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A Preliminary Evaluation of
Al-Rada‘t’s Urguzat al-Hagg as a Primary
Geographical Source for Surveying the
Yemeni Highland Pilgrim Route'

Mohammed A.R. Al-Thenayian

Complementing the network of maritime routes linking the Yemeni harbours
with Mecca via al-Sirrayn, al-Lit, or Jeddah are twelve inland pilgrim routes
leading from South Arabia to Mecca (see map 1). The most significant of
these is the Yemeni Highland Pilgrim Route and this has been the subject of
research recently completed by the present writer and in which it was his aim
to survey the route from an archaeological point of view.?

Before considering the documentary literature consulted relating to this
principal Yemeni route, it will be helpful to identify the duration and nature
of its popularity.

The Yemeni Highland Pilgrim Route is identified variously in the available
sources by the following names:® the Nagd Road, the $an‘a’ Road, the
Mountain Road and the Upper Road. Nowadays the route is known locally
as the Road of As‘ad al-Kamil,* the Road of the Elephant,’ and the Army
Route.®

An examination of the engineering methods employed in the construction
of this route allows that the date of its erection was approximately 400 BC.”
Its foundation should be linked directly with the pre-Islamic commercial
activities of the ancient kingdoms of Southern Arabia. Notwithstanding the
fact that scientific evidence so far is sparse, it is nonetheless conceivable from
such evidence that certain of the commercial settlements along the route in
due course acted as pilgrim stations.® It is documented that, with the advent
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URGUZAT AL-HAGG—A SOURCE FOR THE YEMENI PILGRIM ROUTE

on the Saudi section of the route and I will now address a few remarks about
two of these.

Milestone no. 1 (see fig. 1)

Al-Rada‘i refers fleetingly, in verse 65, lines 3—4, to the existence of a mile-
stone near the watering-station of Khalafah, according to his calculation, the
twenty-fourth postal-stage. He recites the following:

L3 Gl et (L) 35 [ ]

[...] The watering-place of Halafah where the water is exhausted

L# L) wialll 2300 5o 405
And there is an isolated milestone [, ..]*

According to our findings, this milestone is located about 45 km, as the crow
flies, to the north of the city of Tabalah in a vast desert area called Zahr. It
was found, lying on its side, on the north-western margin of the pilgrim route
at the point where the route cuts consecutively through Wadis al-Qudayf and
Tawathil. The inscription of this milestone reads:

1. One hundred (sic) aga .\

2. miles J‘:“ Y

The name Halafah, taken from the watering-station recorded by al-Rada‘’i,
has been preserved until today in a major wadi located about 9 km to the
north of the area where we discovered this milestone. In the light of these
circumstances, it seems plausible that this milestone is the same one to which
al-Rada‘t refers in this verse.

Milestone no. 2 (see fig. 2)

Our second milestone was discovered about 35 km to the north-west of the
location of the previous one, in the area of Su‘bat (or Riyad) al-Hayl, which
is still within the Zahr desert region. The inscription of this milestone reads:

1. Seven/nine A [ amar N
2. miles (sic) Joo o+ ¥
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of Islam, the route was initially used by the Islamic armies and later by the
pilgrim caravans setting out from Southern Arabia.

Unfortunately, it is not possible to pronounce with any degree of certainty
the exact date when the route as a whole fell into decline. However, there
appear to be grounds for belicving that the northern part of the route was
ultimately neglected following thce practice of the pilgrims of northern
Yemen taking the ancillary Sarawat route in preference to the present Saudi
section of the Highland route, from the end of the 6th/12th century
onwards,’

Turning to the geographical writings which served as staple sources of
reference in our research project, it should first of all be pointed out that
those consulted were by the carly and medieval Yemeni and non-Yemeni
geographers and that they may, collectively, be placed between the second
half of the 3rd/9th century and the first half of the 7th/13th century." Of all
those made available to us, one in particular distinguished itself in terms
of the reliability of its recorded data. This is the work of Ahmad b. ‘Isa
al-Radd‘l entitled Urgizat al-hagg and, as far as we arc aware, it is the
earliest Yemeni writing to be published which focuses wholly on describing
the entire length of the Yemeni Highland Pilgrim Route.'' In order to
demonstrate the credibility of this remarkable work, the present paper
will attempt to draw attention to certain of those observations recorded by
al-Rada‘T which have subsequently been substantiated by the findings of the
writer’s research conducted along the route.

The earliest attempt known to us at writing a pilgrimage wrgizah based
on the Yemeni Highland Pilgrim Route, which connects San‘d’ and Mecca,
was made by Abii Yisuf b. Abi Fadalah al-Abnawi, who, according to
al-Hamdani," acted as a guide to the Yemeni pilgrims following this route,
sometime before the reign of Muhammad b. Yu'fir (reg. 258-265/872-878).
It seems however that al-Abnawi’s verses were unsuccessful and that this
very factor prevented their survival for posterity.

The composer of the Urgtizah which is the subject of this review, Ahmad
b. ‘Isa al-Radd‘i al-Hawlani, as his name suggests, came originally from
Hawlan al-‘Aliyah (or al-Tiyal), known as Hawlan Udad in the pre-Islamic
era, and cventually settled in the town of Rada‘.'? Although the dates of his
birth and death are not recorded, it seems plausible that our poet was born
in the first half of the 3rd/9th century and died in the second half of the same
century. According to al-Hamdani," al-Rada‘l composed other poems in
addition to this Urgazah.

The duration of al-Rada‘i’s journey from Rada’ to Mecca via San‘ad’ and
Sa'dah, which forms the subject of his Lrfiizah, was twenty-four days. It
appears that he collaborated in the organization and leadership of his pilgrim
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convoy, which does not appear to have formed part of an official Yemeni
pilgrim caravan. We understand from the Urgizah, that al-Rada‘i made this
pilgrimage with an unspecified number of friends, to whom he refers in the
following terms: al-gawm, al-fitydn, ashabi, §ib wa-fubbdan and ihwidni.

We may now note how the Urgiizah came to be discovered. It is reported
that some people of San‘d’, particularly the Abna’, distorted certain verses
of al-Rada‘l’s Urgiazah and al-Hamdani attributes this corruption to motives
of envy and rivalry. After establishing the currency of discrepant versions of
the Urgdzah in San‘d’, al-Hamdéni ultimately settled on the one recited by
a certain Ahmad b. Muhammad b. ‘Ubayd as a definitive source and this
was because the latter, notwithstanding his Persian origin, was noted for
his impartiality. The validity of this version was further recommended by
Abhmad’s claim that al-Rada‘t dictated it to him personally, ten lines at a
time, in the town of Rada‘. As well as annotating certain verses of the
Urgizah, al-Hamdani confesses to having executed cssential editing of the
text in order to render it comprehensible.'” It should be noted in this con-
nection that the resultant version contains a number of lacunae; these are
few in number however and do not interrupt al-Rada‘T’s sequence of place-
names.

The geographical value of al-Rada‘T’s Urgfizah is at once borne out by the
following statement of al-Hamdani: ‘It is unique of its kind; and we know of
no other authority which presents a descriptive record of twenty-four days’
camel journey in the Arabian Peninsula in verse form’'® and further by this
eminent peographer’s frequent reference to it in his Zkfil (1, 295; V111, 46f.)
and Gawharatayn (60, 228).

The year in which al-Rada‘l completed the hagg is not given in this work.
Conversely however there are three references to the month in which this
journcy was effected. At the beginning of the Urgizah, al-Rada'l says,

dIsE sl 3 et e 8108 EI VL N W B M

Count, my friend, how many nights have already elapsed/of the manth of
Da al-Qa‘dah, and the month of Shawwal.!”

Just before approaching the meeting-place {migat), he pauses at the watering-
place of Awqah'® and recites the following:

- e £ £ - - . & - - el

el ik SR G glesl Jedh 3 gdsy

Towards Awqah, with its watering-place with insufficient water,/O she-
camel, the month is coming to an end.'
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It is evident in the second half of this line that al-Rada‘i makes a clear refer-
ence to the end of the month, which can only be the month of Dii al-Qa‘dah.
After departing from the meeting-place (migdt), heading towards Mecca,
our poet tells us that

Ao - - - PR . o -
et I e 2 ot Gab $3 (b ol
The camels are marching in a moonless night following the true, straight

path %

Al-Hamdanf's interpretation of this last verse indicates that al-Rada'i was
then marching at the beginning of the month of Da al-Hijjah. In conclusion,
since al-Hamdani states that al-Rada‘i took twenty-four marching days to
reach Mecca, we may assume that our traveller departed from Rada“ during
the first week of Da al-Qa‘dah.

Let us now say a few words about the actual structure of the Urgiizah. It
occurs in its entirety appended to al-Hamdan's Sifat Gazirat al-‘Arab and is
composed of one hundred and twenty-seven verses, of five lines each. The
content of the Urgizah divides neatly into the following ten categories:

1) Verses 1 to 10 censtitute an introduction.

2) Verses 11 to 19 are a description of the route between Rada® and $an‘a’.

3) Verses 20 to 36 are concerned with the stretch between San‘d’ and
Sa‘dah.

4) Verses 37 to 78 deal with the leg between Sa‘dah and the Yemeni
meeting-place (migat) of Qam al-Manazil.

5) Verses 78 to 85 focus on the section of the route between Qarn al-
Manarzil and Mecca.

6) Verses 86 to 95 are a description of the hagg ceremony.

7} Verses 96 to 105 contain a tribute to the descendants of the Quraysh
tribe.

8) Verses 105 to 107 refer to al-Rada‘T’s farewell visit to the Ka'bah.
9) Verses 108 to 125 document al-Rada‘T's return journcy to the Yemen.

10) Verses 126 to 127 are the closing verse of the Urgiizah in which al-
Rada‘l thanks God for having been able to successfully perform the

hagg.
In recording his itinerary al-Rada‘l does not refer to the pilgrim stations
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only; of all the early Arab geographers he, uniquely, includes the names
of the prominent topographical features, the watering-places, the animal
feeding-places and the locations of milestones.

In describing the stretch between San‘a’ and Sa‘dah (see map 2), al-Rada’i
provides us with fifty-four place names. With the exception of al-Harbi
{ob. 285/898), whose account of this same leg contains nineteen place names
and as such complements that of al-Rada‘i, the total number of place names
recorded collectively by the rest of the early Arab geographers is only
twelve.”'

For the distance between Sa‘dah and the Yemeni meeting-place (migdf) of
Qarn al-Manazil (see map 3}, the Urguzah yields one hundred and thirty-
three place names and, whilst al-Harbi has forty, the rest of the early Arab
geographers collectively provide nineteen.”?

This comparison between al-Radia‘T's itinerary and the lists of the carly
Arab geographers is a clear indication of the significance of the Urguzah for
surveying the Yemeni Highland Pilgrim Route.

Apart from its primary value of providing the reader with a scries of place
names, identifying the itinerary followed by the traveller, the Urgiazah sheds
light on other fields of interest. From the identification of tribal territories
encountered, it is possible to establish the formation of local tribes at the
time this poem was composed.” Furthermore, two historical events, which
are missing from the classical Arab sources, are brought to our attention. In
both instances al-Hamdani identifies a location where a number of Yemeni
pilgrims were swept away by floods and, as the date of these events is not
recorded, al-Hamdanl tells us that these disasters are referred to by citing
the name of the place where they occurred. Thus, we learn of ‘the year of
aI—Sarye'mah’ and ‘the year of al-Hintawah’.**

In the final part of this review it will be useful to illustrate the worth of al-
RadaTs Urgizah from an archaeological point of view and we will attempt
to do this by drawing attention to some of the observations of al-Rada'l
which are validated by the results of our fieldwork on the Yemeni Highland
Pilgrim Route, which was conducted in 1989.

The Abbasid Caliph al-Mahdi b. al-Mansor {reg. 158-169/774-785) and
the ruler of the dynasty of B. Ziyad, al-Husayn b. Salamah (ob. 402/1011),
are credited with establishing the milestones on the Yemeni pilgrim routes.®
The existence of such milestones on the Yemeni Highland Pilgrim Route is
confirmed by al-Rada‘t, The Urgizah is illuminated with thirty-five refer-
ences to the existence of milestones along this route, monitoring distances
in both miles and postal-stages (sing. barid) and commonly termed barid
al-sahrah.*

Three milestones were discovered in the course of conducting our research
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Map 2:  The Yemeni section of the Yemeni highland pilgrim route.
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Map 3. The Saudi section of the Yemeni highland pilgrim route.
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