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This letter
1
 is one of thirty Arabic documents which constitute a

new publication of African historical sources entitled ‘An Islamic

Alliance: fiAlı Dınr and the Sanüsiyya, 1906-1916.’
2
 The latter

presents correspondence between the leaders of the Sanüsı

brotherhood is southern Libya and fiAlı Dınr, king of the restored

Sultanate of Dr Für (1898-1916). The unifying theme of this

correspondence is the defense, by these Islamic leaders, of one of

the last parts of the African continent–and of the African Dr
al-Islm–to be brought under European colonial rule, a region

which extended south from the Mediterranean coast of modern

Sudanic Africa, ii, 1991, 113-124

1 We are grateful to M.I. Abü Salım of the National Records Office for

permission to publish this document.

2 Jay Spaulding and Lidwien Kapteijns, ‘An Islamic Alliance: fiAlı

Dınr and the Sanüsiyya, 1906-1916,’ forthcoming. This book is part of a

growing literature of primary sources relevant to Dr Für and the Sanüsiyya.
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Dr Für Sultanate, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983 and Jean-
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1987.

Libya for more than two thousand miles to embrace the kingdoms
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of Wadai in eastern Chad and Dr Für in the western Sudan.

 The advance of European imperial powers on this region

had intensified since the closing years of the nineteenth century.

In 1898 the British lords of Egypt had overrun the Sudanese Nile

valley. Although they had at least provisionally acknowledged

fiAlı Dınr’s sovereignty over Dr Für, their presence seriously

curtailed the sultan’s aspirations. In this same period the French

had been advancing from the west and northwest. The troops

which defeated Rbi˛ Fa∂l Allh in Kousseri in 1900 had hailed

from Algiers, Dakar and Brazzaville; Rbi˛’s defeat left open the

western approaches to the region under study here. In 1902 the

French attacked the Sanüsı settlement at Bir Alali (near the modern

Chad-Niger border) and in 1909 they conquered the sultanate of

Wadai, whose last independent ruler eventually surrendered in

October 1911. Until 1911 the area which was to become Libya

remained under loose Ottoman overlordship, but the real power

of the land lay with the Sanüsı brotherhood, which since 1902

had been directed from Kufra by A˛mad al-Sharıf, the grandson

of its founder. The tensions in Europe which in 1914 would

culminate in the outbreak of the First World War brought another

European invader to the scene. In September 1911 Italy declared

war on the Ottoman Empire; in October it bombarded and invaded

the Libyan coastline. News of this invasion reached Kufra in

December of that year. The current letter was written on 15

January 1912 by the head of the Sanüsiyya, A˛mad al-Sharıf, in

Kufra. There is evidence that the recipient of the letter, Sultan

fiAlı Dınr, was under increasing European pressure as well, as

he had to allow the French to eat away at the western marches of

his kingdom so as not to provoke the anger of the British in the

east.
3

A˛mad al-Sharıf’s letter addresses a variety of issues, political,

3 See A.B. Theobald, fiAlı Dınr, Last Sultan of Darfur, 1898-1916
London: Longmans, 1965, 103 and Lidwien Kapteijns, Mahdist Faith and
Sudanic Tradition: The History of the Maslıt Sultanate, 1870-1930 London:

Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1985, 194-6.

religious, commercial and personal. After the flowery opening
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formulae which may be considered the Sanüsı trademark, A˛mad

al-Sharıf first dealt with business affairs. He confirmed the arrival

in Kufra of fiAlı Dınr’s large consignment of ivory and notified

the king that it would be disposed of by his brother, Mu˛ammad

fi◊bid b. Mu˛ammad al-Sharıf. We know from other letters in

this collection that the consignment was large (six-and-a-half

qin†rs),4 and that it was to be exchanged for ammunition. Although

the transaction was completed locally, in Kufra, and in a very

short period of time, this ammunition never reached fiAlı Dınr;

it was used instead in Mu˛ammad fi◊bid’s campaign against the

Italians in the Fazzn in 1914. In explaining some of the problems

of this business transaction, Sayyid A˛mad referred to the invasion

of the Italians and its paralysing impact on the movement of

goods and trade. As for political developments, it seems, Sayyid

A˛mad called back all the ikhwn in fiAlı Dınr’s capital, including

the two men mentioned by name towards the end of the letter,

who are otherwise unknown to us. A˛mad al-Sharıf concluded

this first part of the letter by passing on to the sultan the greetings

of his brother, Mu˛ammad fi◊bid, and two of his paternal cousins,

Mu˛ammad Idrıs and Mu˛ammad al-Ri∂, both sons of the Grand

Sanüsı’s son Mu˛ammad al-Mahdı.

In the second part of the letter Sayyid A˛mad described in

some detail the circumstances of the death, on 3 September 1911,

of the elderly scholar and statesman A˛mad al-Rıfı. At the time

of his death, A˛mad al-Rıfı was an old man, for ‘the erudite

Moroccan’ (as Evans-Pritchard respectfully calls him)
5
 had been

a companion of the Grand Sanusi and had been chosen by him as

an instructor for his son, Mu˛ammad al-Mahdı, uncle and father

of the young Sanüsı leaders figuring in this letter. For the latter,

the death of this last prominent (and personally close) member of

4 Qin†r, unit of weight. An Egyptian qin†r of the early twentieth

century weighed 44,928 kg.; the contemporary qin†r of Tripoli weighed

51,282 kg.

5 E.E. Evans-Pritchard, The Sanusi of Cyrenaica, Oxford: Clarendon,

1949, 19.

the generation of the brotherhood’s founding fathers truly marked
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the passing of a generation. A˛mad al-Sharıf’s account of A˛mad

al-Rıfı’s death is intimate and personal, but it also establishes

beyond a shadow of doubt that the venerable teacher had singled

out him, A˛mad al-Sharıf, as the recipient of his religious authority

and baraka (blessing). That Sayyid A˛mad felt the need to convey

this after having directed the affairs of the brotherhood for ten

years is a tribute to A˛mad al-Rıfı’s standing and prestige. Sayyid

A˛mad acknowledged in passing the receipt of the silver coins

which fiAlı Dınr had sent to settle his account with al-Rıfı. They

were handed over, another letter tells us, to his grandson A˛mad.

A˛mad al-Sharıf concluded the letter by raising two issues.

First, he blessed fiAlı Dınr and wished him well in his efforts ‘to

cut the throats of the faction of the depraved, deceitful unbelievers,’

the Europeans and their local allies. Undoubtedly the ‘fragrant

salutations and flowering greetings’ of Sayyid A˛mad must not

be taken too literally, as they represent contemporary diplomatic

conventions. However, his cry that ‘the unbelievers are pouring

in everywhere’ and that ‘there is not a king on the face of the

earth except for you,’ was correct in the context of regional

geopolitical realities and has the ring of emotional authenticity.

After such a strong statement of religious and political purpose,

the Sanüsı leader’s request for three slave girls is, to the modern

reader, maybe somewhat anti-climactic. fiAlı Dınr obliged Sayyid

A˛mad, our sources tell us, as he was thanked for doing so in a

later, undated, letter.
6

In the years that led up to, and followed the outbreak of the

First World War, relations between the Sanüsiyya and fiAlı Dınr

grew even closer. Together with the other items of the cor-

respondence, this present letter gives evidence that there existed

a real, passionately felt alliance between the two, balanced in

reciprocity according to changing historical vicissitudes. By 1914,

6 There survives a letter in which A˛mad al-Sharıf, as a young

man in Gouro in 1901, sent a similar request south to the commander

of the zwiya (lodge) at Bir Alali; see Triaud, Tchad 1900-1902, Doc.

10, 107-9.

however, fiAlı Dınr was only two years away from his definitive
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defeat at the hands of British troops. His death marked the end of

the Dr Für Sultanate. A˛mad al-Sharıf continued to direct the

Sanüsiyya until his exile in 1918. When he died in 1933, the

Italians were firmly in the saddle in their North African colony.

Family fortunes, however, were to take a turn for the better at

Libya’s independence in 1951, when Mu˛ammad Idrıs, Sayyid

A˛mad’s paternal cousin who figures in this letter, became

independent Libya’s first king.

****

È«d�« ·d?A?	 tL?N�« v�U?Ž …d?C?Š rO?Šd�« sL?Šd�« tK�« r�Ð

ô v²�« sÝU??;«Ë u?³? ?ð ô v²�« W?L?N?�« È– W?L?N�b??	 q& v'

sÐ« qC??' ÊUDK�?�« sÐ« —UM¹œ vKŽ ÊUD?K��« Ø …d??C?Š u??³Mð

©rÝU???³??	® t�U???O�Ë rÝ«u???	 t??	U¹« X�«“ ô ¡U?¹d??&“ ÊUD?K��«
7

ÂU?I*« w�« Ád¼«“  U?LO?K�ðË ÁdÞU?Ž  UO?% ¡«b¼« b?FÐË 5	«¡

 ©b?&U²?¹®Ë t	«d?²?Š« V−¹ Èc�«
8

t� Vł«u*« ÊU?' t	UEŽ« Ø 

tK�« Â«œ« rzU??L?& UÐd�« d¼e?� v¼ v²�« Â—UJ*« pKð s?Ž ‰«u?��«

UM	 …d??C??×K� Âb??Ið b??JË U¼ö?Š Á«u??Ið s	 q?F?łË Ø U¼ö??Ž

»UM−K� Ø U½d&–Ë ÁœU?Žô« sŽ vMG¹ U	 UNO?'Ë «c¼ q³J V²&

W½U?	ô« Ê«Ë b?O??F?��« ·dD�« s	 5	œU?I�« ‰u??OË d?O?šô« v'

7 Lacuna, conjectural reading.

8 Lacuna, conjectural reading.

bL?×	 b?O��« U?½uMO b¹ Ø vKŽ rJðdC?( U¼uL?²KÝ—« v²�«
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t¹d×?³�« dłUN?*« v' UNzUC?J —cF²� ·dD�« «c?NÐ U¼UC?J bÐUŽ

 ©tK�«® Ëb?Ž ¡ö?O²?ÝUÐ
9

v' t?F?	 Êô« r¼Ë U?N?OKŽ ÊU?OKD�« Ø 

©ÂU¾K�«® …d?HJ�« pKN¹Ë ÂöÝô« eF¹ tK�«Ë Ád?OU×	Ë WÐ—U?×	

10
 

r&d???³??? ?¹ YO???ž Œô« b???O???F???�?�« ·dD�« v?�« ÂœU???I�«Ë Ø

vKŽ „UM?¼ Ø s¹c�« UM½«u??š« W?O??IÐ v�??ŽË U¼U??H?ý ‰«u??ŠôUÐ

vKŽ b?O&U?²�« v�« t?H¹dA�« rJL?Š«d?	 ÃU²?% ö' UMO�« ‰u?OË

UMF?L?�¹Ë d?O?�?Ž d?	« q& Ø d?�?O¹ vKFð tK?�«Ë UMO�« rN�U?Ý—«

ôËc?³	 »UM'« p�c� UM	 ¡U?Žb�« ‰«“ ôË d�¹ U?	 …dC?(« sŽ

©ÆÆÆ® Áôu?²¹ tK�«Ë
11

ÁU/«Ë ÁU?&“«Ë Âö?��« -« UM	Ë ôu?³I?	 Ø 

 ©U½bMŽ® s	Ë Â«d?J�« ‰U?$ô« s	 ÂU?I*« Á«u??Š s* Èb?N¹
12

Ø 

b?O�?�«Ë f¹—œ« bL?×?	 bO?��«Ë bÐU?Ž b?L?×	 b?O?��« U½uMO

W?O?×?²�« q	U?& …d?C?×K� ÊËb?N¹ Áu?šô« W?'U?&Ë U?{— b?L?×?	

©Â«d(«® Âd×	 ≤µ a¹—Uð Âö?��«Ë Ø ©W¹dO)«®  «uŽb�«Ë 
13

ØØ ±≥≥∞ Ø tMÝ Ø

9 Lacuna, conjectural reading.

10 Lacuna, conjectural reading.

11 Lacuna; a hole was punctured in the paper here.

12 Lacuna, conjectural reading.

13 Lacuna, conjectural reading.
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—uM�« f³²I*«

sÐ« bLŠ« vÝËbI�«

n¹dA�« bO��«

vÝuM��«

±≥≤±

Ø ¡«e?F�« t?O?' rJ� U½d?&– »U?²?& rJ³½U?ł …d?C?( Âb?Ið b?JË

ÈU??O??×??	 Ø V?DJË ôu??	Ë Èb??O??Ý È–ö??	Ë È–U??²???Ý« vKŽ

Èôu??	Ë v?�u??Ý— v�« Ø v²?KO??ÝËË È–U???²??Ý« bMŽ v?²DÝ«ËË

UM�U½«Ë ÁU?{—«Ë tMŽ tK�« v{— Ø vH¹d�« b?LŠ« bO?��« Èb?OÝ

rKÝË t??OKŽ t?K�« vKO ÁU??HDB??	Ë t??³?O??³??Š Ø W?	d??×Ð ÁU??{—

XKO� Ø tO?' v'uð Èc�« ÷d*« ¡«b²Ð« ÊU?&Ë rEŽË Ø ·dýË

b??FÐ Âu?O�« p�«– Ø t??O??×?³??O v'Ë rEF*« ÊU??C?	— ¥ UŁö??¦�«

t??OKŽ X×?³??OË t?O?KŽ XKšœ Ø U*Ë v� q?Ý—« d?−??H�« ŸuKÞ

V¹U?ž X½«Ë Tý vÐ wB¹ Ê« ô« XH?š Ø U?	 v� ‰U?J d?O?)UÐ

X¾?ł Ø U* ÊU?C?	— π b?Šô« Âu¹ v'Ë œ«—« U0 v½U?OË« rŁ Ø

Áb¹ XK³?JË tOKŽ Ø X×?³B?' U?��Uł tðb?łË `³B�« …ö?B�

bMŽ X�K?łË l−D{« U¼ Ø b?FÐË `³?B�« UM?OKOË t?H¹d?A�«
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v' tðb?łË XF??ł— v×?C�« v'Ë Ø Xłd?š rŁ ö??OKJ t?Ý«—

rOEF�« b?�?'« p�«– ÕËd�« XJ—U?H' d?NE�« Ø »d?J v�« ŸeM�«

tK�« v?{— Ø rOEF??²�«Ë VO??Šd??²�UÐ —u??	U*« pK?*« U¼U??IKðË Ø

 ”œd?H�« qFłË ÁU?{—«Ë tMŽ
14

UM� tK�« rEF?' Á«u¦?	Ë Ø t�eM	  

b?JË Ø ÁœôË« v' tK?�« ¡U?ý Ê« ØØ t?&d?³�«Ë d?łô« t??O?' rJ�Ë

v� ö¹U?J t?	U??Ž Ø W?IKD	 t?	Uð …“U?ł« Ø b?L??(« tK�Ë v½“U?ł«

Ø tMŽ tK�« v{— –U?²?Ýô« Ø tÐ v½“Uł« U?	 lO?L−Ð Ø pðe?ł«

©tM?Ž®Ë t� `B¹ U???	 q?JÐ
15

Ø  ö???�?K�*« v?MF????L???Ý«Ë Ø 

 Ë t×?³��« vM�ËU½Ë Ø vMJÐUýË vM×?'UOË
16

tMŽ  cš«Ë Ø 

sŽË UMŽ tK�« Ø Á«e?ł t9 U½uM'Ë Ø tL?ł U	uKŽ b?L(« Ø tK�Ë

Ø U	Ë rF½ «d?Oš rKÝË Ø t?OKŽ tK�« vKO bL?×	 W	« Ø W?'U&

Ø qBð« ‰u?³?I�UÐË Ø qOË r¼«—b?�« s	 Ø t�Ë UM� Áu?L?²KÝ—«

¡«e?'« s�?Š« Ø r&«e?−?' U?IŠô ôË Ø U?IÐU?Ý ô - d?B?J U?	Ë

¡«e?'« Ø Âu¹ 5Žô« t?Ð d?Ið Ø U0 tKC?' iO??' s	 Ø rJÐUŁ«Ë

rJO�« »«u?'« Ø ‰uOË œd?−0 rJ	—UJ	 Ø s	 »uKD*« rŁ

14 Spelled as shown.

15 Lacuna, conjectural reading.

16 Dittography or lacuna.

UM½U?' «dOAÐ U½b?�ËË t¹d¹UF�« bL?Š« ØØ U½b�Ë UM� u?Nłuð Ê« Ø
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Ø d????N????I?¹Ë r&¡U????I?Ð .b¹ tK?�U????' rN?� —UE?²½ô« Ø W¹U?????ž v'

…d?ÝU)« Ád?'UJ�« Ø t?H¹UD�« »U?J— rJH?O�Ð v?×	Ë r&¡«b?Ž«

vKŽ pK?	 Âu?O�« sJ¹ r�Ë rÞË Ø r?Ž b?J d?HJ�« ÊU??' Ád?&U*«

Ø s¹b×K*« -dN?JË s¹b�« r²ÐdŽ« bI' r&d?Ož Ø ÷—ô« tłË

Ê« rJ	—U?J	 Ø s	 »uKD*« r?Ł ¡«e?'« s?�?Š« t?K�« r&«e??−¹

rJ½U�ŠU'  öOLł —«uł tŁöŁ Ø YOž Œô« l	 UM� «uKÝdð

Ø rF¹ Âö??��«Ë ÊuJ¹ ôË d?O??B?I?²?�« rJM	 ÊU?& Ø U??	Ë ÂU?Ž

ÂU²)«Ë ¡b³�« v' Â«dJ�« ‰U$ô«Ë rJÐUMł

Translation

In the name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate.

To the presence of him who is lofty of aspiration, noble of

view, who in [every] gloomy [situation] displays a zeal that does

not die out, and good qualities that do not go away, his majesty

Sultan fiAlı Dınr, son of Sultan Fa∂l,
17

 son of Sultan Zakariy√.

May his days continue to be festive and his nights smiling. Amen.

After the bestowal of fragrant salutations and flowering

greetings to the eminence who commands respect and whose

greatness is confirmed. The purpose of it is to inquire about these

noble traits which are perianths for the flowers of the fragrant

bushes–may God prolong their ascendance, and make of his

godfearingness their sweetness. Your majesty has already

received letters from us before  this, and their contents do not

17 This is incorrect. He was the son of Zakariy√ and the grandson of

Fa∂l.

need repeating. We mentioned to your majesty in the last



122 LIDWIEN KAPTEIJNS  AND  JAY SPAULDING

[letter] the arrival of those coming from the south. [As for]

the consignment your majesty sent for yourself by the hand

of our twin brother Sayyid Mu˛ammad fi◊bid,  he has disposed

of it here, for it is impossible to dispose of it in the settlements

of the coast, because of their conquest by God’s enemy the

Italians. At present they are engaged in war and blockade

with him. May God strengthen Islam and destroy the vile

unbelievers! The one who is coming to the south, Brother Ghayth,

will inform you of the situation orally. It would be appropriate if

the rest of our brethren who are there were to come to us. Nothing

is needed from your noble mercy except for reassurance that they

will be dispatched to us. May God Most High make easy every

difficult matter, and make us hear about your majesty that which

gives joy. May our prayers for [your] excellency never cease,

and may He arrange for [ . . . ] to be accepted. From us come the

most complete, purest, and numerous greetings for those among

the noble offspring who belong to your high station. Here our

twin brother Sayyid Mu˛ammad fi◊bid, Sayyid Mu˛ammad Idrıs

and Sayyid Mu˛ammad Ri∂ and all the brothers offer to [your]

majesty perfect salutations and benevolent prayers. Farewell. The

date is 25 Mu˛arram al-˛arm18 in the year 1330 [15 January

1912].

He who has acquired the Most Holy Light
A˛mad b. al-Sayyid al-Sharıf al-Sanüsı

1321 [1903-4]
Your majesty has already received a letter in which we told you

about the mourning for my teacher and my refuge, my lord and

master, the focal point19 of my existence and mediator with my

ustdh [Mu˛ammad b. fiAlı al-Sanüsı] and my intermediary to

my apostle and master, my lord al-Sayyid A˛mad al-Rıfı. May

God be pleased with him and reward him, and give us His favor

through the sanctity of his beloved and chosen one, may God

18 Al-˛arm: a common epithet of the month of Mu˛arram.

19 Qu†b: mystical epithet applied by ∑üfıs to the leading mystic of each

generation; pole or mystic axis of the world (EI (1), IV, 684).

bless him and grant him peace, and give him honor and greatness.
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The beginning of the illness from which he died was on the

Tuesday night, the fourth of Rama∂n al-mufia÷÷am20 [29 August

1911]. On the morning of that day, after sunrise, he sent for me.

When I came in to him and said good morning, he said to me: ‘I

have only been afraid that something would happen to me while you

were absent.’ Then he charged me with what he wanted done. On

Sunday the ninth of Rama∂n [3 September 1911], when I came for

the morning prayer, I found him seated. I said good morning to him,

kissed his noble hand, and we prayed the morning prayer. After that

he reclined, and I sat for a little while by his head, then went out. In

the forenoon I returned, and found him in the throes of death until

almost noon. Then the spirit departed that great body, and was

encountered by the angel charged with welcoming and elevating [the

dead]. May God be pleased with him and reward him, making paradise

his home and his resting place. May God increase through him, as

well as through his children, if God wills, our reward and blessing,

and yours. God be praised, he had already authorized me with a

complete authority,21 unrestricted and general, saying to me: ‘I give

to you authorization over everything over which the ustdh
[Mu˛ammad b. fiAlı al-Sanüsı]–may God be pleased with him–gave

me authorization, with all its rights and duties.’ He made me listen to

al-Musalsalt.22 He clasped my hand, gave me the handshake23 and

handed me the prayer beads. I took them from him, God be praised,

and an abundance of knowledge and complete skills. May God reward

him well for us, and for all the nation of Mu˛ammad, may God bless

him and grant him peace.

Indeed. The dirhams which you sent to us and him have

arrived, and have been received. With us you never fall short,

20 Al-mufia÷÷am: a common epithet of the month of Ram∂n.

21 The concept is ijza. See M. Th. Houtsma, art. ‘Idjza’, EI (1), IV, 667.

22 Al-Musalsalt al-fiashara fı ’l-a˛dıth al-nabawiyya, a work by

Mu˛ammad b. fiAlı al-Sanüsı concerning sound and false chains of succession

from the prophet Mu˛ammad. See Klopfer, Aspekte, 68-9.

23 Mußfa˛a: a special handshake under the sleeve of the shaykh,

commonly used in the vow of allegiance. See J. Spencer Trimingham,

Islam in the Sudan, London 1965, 206.

past or present. May God give you the best of rewards. May He
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repay you from the flood of His abundance with that which is a

joy to the eyes on the Day of Reckoning.

What is requested from your noble person is that as soon as

this letter arrives you dispatch to us our son A˛mad al-fi◊yariyya

and our son Bashır, for we are awaiting them with great anticipation.

May God lengthen your existence and give you victory over your

enemies. May He with your sword cut the throats of the faction

of the depraved, deceitful unbelievers. For truly the unbelievers

are pouring in everywhere; these days there is not a king on the

face of the earth except for you. You have proclaimed the religion

and defeated the apostates; may God reward you with the best of

rewards.

What is asked of your noble person is to send to us with

Brother Ghayth three pretty slave girls.

Your beneficence is comprehensive and with us you have

never, and will never, fall short. May peace embrace your

excellency and the most noble offspring at the beginning and the

end.


