BULLETIN
DE L’INSTITUT D’EGYPTE

TOME II

e E—

SESSION 1919-1920

LE CAIRE

IMPRIMERIE DE L'INSTITUT FRANCAILS
D'ARCHEOLOGIE ORIENTALE

1920



SALAH EL-DIN’S FORT
ON RAS EL-GINDI IN SINAI"

(wt‘rn 8 H.nns)
BY

HASSAN EFFENDI SADEK, B. S8c. (LONDON)
OF THE GROLOGICAL SURVEY OF EGYPT.

e

INTRODUCTION.

The object of this short communication is o place on record a monu-
ment from a part of the world which has figured much in ancient and
medieval history, yet with very few remains to record ils various incidents.
Hardly one of the great world conquerors, from the days of Ancient Egypt
to this day, has not at one time or olher crossed Sinai either one way or
another. Yet very few of them ever left their marks. Another point that
makes our little monument worthy of note, is that il belongs to that period
of history when all the aspirations and activities of all the civilized world,
Mobamedan and Christian, were cenlred round the Near East as a whole
and Egypt and Palestine in parlicular. Anything that may throw light on
that period of the world’s history, should be very welcome to its students.

[ do not, however, claim to have underlaken a complele archzological
research, nor to give here a full and comprehensive description of the
place; this I leave to specialists and others interested, that may have the
time and the means to do it.

The following remarks are based on notes obtained hurriedly during two
short visits of not more than an hour each.

(" Gommunication faite & I'Inslitat d'Egypte dans sa séance du 12 juin tg20.
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GEOGRAPHICAL POSITION.

Ras el-Gindi (g>udl yl;) is a little hill aboul 2150 feet above sea-level
and slanding some 500 feel above the surrounding flat plain. Its peculiar
shape and commanding position make it well distinguished some 3o ki-
lometres away, and it serves as an important land-mark to these travelling in
that corner of the desert. It is really an 1solated spur which at some re-
mole period was parl of the great limestone plateau of Gebel Raha (lafy Jua )
which forms such a forbidding barrier between the central part of North
Sinai and the Guif of Suez (see map of North Sinai, pl. I).

Ras el-Gindi stands at the head of Wadi el-Bruk (Jy,} s5ly) one of
the main branches of Wadi el-Arish (2,2}t o3ly) which occupies a wide
plain extending over all the central portion of North Sinai, To the south
runs Wadi Sudr (9o (s3ly) which breaches the Raha Range and opens an
access on lo the coaslal plain of the Gulf of Suez. In Wadi Sudr and only
five kilometres away from the fort is Ain Sudr (y0uo ¢ne), a nalural spring
of good water which is by far the best and most prolific water-source in
the whole district. The old pilgrim's road Dard-el-Haj which runs from
Suez via Nekhl to Aqaba runs less than 2o kilometres from the fort and
with the exception of a rather rugged track down Wadi Sudr, it is the
only road leading from the Gull of Suez into North Sinai and Arabia.

Thus from ils proximity to the greatest source of water in North Sinai,
and its command of the only routes, this hittle hill is in a most favourable

position from a soldier’s point of view.

GENERAL DESCRIPTION.

Let us now approach closer to Ras el-Gindi. We find it indeed impos-
ing; conical, with a flat top and very steep cliffs on all sides. The main
part of the hill, like the rest of Gebel Raha is made up of chalk, certainly
unscalable on its east, south and west sides; whilst on the norih and north-
west the slope is less and may be climbed, though with difficulty, The
capping layer of limestone, weathering along vertical joints, adds to the
advanlages of the defenders; and remembering the primitive methods of
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warfare followed in medieval times, we can imagine how impregnable that
little fort must have been (see photograph pl. II).

Following a narrow zigzagging track, possibly in parls the remnant of
the old track, up the north and north-west slope we get near the top lo a
wall 2 or 3 melres thick of dry masonry (that is, without morter) which
with a moal behind it 5 to 6 melres wide, surround the lop on the north
and north-west sides adding an extra protection and thus making up for
the fost advanlage in slope (see plan of Fort, pl. III).

Crossing the moat, we climb up a mass of tumbled down masonry
instead of the flight of steps which once existed and of which only a small
part remains intact. A ten-metre climb lakes us to the main wall and the
door. Let us pause here for a bit, for though the door from ils ruined state
does nol give a sale access to the interior, yet its flat arch is interesling
and bears an important inscriplion (see illustration of inscription, pl. 1V),

In the centre of the upper hall is the inscription slab and on eilher side
of 1t are depicled in relief the sword and shield of Saladin. [ do not know
whether Mahomedan Sultans had always been in the habit of adopling
such coats-of-arms or whether this is a new departure of Saladin’s after
his various encounters wilh the crusaders. The lower part has on its central
block a relief of the six-sided slar which seems lo have been a favourile
sign of Saladin, as it 1s seen on many of his coins, and no doubi, on other
buildings of his period. The rest are limesione slabs well-shaped and in-
terlocked in the fashion thal is so familiar in most old Arab buildings and
even used at the present day. The inscription was so roughly cut, and the
slone so covered with dust and lichen that I could not decipher the whole
of it in the time at my disposal. What I got, however, is enough, in as
much as it gives the name of the owner and the date it was completed. It
rums as follows :

AL OF do A Loy @adl gl A o

In the name of GOD the Merciful and Compassionate snd God's prayers on Mo-
hamed (His Prophet?).

crdlly rJLu&IT ekl o %= V% | B Juli]'l JAL lil'l_p e

Belongs to our Lord the King Strong in Aid (missing word) the Sultan son of
Sultan of El-Islam and Moslems.

Bullstin de PIntitut & Egypte, t. 11, 3
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Salah el-Din Youssif son of Ayub friend of the Commander of the Failhful.

(Three lines follow but not legible.)

In Gamad el-Akher, the year five hondred and eighty three A. H.

Thus the name of the Sullan owner is that of the famous Saladin and
the date 1187 A. D.

Climbing to a high poiat amongst the ruins of the old wall we sce an
elongated structure extending in a north-east lo south-wesl direction with
its south-western end practically hall a hexagon, while in the north it goes
1o a mere point. It measures about 150 lo 200 metres in length and 1is
only 100 metres in its widest part. It is surrounded by a well built wall
a metres thick of which only the lower half is still standing. The corners
are strengthened by buttresses somefimes square and sometimes rounded,
and no doubt each buttress supported a tower in the usual style.

Al round the walls are litlle cells which must have served as living
rooms for the garrison, whilst some of them were fitted as baths with stone
troughs and others as kilchens. In the northern end, 1 noticed an arched
break in the wall which suggests the presence of another door, but that
part of the wall was so broken down that this could not be verilied.

In the centre are various buildings both above and below ground which
are moslly broken down and some are only a heap of masonry. Five places
are, however, in a tolerable state of p!eservaliun and meril consideration :

1 W, An underground hall 5 metres x 6 meires and 5 metres deep. It
has two pointed arches which supported the roof, which 1s now all broken
down. The entrance is not clearly seen and the place may have either
served as store-room for provisions or as a winler meeling-hall (see photo

pl. V).

) See plan of Fort (pl. II1).
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2. A roofless mosque with a gibla in its eastern end to mark direction
of prayer. This gibla was ornamented in plaster and bears the Bismillah el-

Ralman el-Ralum.

3. An underground Sakrig or water reservoir consisting of a chamber
6 metres X 10 metres and is sunk into the ground to a depth of 5 or 6
metres. Its walls, roof and floor are coaled with a layer of good plaster.
It has two openings : a square opening at the easlern end leading into a
narrow lrough ending in a spout through which the waler was lead into
the reservoir. On either side of the trough is a flight of narrow steps lead-
ing lo the bottom; obviously for the purpose of cleaning. The other open-
ing is a narrow rounded one in the roof and was obviously used for drawing
out the water, Above the first opening was an inseription slab of which I
could only distinguish the « Bismillah. .. .. »n as well as the word sahry
and the name of «Salah el-Dunya wa el-Din ». The style of this inseriplion
was identical with that already referred to at the gateway.

&. The next is the best preserved structure in the whole place. It is a
combined mosque on the top and a sakrig below; an excellent arrange-
ment as the mosque would always be kept clean and so avoids any con-
{amination gelting to the water. It has also the advanlage of sheltering
the water and keeping it cool (a very important consideration in the heat
of summer). The reservoir is the exact copy of the one jusi described but
is in better preservation and does not possess an inscription,

The mosque above, measures about 12 melres X 6 metres, and has a
door in the west end approached by two or three steps. The gibla in the east
is well ornamented with pink coloured plaster with a «Bismillah. . ... »
in decorative style (see photograph pl. VI).

The mosque has two windows on the north side and_ one on the south.
The south-west corner was evidently occupied by a small minaret, as evi-
denced’ by a small square foundation on the outside with two or three
steps leading up Lo it

On the right side of the gibla are signs showing the previous existence
of a few steps leading vp to a small platform which served as a minbar
or pulpit. In the wall next to ihe minbar is a wall cupboard where the
Imam stored his copy of the Koran and his prayer books.

8.
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Above the door on the outside was a tablel with an inscription of which
I could read the following :

020} s Jslall ) aodly Liodt 2o polidt M) ahguiad 5L

Building used by the King, strong in aid, the hononr of the world and rebgion,
King Adel Seif el-Din.

Bolowndry cnrmdy & &iw Bouadll 3 &
In Zul Quada the year 598 A. H.

This shows that this addition was made fifleen years later than the rest
of the building and was used by the then ruling Sultan El-Adil Seif-el-Din
or xSaphadin» of the crusaders.

5. A large underground hall some 15 melres square with a compound
roof of four vaulled arches. The nature of this slructure remains a mystery
to me, as its dilapidated condition did not allow me to descend and exa-
mine i{, It may have acted as a refectory for the garrison (see pl. VII).

Amongst the debris the whole place is littered with glazed and unglazed
potlery. Some pieces of broken hand-mills like those used by the local
Arabs for grinding corn were also found. A limestone mortar and Lhe stone
troughs menlioned before as seen in the baths complele the [urnilure
observed. There is, however, no reason why more systematic search should
not lead to the discover of more valuable remains like coins, arms, etc.

WATER SUPPLY.

As you well knqw, the most imporiant problem that confronts all workers
in desert regions, 15 lhe waler queslion; more so in the case of a general
of an army who has to find supplies for a large number of men and ani-
mals. Ain Sudr which is only five kilometres away and which no doubt
yielded then, as it yields at present, enough to supply an unlimited num-
ber of camels and men, had, no doubt, greatly simplified the problem.
Those in charge, however, were anxious o get some source nearer at
hand. They must have been greatly impressed by the amount of rain water
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that came down at limes during the winler causing big setls in many of
the wadis. They therefore set about to preserve as much of this as they
eould; and selecting a deep wadi running close to the forl on its north
side, they erected a dam across it. This is about 20 metres long and 10
metres in height. Its thickness ranges from one melre at the top to 5 or 6
al the base. It is sirenglhened at the middle by two conical buttresses. The
fact that it stends to-day almost intact in spile of the many seils Lhat have
rushed down that wadi is in itsell good enough testimony to its durability.
The wadi behind the dam is now silted up to the top with the materal
brought down by the siream (see photograph pl. VIII).
Small buildings scattered round the dam must have been used as houses

by the guards.

~ The water from Ain Sude or from the dam bad to be carried on camels
or horses to the foot of the cliff and thence carried by men up to the top
where it was slored in the reservoirs «sahrigsn — a wearisome job that
must have been more tedious to the garrison than even warfare itself.

HISTORICAL.

We may well ask ourselves now why did Salah el-Din undertake the
building of such a fort miles away inlo the heart of the desert, and why
did his brother El-Adil add to it and come and visit it himsell fifleen years
later? To help me to answer these questions I shall quole an incident recor-
ded by most of the historians of the time, «Ibn el-Athir» and others. 1
give it from Stanley Lane Poole’s book entitled Saladin.

Reginald of Chdtillon Lord of Karak (a fort on the southern end of the’
Dead Sea) was one of Saladin’s worst enemies among lhe crusaders. He
conceived the project of invading Arabia lo destroy the tomb of the Prophet
at Medina and raze to the ground the boly Kaaba at Mekka. To altain
liis end, he bribed the Bedouins of Sinai, and with their ireacherous aid,
‘transported his ships in seclions from Karak to the Gulf of Aqaba. This
fleet he sent to sack the port of Aydhab on the African shore of the Red
Sea opposite Jedda, while with two vessels he blocked Eyla (the present
Aqaba). The Egyptian fleet was soon in hot pursuit and the admiral Lulu
alter easily relieving the blockade of Eyla, came up with the body of the
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enemy’s {leet near El-Haura, a small port on the Red Sea whence they in-
tended lo march on Medina. The sight of the Egyptian squadron drove
them hurriedly on shore; and they made for the mountains.

Lulu mounted his sailors on the horses of the Badawis and calching up
the enemy in a narrow gorge cut them to pieces — Reginald escaping but
most of his men were killed, The Spamish Arab Ibn Jubeir was at Alexan-
dria in May 1183 when some of the prisoners taken were brought in, lashed
on camels with their faces to the tails, amid the beating of the drums and
the cheering of the populace. Never, he says, had there been such cons-
ternation as when the news of the raid reached Egypt. People told each
other, trembling, how the accursed lord of Karak had bribed the Bedawis
lo carry his ships across the deserl to the Red Sea; how he had burnt
sixteen Arab vessels, seized a pilgrim ship off Jedda, landed at Aydbab
and captured a caravan that had journeyed from Qos on the Nile, every
soul of which was massacred; and how alter making prizes of two ships
from Yemen, laden with stores for the holy cilies, he had crossed over to
Arabia with the fell design of sacking Medina and dragging the blessed
Prophet out of his grave. Never was such appaling news! Allah be praised,
Lulu, the captain of the fleet, caught the miscreants with his swift vessels
and the catastrophe was averted.

Now, is it possible that 2 man like Saladin was going to let such an in-
cident pass unheeded? Would he not take measures to guard against its
repetition? Both Franks and Bedouins had to be punished and waltched; to
deal with Reginald he attacked him at his fort; but to watch the Arabs he
would have to have a strong-hold in their own desert. Now if orders were
issued in 1183 or 1184 such a structure would neced at least three or
four years to complete and its completion in 1187 would thus agree with
the dale in the doorway inscription.

At that time Saladin had already moved his seat of rule from Cairo to
Damascus but had charged his brother Adil with the affairs of Egypt. It is
quite conceivable, therefore, that when Saladin gave orders as Lo the mea-
sures o be carried out in Sinai, it fell to the lot of Adil to carry them out.
Adil then takes a personal interest in Sinai and the fort, and so when 15
years later he is himsell Sultan after the death of Saladin (1193) he still
maintains his garrison there, and wishing to perpetuate his name in a place
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in which he look so much interest he orders the building of a mosque and

sahrig which he visits himself in 120a.

CONCLUSIONS.

[ think that enough has now been brought to light which should excite
the curiosity of specialisis in Arab antiquities lo urge the authorities lo
send an expedition lo the place with a view of undertaking a systematic
study of the fort, and rescue at least the inscriptions from the certain

decay that would otherwise befall them.
Hissaw Sinex.
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View of Ras-el-Gindi seen from the east.
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Large underground hall near southern end; marked § on Plan (plate III).
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Underground hall near entrance of Fort; marked 1 on Plan (plate 1II).
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Qibla of mosque built by El-Adil; marked 4 on Plan (plate III).
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Dam across wadi north-west of Fort.
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