Ibn Fadlan’s Logbook: An Imagined Reconstruction

I present here a shortened version of Ibn Fadlan’s text, an experiment in recon-
structing the logbook that I imagine Ibn Fadlan might have kept on his travels.
My version of the logbook ends abruptly. Of course this is an imagined recon-
struction and I could have terminated it at the beginning of the list of Bulghar

marvels (to which the description of the Ris belongs).
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[4] We traveled from Baghdad, City of Peace, on Thursday, the twelfth of Safar,
309 [June 21, 921]. We stayed one day in Nahrawan, then rode hard until we
reached al-Daskarah, where we stayed three days. Then we traveled without
delay or diversion and came to Hulwan, where we stayed two days. From there
we traveled to Qirmisin, where we stayed another two days, and next arrived at
Hamadhan, where we stayed three days. We traveled to Sawah and, after two
days, on to Rayy, where we stayed eleven days, until Ahmad ibn ‘Ali, the brother
of Su‘lik, had left Khuwar al-Rayy. Then we traveled to Khuwar al-Rayy itself
and three days later to Simnan, then on to al-Damghan, where our caravan hap-
pened to encounter Ibn Qarin, who was preaching on behalf of the da ‘7. We con-
cealed our identity and hurried to Nishapur, where we met Hammawayh Kisa,
the field marshal of Khurasan. Lili ibn Nu‘man had just been killed. Then we
proceeded to Sarakhs, Marw, and Qushmahan, at the edge of the Amul desert.
We stayed three days there and changed camels for the desert journey.
We crossed the desert to Amul and then reached Afr*n, the outpost of Tahir ibn
‘Ali, on the other side of the Jayhtn. [5] We traveled via Baykand to Bukhara,
where we went straight to al-Jayhani, the chancellor of the emir of Khurasan,
known there as the chief shaykh. He had ordered a residence for us and had
appointed someone to attend to all our needs and concerns and make sure that
we experienced no difficulty in getting what we wanted. After a few days, he
arranged an audience with Nasr ibn Ahmad. . .. [6] Al-Fadl ibn Misa al-Nasrani,
Ibn al-Furat’s agent, got wind of this and came up with a plan to deal with Ahmad
ibn Misa. He wrote to the deputies of the superintendent of the Khurasan high-
way, in the military district of Sarakhs-Baykand. . . . Ahmad ibn Musa was later
arrested in Marw and put in chains. We stayed twenty-eight days in Bukhara.
[8] ... We left Bukhara and returned to the river, where we hired a boat for
Khwarazm, more than two hundred farsakhs from where we hired the boat. We
were able to travel only part of the day. A whole day’s travel was impossible
because of the cold. When we got to Khwarazm, we were given an audience with
the emir, Muhammad ibn ‘Iraq Khwarazm-Shah. . . . We sailed downriver from
Khwarazm to al-Jurjaniyyah. The distance, by water, is fifty farsakhs. [10] We
stayed several days in al-Jurjaniyyah. The River Jayhtn froze over completely,
from beginning to end. . .. [12] We were in al-Jurjaniyyah for a long time: several
days of Rajab, and all of Sha‘ban, Ramadan, and Shawwal. . . . [13] Halfway into

Shawwal, 309 [February, 922], the season began to change and the river Jayhtn
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melted. We set about acquiring the items we needed for our journey. We pur-
chased Turkish camels, constructed the camel-skin rafts for crossing all the
rivers we had to cross in the realm of the Turks, and packed provisions of bread,
millet, and cured meat to last three months. The locals who knew us told us in no
uncertain terms to wear proper clothing and to wear a lot of it. . . . We each wore
a tunic, a caftan, a sheepskin, a horse blanket, and a burnoose with only our eyes
showing, a pair of trousers, another pair of lined trousers, leggings, and a pair of
animal-skin boots with yet another pair on top of them. Mounted on our camels,
we wore so many heavy clothes we couldn’t move. The jurist, the instructor, and
the retainers who had left the City of Peace with us stayed behind, too scared to
enter the realm of the Turks. I pushed on with the envoy, his brother-in-law, and
the two soldiers Takin and Bars. [14] . . . The caravan was ready to depart, so we
hired a guide called Falts, an inhabitant of al-Jurjaniyyah. We trusted in Almighty
God and put our fate in His hands. [15] We left al-Jurjaniyyah on Monday, the
second of Dhu 1-Qa‘dah, 309 [Monday, 4 March, 922], and stopped at an outpost
called Zamjan, the Gate of the Turks. The following morning we traveled as far
as a stopping post called Jit. The snow had fallen so heavily that it came up to the
camels’ knees. We had to stay there two days. Then we kept a straight course and
plunged deep into the realm of the Turks through a barren, mountainless desert.
We met no one. We crossed for ten days. Our bodies suffered terrible injuries.
We were exhausted. The cold was biting, the snowstorms never-ending. It made
the cold of Khwarazm seem like summertime. . . . [17] We came to a place where
there was a huge quantity of tagh wood and stopped. The members of the cara-
van lit fires and got them going. They took their clothes off and dried them by
the fires. Then we departed, traveling as quickly and with as much energy as we
could manage, from midnight until the midday or afternoon prayer, when we
would stop for a rest. After fifteen nights of this, we came to a huge rocky moun-
tain. Springs of water ran down it and gathered to form a lake at its foot.
[18] We crossed the mountain and reached a tribe of the Turks known as the
Ghuzziyyah. . .. [25] The first king and chief we met was the Lesser Yinal. ... We
gave him some gifts. He was satisfied with a Jurjani caftan worth ten dirhams, a
cut of woven cloth, some flat breads, a handful of raisins, and a hundred nuts. . . .
[30] Upon leaving the region where this group of Turks was camped, we stopped
with their field marshal, Atrak, son of al-Qataghan. Turkish yurts were pitched,

and we were lodged in them. He had a large a retinue with many dependents,
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and his tents were big. He gave us sheep and horses: sheep for slaughter and
horses for riding. He summoned his paternal cousins and members of his house-
hold, held a banquet, and killed many sheep. We had presented him with a gift
of clothing, along with raisins, nuts, pepper, and millet. [31] That night the inter-
preter and I were granted an audience in Atrak’s yurt. We delivered the letter
from Nadhir al-Haramy, instructing him to embrace Islam. The letter specifically
mentioned that he was to receive fifty dinars (some of them musayyabis), three
measures of musk, some tanned hides, and two rolls of Marw cloth. Out of this
we had cut for him two tunics, a pair of leather boots, a garment of silk brocade,
and five silk garments. We presented his gift and gave his wife a headscarf and a
signet ring. I read out the letter. . . . [33] One day he summoned the four com-
manders of the adjacent territory: Tarkhan, Yinal, the nephew of Tarkhan and
Yinal, and Yilghiz. . . . They debated for seven long days. We were in the jaws of
death. Then, as is their wont, they came to a unanimous decision: they would
allow us to continue on our way. We presented Tarkhan with a robe of honor—
a Marw caftan and two cuts of woven cloth. We gave a tunic to his companions,
including Yinal. We also gave them pepper, millet, and flat breads as gifts. Then
they left. [34] We pushed on as far as the Bghndi River, where the people got
their camel-hide rafts out, spread them flat, put the round saddle-frames from
their Turkish camels inside the hides, and stretched them tight. They loaded
them with clothes and goods. When the rafts were full, groups of people, four,
five, and six strong, sat on top of them, took hold of pieces of khadhank and used
them as oars. The rafts floated on the water, spinning round and round, while the
people paddled furiously. We crossed the river in this manner. The horses and
the camels were urged on with shouts, and they swam across. We needed to send
a group of fully armed soldiers across the river first, before the rest of the cara-
van. They were the advance guard, protection for the people against the
Bashghird. There was a fear they might carry out an ambush during the crossing.
This is how we crossed the Bghndi River. Then we crossed a river called the Jam,
also on rafts, then the Jakhsh, the Adhl, the Ardn, the Warsh, the Akhti, and the
Whbna. These are all mighty rivers. [35] Then we reached the Bajanak. They were
encamped beside a still lake as big as a sea. . . . [36] We spent a day with the
Bajanak, continued on our way, and stopped beside the Jaykh River. This was the
biggest and mightiest river we had seen and had the strongest current. I saw a

raft capsize in the river and all the passengers on board drown. A great many
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died, and several camels and horses drowned, too. It took the greatest effort to
get across. Several days’ march later, we crossed the Jakha, the Azkhn, the Baja’,
the Smwr, the Knal, the Sth, and the Kijla. [37] We stopped in the territory of a
tribe of Turks called the Bashghird. . ..[38] ... We left their territory and crossed
the following rivers: the Jrmsan, the Urn, the Urm, the Baynaj, the Wti, the
Bnasnh, and the Jawshin. It is about two, three, or four days’ travel from one
river to the next. [39] We were a day and night’s march away from our goal. The
king of the Saqalibah dispatched his brothers, his sons, and the four kings under
his control to welcome us with bread, meat, and millet. They formed our escort.
When we were two farsakhs away, he came to meet us in person. On seeing us,
he got down from his horse and prostrated himself abjectly, expressing thanks to
the great and glorious God! He had some dirhams in his sleeve and showered
them over us. He had yurts pitched for us, and we were lodged in them.
We arrived on Sunday, the twelfth of Muharram, 310 [May 12, 922]. We had been
on the road for seventy days since leaving al-Jurjaniyyah. From Sunday to
Wednesday we remained in our yurts, while he mustered his kings, command-

ers, and subjects to listen to the reading of the letter.






