tax on each person - which was considered 

29 See for hijrah, Şan'ii', p. 39-43, passim. 
30 Cf. my 'Dawlah, tribal shaykhs, the manşah of the Waliyyah Sa<rdah, qasamah, in 
the Façlll sultanate, South Arabian Federation', Mahmüd al-Ghül Commemoration 
Volume (forthcoming), p. 122. · 
31 Rajaz metre. In the second line wa-'1-baqiyyah al-'iishir is pronounced 
wal-baqfyil-'iishir which fits the metre, the fina! hii' of baqiyyah being eliminatcd 
through it is felt to be there. I have noticed a similar phenomenon in Iraqi printed 
colloquial verse. The verses were quoted to me by Mul.iammad 'Abd al-Qiidir Bii 
Ma~raf. · 
32 The nickname of the house of the Façlli Sultans. See article citcd in fn. 30, p. 129. 
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the greatest humiliation (hiyanah). This was distinct from any tax that 
might be paid on goods. 

Dog 

Mosque 1234567 Slecpcrs 

Qiblah ~ Ablution place 

..________.__I _r 
Rough sketch of the tombs 

of the Seven Sleepcrs in the 

Sa'di tribal district 

Some Places to which Legends are Attached 

In Sa'di territory the Seven Sleepers (Ahi al-Kahf) have a mosque (masjid) 
and grave/cemetery (maqbarah) with special domes (qubab) and also a 
cave in a mountain which I recorded as Jabal Şanam33 but Şalil). ' Umar 
writes to say it should be corrected to Sinam, which overlooks Falasan 
village. The cave is near a village called al-Maşna'ah. The mountain is 
said to have the shape of ·a person prostrating himself in the directian of 
Mecca, and the cave is situated in relation to the sun exactly as deseribed 
in Surah XVIII,16 - »And you would see the sun when it rose inelining 
from their cave towards the right and when it set passing them by on the 
left, while they were in an open part of it The old town nearby to which 
the Seven Sleepers, called here al-Sab' al-Sujüd, the Seven Prostrators, 
went when they woke up, is called nowadays al-Khirbah (map al-Kha­
ribah), the Ruin. It was the place of the family al-Ba~a~i, known to me in 
I:Jaçiramawt Ibn · aı-Mujiiwir34 says the Seven· Sleepers' ca ve is one of the 
caves of Jabal Şabjr of Ta(izz: and I was told in the Yemen that it is stili 
known, east of the mountain under the peak and there is a masjid there. If 
you enter the cave carrying a light it goes out The Ahi Sa'd and the 
Sultan often meet together at al- Khirbah. 

At Rahwat Jiir35 said to be a »white mountain« there is a stone which is \ 
a sort of mashhad (perhaps best rendered with Lane as »a place of relig­
ious visitation«) that belongs to Miryam. Any person passing by it for the 
first time places some offering there, e.g., sweet basil (shuqr36), eggs or 
stone O:zajar). Where the name Miryam occurs in this and Qther places in 
the Yemens I suspect that it is a vestige of Christianity easy to assimiiate 
into Islam. 

33 My informant must have understood the names as sanam, an idol, because he 
remarked that if a person indulges in frivolous talk (ialö.m khafif), it might be said to 
him: Anı rülf ta'bud al-~anam, You go and worship the idoi!Şanam mountain! 
34 O. Löfgren, Descriptio Arabiae Meridionalis, Leiden 1951-54, p. 158. 
3S Nigel Groom, Dictionary of Arabic topography and p/acenames, Beirut-London 
1983, p. 237, gives as the best sense for rahwah, >>hillocks on elevated ground«. 
36 For slwqr, sweet basil, associated with Shaqr the pre-lslamic Moon God, see Walter 
Dosta!, Some remarks on the ritual significance of the bull in pre-lslamic South Arabia, 
Arabian anti lslamic Studies: arıicles presenıed to R. B. Serjeanı, ed. Robin Bidwell & 
G. Rex Smith, London 1983, p. 197, reading mashqür for mashkür. 
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Judgement, Trial by Ordeal (bish'ah) 

The law, customary law in the main we may be sure, and the hearing of 
pleas, probably follows procedures similar to those I have reported from 
the Façlli Sultanate37; some practices, I noted, were also current .in the 
'Awdhali Sultanate. With Sultan 'Alawi al-'Afifi, unfortunately, I only had 
the opportunity to discuss bish'ah38 - conveniently translated as trial by 
ordeal. I have found an allusion to it in pre-Islamic Yemen39 and it may 
still not have entirely disappeared in northern Arabia40 though there and 
in the south it comes under heavy attack from Islamic reformists and the 
'enlightened' shabö.b. It used to be practised by the Ya~ari, Kalıtdi and 
Yazidi/ Ahl Y azid tribes, but with appeal to al-Qarah. Mu tual consent of 
the two parties to a suit to proceed to bish'ah is necessary. There are three 
types, bish'at al-njır, bish'at al-khayt and bish'at al-qirbah. For each there 
is a different formula which is inscribed onto the instrument with which 
the bish'ah is performed. The first and third types were stated, in 1964, to 
be still current 

Bish'at al-nlır is the well known ordeal-with the red hot iron. If the 
tongue, after being flicked with the iron, remains red the accused is 
innocent (bariyy). The bish'at al-qirbah, ordeal of the water-skin has a 
special sijill (formula ?) of taliisim and asma), names (probably of Allah) 
and they write: »So and so, if he be innocent exonerate him and if he be 
guilty declare him guilty (Fulö.n b. fullın idhö. hü bariyy ibrf-h wa-in hü 
ö.thim ö.thmf-h)«. The water-skin is then slowly inflated, the two (plaintiff 
and defendant) standing in front of it As it expands so does the stomach 
of the accused al-mathüm if he is guilty! 

No data on bish'at al-khayt, the thread ordeal, were forthcoming but 
Şılli~ 'Umar writes· of al-l:zilyah!J.ıulyah or bish'at al-khayt that it is a 
precious stone (min al-af:ıjö.r al-karfmah) about the size of a large olive, 
tied by a thread to the ring (khö.tam) of the person undertaking this 
process. The two suspects come and seat themselves before the mubash­
shi' who has in front of him a glass or enamelled iron bowl which he fills 
half-full of water. On one side of the bowl he writes the name of one of 
the litigants (al-mutakhö.şimayn) and the name of his roother and, on the 
other, the name of the second man and that of his roother also. »Then the 
mubashshi' ups, as if speaking confidentially (yunö.jl) to someone, and goes 
on stirring the ornament (f:ıilyah) around in the bowl«. When the stirring 
stops and the stone comes to rest on one side or the other the process ends 
and the name of the guilty party is disclosed. Perhaps the names of the 
parties' mothers, not their fathers, are written because of the existence of 
the custom of tawrfd or provision of a concubine for the guest41• Şali~ 
comments that »all these processes are a sort of sleight of hand (shah'wa­
dhah) which Islam does not ratify - sometimes they bit and often they 
miss«. 

The occasion did not permit of a systematic enquiry into tribal codes, 

37 See article cited in fn. 30, p. 118. 
38 Heinrich Freiherr von Maltzan, Reise nach Südarabien, Braunschweig 1873, p. 294 
seq. reports that 'the 'Afifi is the most famous »Gottesrichter« and »Feuerrichter« 
(mubashshi'?) in this part of south Arabia'. 
39 Cf. Cambridge history of Arabic literature, 1983, I, p. 125 seq. - ·-
40 Bish'ah was, up till fairly recently at Jeast, practised in Jordan. 
41 I have not actually heard that tawrld is known in Yafi' but it was vcry widcly 
practised in south Arabia as we know from Ibn ai-Mujawir. See p. 94-5 infra. 
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written or unwritien, of offences and penalties, but it was said in the 
course of conversation that, in the case of a hen or a cock entering 
standing crops, different fines are imposed - the cock is always looking 
about him bur the hen concentrates on feeding, thus causing greater loss 
of grain! Likewise with cattle a tail-less animal causes less damage to 
standing crops than a beast vigorously swishing its tail from side to side! lt 
would be interesting to follow up other aspects of agricultural customary 
law. 

Al- Jarmüzi on the Zaydi Conquest of al-Raşşaş and Yafi' 
(llth/17th Century) 

Let me now turn from these btief notes on Yafi' made almost in passing 
which might nonetheless form the basis of further fieldwork, to be cor­
related also with the Aden archival material housed in the Commonwealth 
Relations Office Library. In 1964, through the courtesy of the Mukalla 
Resideney I was able to xerox the copy of al-Jarrnüzi's al-Sirat al­
Muıawakkiliyyah in the Sultanic Library, which covers the reign of Imam 
al-Mutawakkil (1054-108711644-1676). It gives a vivid account of the re­
sounding victory at Najd al-Salaf in 1065/1654-55 over the Mashriq ttibes 
and the conquest of al-Raşşıiş and Yafi', followed, in a short space of 
years by that of 'f:Iaçlramawt as far as ?-afar"2• The Zaydi leaders seem to 
have used mainly Zaydi tribal contingents. This was the peak of their 
expansion but the Imams' . power gradually declined and the ttibes broke 
free of central government. The Yafi'i version supra of these event com­
pares with al-Jarmüzi's contemporary report of them; it seems a little 
blurred into legend but the two accounts are not inconsistent. 

Before dealing with the campaign - al-M akhraj al-manşür i/Cı jihat al­
Mashriq wa-nawa}:ıf lfa4ramawt43, al-Jarrnüzi gives a revealing desetip­
tion of the Mansab of 'İnat in Wadi Hadramawt and of his relations with . . . 
the tribes of Yafi'. 

'Now Yafi'i country (bilad YCıfi') and what adjoins it exercise authority 
(yata/:ıakkamün)44 for a man of Al Abi Bakr b. salim of the Ashraf, the 
AI Ba 'Alawi, it being said that they are of the offspring of al-'f:Iusayn 
b. 'Ali (peace upon him4s) and of the posterity of Müsa b. Ja'far (peace 
on them both), as al-AhdaJ46 has mentioned in his history called 'Umdat \ 
al-tCılib tr ansab Al Abi '[alib, .and they are devoted to speaking of 
him, alleging that he has supernatural phenomena (al-khawCıriq) which 
exert an influence on the world. They hate people of learning ('ilm), on 
which [subject] they [talk] at length, and they especially detest the Zay-

42 The Zaydis and Ibac,lis of Oman clashed here. See my 'Omani naval activities off 
the southem Arabian coast in the llth/17th century from Yemeni chronicies', Journal 
of Oman Studies. VI, I, p. 81 seq. 
43 Mukalla Ms. p. 129 seq. 
44 I have translated yatahakkamün in accordance with the senses in the lexicons, but I 
wonder if it means that they take their cases for judgemenl to ... 
45 The Zaydi abbreviation rJ=k is always used . . 
46 This is the title of a well known work by Ibn <Jnabah (C. Brockelmann, GAL~ 
Sup .• II, p. 271). There is a Zaydi author. al- ijusayn b. <Abd al-RaJ:ıman al-Ahdal, who 
wrote TuJıfat al-zaman bi-dhikr SlidCıt al-Yaman about the early 9th/15Lh century. So 
ai-Jarmüii may have confused the two. One must remember his Slrah was not com­
pleted and there appear to be errors and mis4ipellin.g of names in a number of places. 
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diyyah and other people of learning, though they perform the prayer, 
fast and go on pilgrimage; music (rarab) they deem lawful and all mu­
sical instruments (al-maliihf), considering them obedience (to Allah47). 

The inhabitants of I:Jaqramawt, its badw and settled folk (l;acjar) alike, 
go along with what has alıeady been remarked.' · 
'My learned cousiri (? al-şinw al-f[uj.il), Ghawth al-Din b. Mu~ammad, 

God rest him, told me that in the year 1038/1628 or 1039/1629-30 he 
came across a man from the western districts (maghlırib) of Dhamar 
wearing the dress of the inhabitants of I:Jaqramawt and the patched 
garment (khirqah) of Sufism, with a humility and responsiveness (iqbiil) 
about him. (He continued) 'So I asked him where he had been and he 
said: »With the I:Jabib48 I:Jusayn«, the account of whom and some of his 
characteristics comes {later), he having been with his father Abü Bakr b. 
Salim before him. (He added) that he entered into their rarfqah with 
them until the strong desire overcame him to put abominations (istibsiin 
al-qabii'ib) to rights. Then he told them many things about them49.' 

'One of these was that he met with a man, an inhabitant of a town 
(ba/ad) (which he named -I think it. was the town of the Sultan -
who was thereso with a woman of high standing among them, as had 
the man also, and (he continued) »whosoever came she had intercourse 
with them«s1• [So he said], disapproving of them: »Are you hot com­
mitting evil actions and doing what is forbidden?« and he made much 
outcry against them. So the two said together: »This is no action of 
ours; that is the ruling of the decree and determination (bukm al-qacjii' 
wa-1-qadar) [of Allah] only«52• Then their case was disclosed to a 
person with pretensions to learning ('ilm) and there was a great quoting 
of authorities (? 'a?uma 1-riwiiyah) and mighty volume of highminded 
talk (fakhuma '1-/:ıikiiyah) and [finally] he said: »Praise to Allah who 
inspired us with the doctrine of the decree and determination (of 
Allah)<<. Then he commanded that everyone should proceed at a trotting 
pace (yazuff!yaziffS3) to his house, honoured and respected. (He con-

47 A case in point is at the Saqqiif Mosque in Tarim with its musicians, the Servants 
of the Saqqiif who sing Sufi songs to pipe and drum. See my Prose and Poetry from 
lfaqramawt, London 1951, p. 40 seq. I have attended a ~acfrah in the I:Jurayc,lah Mosque 
where Sufi nashids were accompanied by music. · 
48 I:Iac,irami Sayyids are addressed by the litle a ·abib. 
49 There is confusion here over the application of the pronominal suffixes. 
so Reading wujida. 
sı This appears to be an ailusion ıo the custom of tawrid. It is a Iittle surprising to 
find this tribal custom in Saywun in the llth/17th century. In 1964 I noted that the 
I:Iumüm tribes have a custom (silfah) with wife or daughter, that she is Ient to a guest. 
This is a Ioan in the real sense since the guest will provide the same in return when he 
is visited by ~the tribesman who had provided him w ith this entertainment. The I:Jumümi 
says: 'f!ayfi, my guestf and the woman sleeps with him. A I:Iumüml woman may say of 
a child of hers: 'Kasabtah', Iiteraily 'I eamed him', perhaps adding: 'This is the child of 
a Sayyid', or 'an 'askarr', ete. All this is said quite openly, the child having been con­
ceived while the woman's husband was away. The narra:tor is a Iittle prudish for similar 
customs were current in the Yemen of the time of Ibn al-Mujiiwir and even today I 
was told the story of a tribeswoman who asked which of her three daugbters would 
!ike 'to keep the guest warm'. By implication a Hadith indicates that it was recognized 
that the wife whose husband was away might take a !over in the Prophet's time, but I 
hope to develop this ılıerne furthcr. What perhaps is most surprising about this casc is 
that a I:Jadrami 'lı/im seems to have found an argumcnt for ıolerating the·custom. 
St The argument appears to be that since thcir actions are pre-destined they are not 
responsible for them, hardly a belief likcly to appeal to the Mu'tazili Zaydis: 
s3 Zaffa. trottiner a pctits pas (Gloss. daı), conduct a bride to her husband's house. 
'Honoured and respccted' is plural. -
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tinued): »And when I saw this come from them I realised my mistake 
in entering with them [İnto the {arfqah] and myself fled to this country, 
repentant, withdrawing from staying among them«. As for the badw of 
them they are the same as the others of them, the description of whom 
will co me [bel o w] if Allah wills.' 

Al-Jarmüzi now turns to the despatch by the Imii.m al-Mu'ayyad of a 
shaykh, al- Asap.j, a bedouin (biidf)S4, a truthful and religious minded man, 
to the Sultan of I:Iaq.nmawt, 'Abdullah b. ' Umar b. Badr b. Ja'far al­
Kathiri55 in 1040/1630-31 or 1041/1631-32, with a letter the content of 
which consisted of imii.mic invocations and exhortations. Al-Asadi's 
account follows verbatim. 

'When the Sultan acquainted himself with it (the letter), he being at 
the time in his place (ma}Jall) known as Saywün, he said to me after 
(my) staying with him for about a weekS6: »The reply to the Imii.m 
will be only after making (it) known to the I:IabibS7 and receiving his 
honourable advice and you will be with us until his reply comes 
back«. He; meaning the Sultan, gave orders to his secretary to go to 
the afore-mentioned I:Iabib to his place known as 'İnii.t, sending with 
him the letter of the Imii.m (peace upon him). So I said to the Sultan: 
»And I should like to visit (ziyarah) the I:Iabib«, my purpose being to 
get to know about his circumstances so as to inform the Imii.m (peace 
upon him) of them. So they had me ride with them and we arrived at 
his place with part of -the night stili remaining and they left me in a 
resthouse and the Sultan's man in another, each of us being next to the 
Domed (Tomb) of his father the shaykh Abü Bakr b. Sii.lim in which 
the lamps58 were lit but there were no carpets ·in it and the tomb also 
was bare while in and around it were about four hundred persons, the 
majority of them of Yiifi', declaiming Iii iliiha illa >Ilah and shouting 
at the top of their voices: » Yii. I:Iabib, yii. I:Iabib!« m eaning the afore­
mentioned I:Iabib, the while beating drums and tambourines (riiriit) 
and playing (yarfa'ün) pipes (shabbiibiit59). (He continued): So I 
questioned the man who had been put in charge of entertaining us 
about them, and he said: »There are some who stay a rnonth, sorne 
who stay for two months, and less and more, without seeing the 
I:Iabib, and sometimes he closets himself with one of them and dis-
closes to him (? ya?hur 'alayhi) and informs him about himself and \ 
the name of his wife60, his own name and the name of his village 
(bal ad)<<. 
The afore-mentioned shayh said in his account: 
So I realised that he leaves them like that until he become apprised 

of rnuch information about thern and links news of their notabiesi 

54 AI-Asadi is deseribed as min !Jıulhdhaq aJ-<awiimm, (probably) a headman of the 
ordinary folk. It looks as if he were a viiiage tribal elder. 
ss Mu!Jammad b. Hashim, op. cit., p. 67 seq. 
56 Thamiiniyah ayyiim. 
51 I .e. I:Iusayn. . 
sa Qaniid'i/, perhaps 'candelabra', but in Şan<a>, p. 230a, qaniidil are evidently pottery 
lamps. 
59 A I:Iaçlrami shabbiibah is illustrated in W. ·H. Ingrams, Arabia and the Isi es, London 
1942, frontispiece. Yarfa<ün lit., 'raising'. 
60 Yemenis would probably consider it <ayb that the name of the wife be disclosed. 
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familiars in their country with him6ı. So they spread about in the land62 

and testify that he has knowledge of hidden things. (He continued): 
And we/1 likewise were/was not permitted [to enter his presencel As 
for the Sultan's man he was given permission. 
When the second or third day arrived I was permitted (to enter) so I 

entereel his presence and found him in a large room filled with63 his 
entourage (/:ıadafah64) while various kinds of musical instruments ~ere 
being playeel beside him, one after another (wa-alat al-malahf 'ala 
'anwa'i-ha tuttakhadh 'inda-hu shay'an ta-shay'an)65• I perceived him 
to be a stout man with a lot of hair, his head not shaven66, his mous-

' tache unclipped, his nails untrirnmed. By him stood two women 
teasing out his hair with combs, wearing fine dothes and jewellery. I 
asked about them and they said: »[They belong] to the daneers (min 
al-la"abfn) whom they call beggar minstrels (shub/:ıadh61) whose pro­
fession is music ('adat-hum al-tarab) and whose women dance at the 
[places] of the immoral<<. They were to be found among the people of 
the Yemen all over, before the Imams (peace upon them) took pos­
session of the Yemen. They (i.e. the two women) have devoted them­
selves (waqata anfusa-humlı) solely to the service of ·the Shaykh 
(al-I:Iusayn). (He continued): We were thus (engaged) when, from 
another door at the lower end of the reception room (al-fwan68), a 
youth appeared [who looked] as if the hair had (just) begun to sprout 
on his face. For him was placed a chair upon which he sat, two 
women being with him, likewise combing his hair for him. So I in­
quired about him and was told: »This is al-I:Iusayn's son called A~mad 
JaJ:ıl.ıaf<(69• Then (al-I:Iusayn) began to question me about the Imam, the 
gist of w hat he said, though it w as more verbatim, being: »Where al­
Sayyid Mu~ammad (Imam al-Mu'ayyad) is concerned there is good 
(barakah) in him, but as for the such-and-such (in terms not per-

61 Imam A)Jmad of the Yemen is said to have found out details about the relatives of 
tribesmen and others visiting him and surprised and overawed them by asking them 
about their fathers, uncles of brothers, sametimes displaying a knowledge of certain 
intimate details about them. 
62 Though not actually Qur'an this phrase reflects Qur'anic passages. 
63 Text, incorrectly, mamlü-an. 
64 ifafadah can of course mean 'grandchildren' and a Sayyid majlis in l:iağramawt 
could well have many family niembers. 
65 I recall having heard either ma'khadh or mawkhadh sornewhere in south Arabia as 
meaning a certain type of ditty but I have been unable to discover this in my field 
notes or elsewhere. . 
66 The J:aqar in general and certainly the ulema, in my experience, have their heads 
shaven and for al-ijusayn and not to shave his moustache would be an affectation of 
bedouinism/tribalism. Yiifi<i soldiery have moustaches. 
67 See Gloss. da!. 2623 seq. These daneing girls undoubtedly a.re of the same class of 
south Arabian society as the group I encountered in Dathinah in 1954. See my 'The 

)Ma'n »Gypsies« of the West Aden Protectorate', Anthropos, Posieux (Fribourg), LXVI, 
1961, p. 737-49. As the so-called Ma'n girls are supposed to come from the Yemen they 
might even be descendants of, or related to the slıuhJuıdh deseribed by ai-Asadi. The 
Ma'n would move via Mukayras, am-Şawma'ah to iıie top of Wadi Bay)Jan io purvey 
their wares. There are indications that similar groups existed in the time of the first 
Zaydi Imam al-Hadi ila '1-ijaqq. Cf. 'Ali b. Mu~ammad ai-<Abbiisi ai-<Aiawi, S'frat 
ai-Hö.di ila '1-Haqq, ed. Suhayl Zakkar, Beirut 1392/1972, p. 94. 
68 lwö.n is probably equivalent here to d'fwiin, Rossi's sala i>er ricevere. 
69 Cf. infra p. 104. The biographers do not mention the name Ja)J)Jaf. 
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missible to repear) al-I:Iasan and al-I:Iusayn7o they did this and that 
with Haydar Pasha, and with 'Abidin Pasha, this and that«71.' 

Since the f:Iabib and those present believe that nobody may contradict 
him, al-Asadi replies tactfully and rises to kiss his feet While this was 
going on-

'The muezzin gave the call to mid-day prayer and those there said: 
»The I:Jabib ·has left, the I:Jabib has left«. (He continued): And there he 
was, stili, not moving, as if he were dead, they, the while, saying to 
one anather (yata/Cıkatüna72) that he had gone to Mecca. (He con­
tinued): So they waited a long time for him - then lo and behold, he 
stirred and spoke, and they got up to greet him.' 

Al-Jarmüzi says that he had heard from others that up until now no 
private or pub,lic reception (majlis) is without musical instruments. He was 
told of a d ome in I:Jaqramawt 'over one of their ignorant ( jahalah) per­
sons', doubtle'ss a ,saint, with a mosque around it where he attended a 
majlis al-qirlı'ah where he heard 'lying tales and frivolous irreligious 
stories with ·ffiusic (fi 'L-rarab). In a book there on the virtues (man[ıqib) 
of the Shaykhs it was said of Shaykh Fulan that the Almighty Lord 
manifested Hiıp.self to him, and of Shaykh Fulan that prophethood was 
offered him on several occasions but that he refused it out of veneration 
for the Apostle of Allah, and suchlike outlandish things. In the country of 
the Ra.şşaş and adjoining Muş'abayn and Murad tribes not one in a 
thousand can be found who prays73 or is acquainted with the obligations of 
the divine law or reason (a/-takfif al-shar'f aw al-'aqlf), the badw of 
them especially who take pride only in hospitality (rj.iylıflıt) and security of 
the roads. An eye-witness told al-Jarmüzi's son that when Sultan A~mad 
b. 'Ali aı-Ra.şşaş died his corpse 'was borne from his house on poles ac­
companied by women on both sides weaving their hair (n[ıshirlıt) [their 
heads] uncovered74 to a cemetery of theirs. As for the women playing lutes 
('awwlıdlıt), those with musical instruments and the daneers to whom the 
Mashriq 75 has become a home and for w h om the properties of the in-
ha bi tan ts of it has become a place to eat, they go along by his corpse and 
shave some of their hair and hock (ya'qirna) their camels, their menfolk 
doing likewise till, at each pace or paces, there are many 'aqfrahs76, while 
their voices are loud in wailing and lamentation'. \ 

Of the Ra.şşaş, al-Jarmüzi remarks that the kings of the Yemen neglected 

70 Imam al-Mu'ayyad's brothers, active in the campaigns leading to the expulsion of 
the Ottoman Turks. 
71 ijaydar Pasha was the last effective Onoman governor of the Yemen. A. S. Tritton, 
Rise of the lmams of Sanaa, Madras 1925, mentions as following him, Aidin, for which 
<Abidin seems a better reading. 
72 Enquiries have been unable to elicit the sense of this word so the rendering is 
conjectural. This episode examplified what is known colloquially as kha!wah or da~qah, 
lit., 'step'; it occurs in the hagiologies. The Sufi moves in spirit to some other place, 
temporarily leaving his body in situ. 
73 This is not exaggeraıion - for tribal ignorance or disregard for the Fast and Prayer 
see Şan<Q.>, p. 310. · 
74 For weaving the hair cf. my South Arabian Hunt, London 1976, p. 66, 109. 
75 Al-Mashriq is the eastem side of the Yemen. 
76 Landberg, lfacframoüı, p. 459, says an <aqfrah is always 'en vertu d'un vceu', adding 
that 'le Sadah n'en veulent pas savoir et le considerent comme makrüh'. 
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them and none paid them any attention except Sinan 77 Pasha who con­
quered their country and that of Yafic and the adjoining territories in 
about four years, but when the Imam rose the Turks removed from them, 
and they returned to their former state. The Raşşişi Sultan, he says, has no 
creed (iCtiqadö.t) but hate of the Al Mu~ammad (i.e. the Zaydi .. Imams)78 

and has no regard for the Zaydiyyah but orders the non-arms-bearing 
dasses (ahl al-/:ıat!ar19) in his country to make the khu{bah in the name of 
the Ottoman Sultan (Sultö.n al-Rüm) as also the blessing on him (al-duca 
/ahu) in imitation of the afore-said Shaykh aı-:E~abib (I:Iusayn b. Abi Bakr 
b. salim). 

In their triumphant progress of conquest of the Yemen following on their 
expulsion of the Ottoman Turks, the Zaydis determined to bring the Raş­
şişis and other tribes under their domination. 

The Zaydi Conquest of ai-Raşşaş and Yafic 

The Zaydis opened their campaign by moving to al-Zahraso where they 
established a camp from which to invade the territory of the Sultan al­
Raşşiş. He in turn assembled over 30,000 men from the cAwaliq, Yafic 
and other Mashriq sultanates. They prepared to engage the Zaydis at Najd 
al-Salaf81 'it being the gate to their country and the only road to it', and 
they imposed a daily levy of dirhams, sheep and grain on al-Bay4a>. 

Al-I:Iabib salim b. A~mad wrote to al-Raşşiş, saying that 'the Zaydiyyah 
will be a morsel (tucmah82) for you', declaring he had delivered them over 
to him and sending him a rosary. w hi ch would take the place of great 
armies. On a further occasion he despatched one of their ill-favoured 
banners (rö.yö.r-hum al-manküsah83) with a slave to bear it The Sultan 
placed entire canfidence in what the I:Iabib had promised him while the 
I:Iabib's messenger accompanying 'the banner of error' declared that the 
words of his Shaykh were true and that bullets would not bit hirn84 but if 

77 AJ:ımad b. MuJ:ıammad b. ŞalaJ:ı al-Sharafi, seemingiy the author of the text used by 
Tritton (perhaps the 'akhbar' noted by al-Shawkani, a/-Badr al-tali', Cairo 1348 H.; Ms. 
f. 32a), states that, in 1004/1595-6, Sinan conquered Yafi' and built a fort at Khalaqah 
Iater beseiged by Yafi'. 'The Amir Sinan used to respect the people of Yafi' because of 
what he had come to know of their great courage at the time of his entering their 
country and their fighting him in it'. For this reasoiı doubtless the Faç!II Sultans and 
certain of their tribes have the slogan ('azwah), 'Ana dhayb Sanan/Sinan I am the wolf 
of Sinan'. See Mahmüd a/-Ghül Commemoration Volume, p. 122. 
78 Al-Jarmüzi was told that the Sultan 'may, each Friday, pray two rak'ahs, not in the 
proper way of prayer (<ala ghayr ~ifaı al-~a/ah) after washing his hair with 
sidr (Zizyphus spina Christi) leaf. He has two women who tease out his hair with the 
com b. All the people of the .afore-said district go in for very long hair'. 
79 The villagers? 
80 Ş31iJ:ı 'Umar says this should read Zahir. 
81 Najd al-Salaf/al-Asliif or Najd aH:Iajj is south of Yarim (San'a'. p. 80b). Yafi' 
had inflicted a heavy defeat on the Turks there about sixty years earlier. 
82 J:u'mah is 'an assigned means of subsistence' ete. (Lane) but I:Iabib Salim has 
probaoly in mi nd the Hadith: W a-qita/-un 'ala hadhihi 1-tu'mah where tu'mah is said 
by Ibn al-Athir, ai-Nihayah, III, p. 38, to mean fay'. booty. · 
83 Manküsah, !it., upside down. I have rendered it in the sense given by Dozy, 
Supp/ement, defavourable, but ŞaliJ:ı 'Umar says that this is a custom - to send a 
banner reversed - to ineile the tribes to one's aid. The Manşah uscd to .have a green 
and white bayraq with him to indicate his arrival or to protect himself at tribal battles 
and '!oosen the interlocking of those fighting oneanothcr'. 
84 He would be what the .Yemenis term 'musarraf. The Iate Imam AJ:ımad of the 
Yemen was popularly believed to have immuniıy from bullcts or sword cuts. 
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they did it would only be to wound him. So the Zaydi musketeers poured 
lead into him, very few bullets missing, his skull scattered into splinters 
and he fell down into Hell-fire! His head was cut off and his banner 
became a plaything for those in the Imiimic süq. 

The Zaydis advanced to Qii' al-Rumiih, north-west of Najd al-Salaf 
around which the Sultan al-Raşşaş had built a wall to act as a sangar 
(maıras) and his tribesmen with those of Banu '1-Arçl, Muriid, Yiifi', the 
'Awa1iq and others drew up on a front over two miles long. But the 
tTibesmen were defeated, the Sultan al-Raşşiş was slain and his head cut 
off, the 'Awlaqi horse routed, though some of al-Raşşaş's women escaped 
on the 'Awlaqi horses. After the battle the Zaydi leaders collected the 
women together in a single tent and put them in charge of persons of 
repute. Later the women and children were sent to Sultan şaıi~ al-Raşşaş, 
brother to the slain Sultan who had fled to a place 'Ubarah85 in the moun­
tains near Bay~iin as he could find none to give him refuge. Eventually he 
sought safeconduct (amlın) which the Imam granted him with a firrn pact 
('aqd mu'akkad) to that effect Sultan al-Raşşaş's head was sent to the 
Imam and hung up at al-~uşayn86 so that all might see he had been slain. 
Following his·death Allöh faıa}:uı 'l-amför, opened up the rains87• 

The Conquest ôf Bilad YafiC 

In the year 1065/1655 when peace had been made in the Mashriq by direct 
contact or through correspondence Zaydi forces took up position in al­
Khalaqah88 and Yiifi' fortified themselves in their high mountains one of 
which was the inaccessible mountain called al-'Urr89, constructing on it 
high walls (dawö' ir90) and curved sangars (? matöris mulawwiyah) that 
they garrisoned with many men and muskets. 

The Zaydis now invited Sultan Ş3.li~ al-Raşşiş to al-Bayçlii' where they 
had established themselves. He was met by the Zaydi leader, obviously 
bent on a policy of conciliation, who invested him with a spendid robe 
(kiswah) while stili on his way there. An eye-witness reports that he nearly 
refused to accept it. ~because they are unaccustomed to the kiswah, their 
costum.e being, like the other Mashiiyikh of the Mashriq, a waist- wrapper 
(mfziir) and shoulder-cloth (libfah) of the select top quality of al-Shi~ 
cloth (biızz)91 , and his weapons a musket like others. He is at pains to 
decorate it and the powderhorn (yubiiligh li J.ıilyati-hii wa-J.ıilyat al- ' 
'iddah) [with silver mounts92], the chiefs of his fellow (tribesmen) having 
mostly the same weapons'. The Sultan does not ride horses but goes along 
with his fellow tribesmen !ike one of them. They wear their hair long and 
comb it out, so that Sultan ~usayn al-Raşşiş's hair, as one who actually 

85 Unidentified. 
86 Unknown to me, perhaps in the :ı;>awran region where al-Mutawakkil had taken up 
residence. 
87 This isa sign of barakah, perhaps Divine approval of the Zaydi conquest? 
88 See p. 102 infra. 
89 See fn. 26. 
90 Sing. dii'ir (Sanca>, p. 576a). 
91 For I;la(lramt cloth in Şan<a> Süq see Sancii', p. 182. 
92 The lawfulness of omamenting the buiuıuq with silver is discussed by I;lusayn b. 
Mul:ıammad b. al-I;Iusayn lbriq al-I;Ia(lrami al-I;Iabban, in his Ta!Jri4 al-ikhwiin 
al-kiriim wa-badh/ al-n~il}ah {i '/-tal}arruz min Yiim al-liyiim wa-af<iiii-him 
al-qabil}ah composed about 1800 (my photocopy). 
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saw it told me, was nearly two dhirCı.C (a metre) long and he had servants 
to comb it out They do not dwell in settled places (/ii yaskunün al­
l;at/.ar)' 93. 

Al-Jarmüzi concludes that, following Sultan al-Raşşiş's submission, came 
that of the 'Awlaqi Sultan, Manşür b. şaıi~. whose place is a little town 
called Yaslıbum - he and the people of his country are ahi al-}Jat/.ar with · 
many süqs in their country, and they ride horses. He sought amZın for his 
country which was duly granted. The Faç.Ii sultan's son also came in, and 
the Zaydi leader wrote to all districts, receiving respanses from the Wıi~di. 
'Amüdi94 and others. 

The Zaydis now heard that the I:Iabib Sıilim had left I:Ia<?.ramawt and 
was making for Yıifi' who had written him many letters. He took the 
route through the country of Ibn 'Abd al-Mıini'95 and A~war territory96. 
The Zaydis there{ore despatched a contingent of cavalry and infantry to 
intercept him before he could reach Yıifi'. The infantry were at 'the town 
of Dathinah' (probably al-I:Iıifah97). When close to A~war the cavalry 
learned his son the I:Iabib98 with a body of Yıifi' had alıeady passed 
through and realized that he had given them the slip but they hung about 
till they confirmed that Sıilim al-I:Iabib (sic) had returned to his home in 
I:Ia<?.ramawt These cavalry when at a place called al-Madıirah99 were 
recalled to the Zaydi army and proceeded to it by way of the Thirah pass 
('aqabah)100 which they found steep and difficult to climb. They went on 
to a village of the Banu )I-Arç. and there they learned that the Zaydi 
troops, called by al-Jarmü~ 'junüd al-}Jaqq' 101, had fought and dispersed 
Yıifi' tribesmen who were driven back to al-'Urr which the Zaydis appar­
ently took102 then capturing Marfadıol, to take houses there belonging to 
the Shaykh Ibn Harharah. So the cavalry contingent moved to al-'Urr 
where they prayed and going to a place above Marfad they fired off many 
rounds. This action further dispirited the Yıifi'ıs whose chiefs came to the 
Zaydi camp to ask for safe-conduct (amlın). They were welcomed by the 
Zaydi general al-Şafiyy and granted amlın and an investiture; he took 
them to his brothers who did the same. 

'As for the Shaykh 'Abdullah b. Harharalı who is in charge of the 
collection (qabrj.) of the awqiif belonging to the afore-said I:Iabib 
Sıilim, his votive gifts (nudhür) and taxes (zakawiit104) and to whom 
ultimately come the commodities in Yıifi' which are forwarded to the 
I:Iabib in I:Iaç.ramawt, our Lords105, Allah preserve them, commanded 
that such· grain (bu/Jüb) belonging to the afore-said I:Iabib as was 
found in his house, con5isting of money, grain, horses, the three flocks 

93 Sense uncertain. 
94 Famous Mashayikh family of Wadi Daw'an. 
95 Mashayikh family of Jöl 'Abd al-Mani'. 
96 Lower 'Awlaqi country. 
97 A ruined mediaeval town I visited in 1954. 
98 Presumably ai-Jarmüzi means the son of aH:Iabib $alim, but I can find no 
reference to him in Sayyid genealogies. 
99 AI-Madarah is a Mayasir viiiage between Müdiyah and ai-Shiifi'iyyah. 
100 In 'Awdhali territory, the famous pass up the Kawr. 
101 The troops of righteousness/righUjustice/truth' ! 
102 See fn. 26. 
103 Marfad is in the Qabilat al-I:Iaı,Irami teırritory. 
104 /.e. the 'ushür. 
105 The Zaydi leaders. 
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(al-an'iim al-rlıalatlı106) and the coffee plantations (şawii(i bunn101) 

should be seized'. 

The Dhü Nakhib people had declined to come in to the Zaydi leaders 
because of the steepness of their mountains which were garrisoned by 
brave Yafi'i tribes but after the safe-conduct (aman) accordeel Shayk~ 
'Abdullah b. Harharalı they also petitioned for aman. Al-Şafiyy sent them 
to the Imam. They, knowing that repentance would be accepted (al­
rawbalı maqbülah), made a show of repentance. The Imam presented their 
chiefs with clothing, money, weapons and horses to those of them who 
were accustomed to [ride] them. 

Govemors were appointed over Yafi', Raşşil.ş and Dathinah and Zaydi 
troops moved to al-Khalaqah, rebuilding the fort there which commands 
the süq. News arrived of the submission of the Sultan of I:Iaçlramawt The 
Mashayikh of Yati', Ibn Harharalı and those of the Mashayikh who had 
come in were informed by the Imam of their wajibCıt, i.e. the taxes they 
must pay - he wrote them a pact and took an oath from them. 

The situation was stili unsettled with under 100 Zaydi soldiers remaining 
in Yilfi', and· when the harvest (al-rlıanıarah) was ready and assessors were 
sent out Ibn al-'Afif prevented them from making their rounds. The Zaydi · 
govemor who had married locally had engaged about 400 Yafi'i troops 
and they agreed to follow him against Ibn 'Alıf who went to Jabal al­
Naffaj between al-Mawsa~ah and Bani Qasi~ (sic). All Yafi' then rose 
except al-Mufla~i, but the Sultan al-Raşşil.ş dissociated himself (a?lıara 
'l-barii'ah) from the rising. Zaydi forces went to al-Khalaqah, Marfad and 
al-Mawsa~ah. The Yafi'i allies of the Zaydis used to 'show obedience by 
day and raid the (Zaydi) soldiers to their places at night', like the Yemenis 
did with Nasser's forces in the sixties! The Zaydis however moved from 
al-Khalaqah to Masjid al-Nür in al-Mawsa!8-h and mounted an attack on 
the 'Afifis and Nakhibis on al-Naffaj who were defeated with the loss of 
300 tribesmen. 

After some days the shaykh Ma'üçlah and his son asked for amlın. Some 
Zaydi troops meanwhile had found in a pass 'a woman with slave-girls 
(jawiirin) of hers \Yith instruments (iiliit) so they took her and those with 
her and she was the wife of Ibn 'Afif. Perhaps the 'instruments' were 
arms. The Zaydi general ordered her to be taken with trusty persons to 
Rada' fort, making her a hostage (rahfnah). The news of her capture was 
brought to Ibn· 'Afif who was m~ch grieved as he thought she had es­
caped. Perhaps this is the lady called Nür bint 'Afif (p. 90) who was said 
to have fought the Zaydis. The Zaydi general ordered all the weapons of 
bilad b. 'Atıf to be collected, guns (baniidiq), clubs, (leather) shields 
(daraq), or no aman would be given. Musical instruments and drums 
({iisiit) were confiscated also. After this there seems to have been general 
submission to the Zaydis, all this in year 1066/165~56. The Imam ordered 
the musical instruments to be broken, but he appears to have tried to win 
over Ibn 'Afif, Ibn Harharah, and al-Nakhibi to whom he assigned main­
tenance while detaining them with him, and to whom he made gifts. 

106 Le. al-ibi wa-'1-baqar wa-'1-ghanam, camels, cattle, sheep and goats, upon which 
zakö.ı has to be paid. · 
107 I transiate ~awlifi as plural of ~lifiyah, a category of landholding, but bunn ~iifi is 
the pure coffee-berry. 

102 R. B. Serjeant 

\ 

/ 



The Zaydis lose Yafi" 

About a quarter century later Yafi' expelled the Imam's governor and 
repulsed expeditions sent against them so that the Zaydis were compelled 
to retire on Rada'. Again in 1101/1689-90, a Zaydi expedition reached 
al-'Urr but was defeated. After defeating the Zaydis in Yafi' in 1120/ 
1708-Q9, 'Umar b. şa.IiJ:ı Harharalı and the Mashriq tribes even ravaged the 
town of Ibb. While in 1144/1731-32 in the time of Sultan Sayf b. QaJ:ı!an b. 
Ma'üqah al-'Afif the Yafic-ıs drove the Zaydis out of Lahej and Aden. The 
Zaydi empire was now well on the way to disintegration and the Yemen 
on the returo to tribal anarchy. 

The Aı ai-Shaykh Bü Bakr b. Salim, Manşabs of cİnat 

Though the informants marshalled by al-Jarmüzi are hostile to the Al Bü 
Bakr b. salim house, taking a cynical view of the way in which it exer­
cises its functions, they do present a fair and authentic picture. The Al Bü 
Bakr b. salim is probably the largest J:Iaqrami Sayyid house and in the era 
of migration it had many branches settling in Indonesia, East Africa and 
elsewhere. I have found no actual account of how its founder Bü Bakr 
established his ascendancy but this was probably gained through strength 
of personality, political acumen and playing to the full on his 'spiritual 
power' 108 inherited from the Prophet The family, says the editor of 
Shams al-?ahzr_ah109, 'has a dlıllahııo over the arms-bearing tribes like 
Yafi', Kindah, the Manahil and Mahrah. Because of the prestige/influence 
(wajlıhah) that their manşabs have, they employ it to reconcile contending 
parties and to extinguish the fire of dissension (fiınah) when it intensifies. 
They had hands in appeasing dissensions and arranging truces between 
people in an age when anarchy prevailed'. 

Al-Shilli (ob. 1093/1682) assigns a lengthy biography to Bü Bakr h Salim 
(919-992/1513-4-1584) known as şaJ:ıib 'Inat He was bom in Tarim where 
he studied with its ulema, subsequently moving to 'İnat111• Both al-J:ıiujir 
wa-1-blıd, the settled and bedouin, profited through him and his virtues 
(manlıqib). His place (janlıb) becaine a refuge for any person in danger 
(khlı'if) and after his death whoseever came to seek protection at his tomb 
(istajlıra bi-qabri-hi) became protected (maf:ırüs). All his property deriving 
from his estates and what was brought to him (manqül) and animals was 
'in the n'ame of (i.e. spent upon) the needy the tju'aflı' wa-tjzflın (unarmed 
classes112 and guests). The revenues in kind from Yafi' would come under 
the heading of manqül. Al-Shilli Iists his writings on the usual religious 

' ·. 

108 Al-sul!at al-rüiJiyyah. I imagine the term is of comparatively recent usage in 
I:Ja<Jramawt. 
109 Mui)ammad I;>iylP Shihiib ed. 'Abd ai-Rai)miin b. Mui)ammad ai-Mashh.ür Shams 
al-~ahfrah, Jeddah, 1404/1984, I, p. 276. There is an earlier lithographed edition. 
110 Lane's rendering of dlıllah perfectly deseribes the manners of a great Manşah - a 
placid, grave manner of department with pleasingness of mien, a kind of boldness 
towards a person in whose estimation one holds a high place. Bü Bakr b. Salim used to 
cajole the rude bedouin (ajllıf) and they did not upset him (/lı yuz'iju-hu). 
111 Mui)ammad b. Abi Bakr, al-Mashra' al- rawiyy, Cairo, 1319 H., II, p. 26. The Al 
Kathir Sultans laid out (ikhıatta) <Jniit al-Qadimah in 629/1232, but the area in which 
he built his house became knÖwn as al-Jadidah. 
112 I(a''if in I:Ja<Jramawt - workers in clay, builders, potters, field workers, but 
probably here of more general application. 
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topics including taşawwuf but avers that he used to hold aloof from the 
manifesting of mirades (i?har al-karamiıt) and supernaturaıl phenomena 
(khawariq al-clıdat) though al-Jarmüzi quotes al-Abdal to the contrary 
with regard at least to the Al Bü Bakr b. Silim in general Nevertheless, 
like other holy men, he revealed (kashafa) to a group of his companions 
what was in their hearts. The following story recalls the cynical remarks 
of the Zaydi al-Asadi supra 

Certain merchants sailing from India to bandar Mokha were delayed by 
an adverse ~ci. it being the end of the monsoon (mawsim). One of the 
ship's company saw ina dream Bü Bakr b. saJ.im who instructed him to 
make votive gifts and to be of good cheer. This he promised to do and a 
favourable wind took them to Mokha This man arriving in cfnat, had this 
tale recounted to him by Bü Bakr before he could open his mouth, with 
the demand: 'Hat al-nidhr, Hand over the gift1 'Not until you tell me 
what it is', said the man, and Bü Bakr told him in exact detail. 

It vas Abü Bakr's son, al-I:Jusayn (ob. 1044/1634-35), who was visited by 
al-Asadi in 104111630-31. Al-Shilli113 declared him to be unequivocably 'the 
imam of his time', widely famed, following the sunnah, perfectly exer­
cising his o_ffice (manşab114), entertaining the fuqarlı' and masakfntiS, 
strangers and orphans. The ttibesmen (curbiin) used to come to him from 
all quarters of the land. He disliked tyrants (jababirah) - by these he 
probably means eJaughty ttibal chiefs - and would only look at them 
askance. 'When the Imam of the Zaydiyyah wrote to the people of al­
Diyar al-I:Ja~ramiyyah summoning them to enter into obedience to him, 
and everyone to whom ~- letter came from .him gave a (positive) reply' 
except al-I:Jabib al-I:Jusayn, 'he neither replied to him (assenting) nor did 
he sent him a letter'. It is to be inferred from the text, though unvoiced by 
it, that the I:Ja~ramis considered the Zaydi Imam to be one of the 
Jababirahl 

When al-I:Jusayn died it was agreed by cansensus that his son AI:ımad 
had the best claim to the office of manşab. He, like his group (jamlıcah) 
followed Bedouin ways116, their bodies were bedouin and their hair 
bedouin (abdanu-hum wa-shucüru-hum biidiyah). In 1948 the branch of the 
Al al-Shaykh B.ü Bakr lower down the Wadi .f:Iaçlramawt at Khön were 
still bedouin in their dress and arms-bearing though not the Manşah house 
at cİnat which seems to have abandoned bedouin ways and canformed to 
Sayyid dress117 AI:ımad died in 1061/1651. 

The salim ~ho figures in the narrative of al-Jannüzi wouid be salim b. ·\ 
AI:ımad b. al-I:Jusayn. He is not included by al-Shilli in al-Mashrac but he 
is recorded in Shams al-?ahirah118 with the title &ilim al-Muhajir, the 
latter epithet to be interpreted as the emigrant seeking protection. He died 
in al-Ghay~h/Ghay<;lah in 1087/1676-77. saJ.im may have been manşah 
after his father's death, but it rather looks as if he was obliged to take 
refuge from the Zaydis in the coastal Mishqılş district east of al-Shii:ır. 

The link between the cinat Sayyids and Yatic still persisted till our own 

113 Op. cit. II, p. 92. Al-I:Iusayn was opposed to tobacco and had a proclamation 
prohibiting the use of it made in the süq. · 
114 The litle 'Mansab' seems to derive from the office. 
ııs The fuqara' in. I:Ia4ramawt may mean Sufis· and masakin pelty lraders, but perhaps 
here the terms are used in the general sense of 'poor'. 
ıı6 Al-Mashra<, II, p. 53; Shams al-zahirah, I, p. 301. 
117 See my Saiyids of Jfa4ramawt, ·London 1957. 
tı8 Sf..ams al-~ahfrah, II, p. 302. 
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time and a notice in the Tlırfkh al- shu<ara' al-Jfa4ramiyyin119 mentions 
that a noted Şüfi scholar <Ali b. salim, eleventh in the line of descent 
from Shaykh Bü Bakr b. salim, travelled probably round about 1850 to 
Jabal Yatic 'for worldly purposes, trading (ff sahil al-l}.ayat al-dunya­
wiyyah, mutlıjir-an) among a multitude of traders, but his spirit was not at 
ease with this wordly lüe and he quickly withdrew to I:Ia9ramawt'. 

It is the writer's pleasure to acknowledge his indebtedness to I:Iusayn 
Hadi cAwa9 of the Madhhij of Macn formerly of Wadi Yaslıbum and 
~ cumar Mu~ammad Gha!ib of a1- I:Ia9rami tribe of Yati' al-'Ulya, 
originally from near aı-curr, for information gratefully received and to 
thank them and Dr Robert T. O. Wilson and Mr Peter J. Grove for their 
valuable advice on the cartography of Yatici country and Mr Grove for 
his expertly draw~ sketch map of this little known region. 

119 <Abdulliih b. Mut.ıammad ai-Saqqiif, Cairo ca. 1359 H., IV, p. 72. 
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