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e INTRODUCTION:-

Roda island lies between Misr- al-Qadima (Fustat) and Giza. This island was
mentioned in the pre-Islamic sources as a part of the Byzantine fortress which was
there opposite Babylon (Bab al-Lun) long before the Islamic conquest. Also it stayed
a part of the Islamic capital of Egypt from the very beginning of the Islamic period to
modern times. Roda has never been sufficiently studied so as to get a complete idea

of the island as an inseparable entity of the great city of Cairo.

Collecting the different accounts and information concerning Roda will help us
to trace, analyze and understand the urban evolution of the island and its relation to the
great capital. This study is not primarily a study of the urban evolution of Cairo but it
is vitally important to get a clear picture of the whole evolution of greater Cairo (Cairo
and Giza) especially in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries when Cairo and Giza
commenced the evolution towards becoming one great capital penetrated by the Nile,

which acted more as a lung than a minor geographical barrier between the two old

settlements.

Through the written sources and seven maps discussing Roda, we will analyse
the urban expansion of the island in three chapters that will adequately show the

changes and the phases that Roda went through during our period of discussion.

In the first chapter (Ca. 21H/641AD-784H/ 1382AD) we will attempt to
describe Roda before the Islamic conquest of Egypt in the Byzantine period and later

how it fitted in the new role of this area as the capital of Islamic Egypt. Wasit a




continuity? or had it a new and different identity? Also we will trace the change of the
name of the island to become “Roda”, the name that the island keeps until the present
day.

In the first phase we do not face any problem in tracing the early evolution of
the island as the written sources tell us of every political and social event that took
place in Roda, but later references provide very little detail. Our main and primary
sources of this period are the accounts and the re-accounts given to us by Ibn Dugmaq
and al-Maqrizi. However we do face the problem of not having any documented maps
or drawings of Cairo at that period. Also the sources sometimes contradict one
another or exaggerate but this can easily be detected by comparing our several sources.
For example what was the extent of the walls of the Ayyubid fortress in Roda as
distinct from speculation arising in the accounts of Roda? From our sources we will

also trace the ephemeral development of architecture on the island.

In the next chapter (Ca. 784H/1382AD-1280H/1863AD) we will trace the
change of Roda relative to the change of Cairo from a medieval capital to a provincial
capital of the Ottoman empire. We hope to demonstrate how the identity of Roda
affected and was affected by the change taking place in the two urban loci to its east
and west, Misr al-Qadima and Giza. We will also discuss the origins of modernization
established by Muhammed *Ali and his near SUCCESSOTS.

Although the written sources are not as generous to us in the Ottoman period
as in the previous periods, we now have the description provided by the French as a
result of Bonaparte’s conquest. In this description we have very accurate maps and

drawings of Roda with a nearly complete documentation of everything that existed at




this period. This will not only help us to understand this particular period but it also

provides a background against which to approach the beginning of the transformation

towards modern Cairo.

Finally we will survey the great extent of modernization (ca. 1280H/1863AD-
1335H/1914AD) that Khedive Isma’il proposed for the whole of Cairo and how that
affected the urban evolution of the island and the state of Roda at the later period of
the British occupation and last phase of the modernizaton. By our terminal date we

will demonstrate Roda’s status of urban development and its relation to the capital city

and Giza.




Chapter 1

Al-Roda island is situated on the Nile, opposite the Babylon fortress and
Fustat. It divides the river into two branches: a narrow branch between Fustat and
the island, and a much wider one between the island and the Giza bank (see map 1).

From the beginning, as far as our sources reveal, Roda was inseparable from
the pre-Islamic settlement on the adjacent Fustat bank, the first Islamic capital of
Egypt. Throughout history it was part of the growing capital that is now Cairo.
Analysis of the island’s history will reveal that its urbanization paralleled that of Islamic
culture in Egypt.

At the time of the Islamic conquest in 21H/641AD, Cairo was a provincial
fortress town called Babylon, the heart of which is now occupied by the Coptic
Museum, the Hanging Church, and the ruins of Fustat. The fortress of Babylon
guarded the northern single crossing of the Nile to and from the Delta. In this chapter,
we will present a picture of this area during the Byzantine period, preceding the Islamic
conquest. This is not an easy task, as theories abound and available sources contradict
each other. We will therefore concentrate on established facts and, when necessary,

observations which will help us understand events to follow in the Islamic period.




* The pre-Islamic period:-

In order to control the north and south of the Nile, the Byzantines built a
fortress at Babylon'. The nucleus laid at this period would later be expanded to form
the larger city of Fustat. Scholars such as Butler, Herz, Gaetani, Reitmeyer and others

have examined earlier records in order to form an image of that area before the Islamic

conquest, but they found that their sources were mostly, although not entirely,
contradictory; while a clear picture of the Pre-Islamic settlement has yet to emerge, all

agree on the presence of the Byzantine fortress.

At the time of the Islamic invasion, the fortress was referred to as al-Hisn (the
fortress). Many scholars have tried to reconstruct the site as it was in its initial state,
the most recent and dedicated study being that of W.B Kubiak. Basing his work on
Butler’s excavations of the pre-Islamic settlements in the area®. and beginning where
Butler ended, Kubiak attempted to reconstruct the site through early records and
simple use of historical logic. He drew a plan of the fortress walls with protruding
towers®, estimating their height at 14m including the crenelations; a canal ran inside (he
fortress and a defensive ditch surrounded the structure (See fig 1).

We also know that the fortifications of Babylon extended to the island.
According to Ibn-Duqmaq®, the island had been a Byzantine stronghold encircled by
walls and towers. Though this information is not confirmed elsewhere, the size of the
fortifications he describes is too imposing to be ignored by other chroniclers.

Furthermore, the story of the escape of al-Muqgawgis as told by Ibn Abd al-Hakam® .

Kubiak, W.B. Fustat, The Am
2Butler, A.J. Churches and A
*Kubiak, 1987, p. 50.
“Tbn Duqmaq. Kitab al-Intisar I'wastet 4qd al-"Amsar, 1V, Al-Amiria, p. 109. [Hereinafter Ibn
' Dugmagq]
5Al-Maqrizi, Taqi al-Din. 4/ Mawa'iz Wa al-I'tibar Bizikr al-Khitat Wa al-Amsar (known as al-
‘ Khitat al-Magrizia), Al-Halaby, Part II, p. 178, [Hercinafter Al-Magqrizi|

erican University of Cairo Press, 1987, pp. 50-53. [Hereinafter Kubiak]
donasteries of Egypt. Clarendon Press, 1895, p. 155.



shows that the island was considered g safe stronghold at the time of the Muslim siege.
While this establishes the presence of strong fortifications on the island during the
Byzantine period, Kubiak also surmised that there were fortifications on the other side
of the bridge linking the island to the fortress. However, he never stated the nature of
these fortifications, nor did he try to estimate their boundaries on the island.

A broader look at this period reveals that the fortress was not built asa
defense, but rather as a watch tower on the Nile, a landmark separating Upper Egypt
to the south from the Delta to the north. The boat bridge from al-Giza to Roda was
kept closed and ships would pass in the narrow channel of the Nile between Roda and
Babylon, which then had complete control of transportation on the Nile. This control
was very vital to Egypt, as the Nile provided means of transporting goods, food and
people from Upper Egypt to the Delta, and to Alexandria, the capital.

While it is impossible to determine exactly the nature and the limits of the
fortifications on the island, we can be sure that their purpose was to defend the bridge.
We can also hypothesize that, being a secondary fortress with a smaller garrison and
fewer soldiers on duty than the Babylon fortress, the island fortifications were smaller
In size than that of the main fortress.

When Ahmad Ibn Tulun learned that Ibn-Bugha’s army was marching on
Egypt, he started building a new fortress on the island'. As he could never have
finished a new fortress in such a short time as he did, he probably rebuilt and expanded
an existing fortress. This is confirmed by al-Qalqashandi, who wrote that Ibn Tulun
restored the Byzantine walls and towers. Since it lay outside the city, security on Roda

had to be tighter; the fortress was surrounded by the Nile and near Ibn Tulun’s capital,

'Al-Magrizi, part 11, p. 180.




al-Qat’ai‘. It seems, then, that Ibn Tulun rebuilt the old fortress, also adding minor

residential buildings as well as g mosque.
The Babylon fortress also included a port, however small, for the inspection of
passing ships. Long before the Islamic conquest, this port was an important strategic

location between the north and the south; later, it remained a local port as most of the

shipping proceeded down the western branch of the Nile to Alexandria, from which
cargoes could be shipped to foreign markets.
We also know that there was a shipyard on the island Sources of the pre-
Islamic period do not mention the Roda shipyard but, as we stated before, the
importance of the site with regard to the Nile traffic leads us to assume that there
existed a shipyard in this area. Early Islamic sources refer to the island as the island of
sina‘a’ (i.e. industry), because of its shipyard. Although this shipyard might have been
established at the time of the early military camp of Fustat, we know that a shipyard
was already needed, and hence present, during the Byzantine period. The early Islamic
name for the island is further evidence for this fact.
From a later source?, we learn of two churches on the island: Ibn Luqluq and

St. Michael the Elect. It is not clear when they were founded, but since it is unlikely
that they were built in the Islamic period, they must had been present since the
establishment of Byzantine control over the island. We know that the church of Iby
Luqluq was located close to where the Nilometer was to be constructed, but we are

unsure of St. Michael’s location. These were Coptic churches and a part of a

Byzantine fortress on the island.

;\\\_‘

{%J-Maqrizi discussed the meaning of this name in his account of the shipyards of Egypt which we
3’&'111 discuss later (see appendix B).

“ Ibn al-Mukaffa’, Sawirys. History of the Patriarchs, Cairo, 1959, p. 194,




e After the Islamic conquest:-

“Amr Ibn al-‘As conquered Egypt in the year 21H/641AD, but very little
information is available about the ensuing period, until 254H/868AD. There is
therefore a 227-year gap in what we know with regard to the evolution of the island in
this period. ‘Amr Ibn Al-°As founded the camp city of Fustat, which later became the
capital of Islamic Egypt. The new capital grew rapidly, both in Islamic and Coptic
population. The island, too, was becoming more important as it was now part of the
port of the new capital. As stated earlier the island’s name was then Jazirat al-Sina’a,
because of its shipyard. The Nilometer was subsequently built at the southern tip of
the island. Its operation and protection became very important to the government and
to the population, as it was the primary method for estimating taxes on agricultural
land.

The Nilometer had previously been located in Hilwan and had been built by the
order of Abd al-Aziz Ibn Marwan', the Omayad governor of Egypt. The Roda
Nilometer was constructed by Usama Ibn Zayd®, Egypt’s Wali, in the Khalifate of al-
Walid before Jamad 11, 96H/February, 715AD This Nilometer was restored several
times, once by al-Ma’mun in 199H/812AD, and once by al-Mutawakkil in 247H/

850AD in what could be deemed a rebuilding of the structure.

'“ Abd al-* Aziz ibn Marwan was the son of the Khliph Marwan I and the father of ‘Umar Ibn ‘Abd al-
'Aziz. He was appointed as the governor of Egypt by his father, and the appointment was confirmed
by ‘Abd al-Malik, when he ascended the throne. He kept that position for nearly twenty years
(Zettersteen, K.V. “‘Abd al-*Aziz Ibn Marawan”, The Encyclobaedia of Islam, new ed., Vol. I,
E,eiden, 1960, p. 58).

“Al-Magrizi, I, p. 57 (Usama Ibn Zayd was mentioncd by the sources as the first Icader of Moslem
army against the Byzantine but no role of his was ever mentioned in Egypt (Huart, Cl. “Usama Ibn
Zayd”, The Encyclobaedia of Islam. new ed., Vol. IV, Leiden, 1960, pp. 1048-1049)).




Wiritten sources also tell us about a Coptic riot on Roda in the year | 17H/
735AD by Christians who had been employed as forced labor in the shipyard'. This
suggests two important facts: first, that the island was an important center of Coptic
population ; and second, that the churches of the old fortress had probably now
become Coptic churches?.

According to Dugmagq’ the Byzantine fortress was destroyed by ‘Amr Ibn al-
‘As. Qalqashandi’, for his part, tells us that the fortress was in ruins until 1bn ‘T'ulun
restored the Roman walls and towers. This indicates that in the early Islamic period,
the island lost its military purpose and simply became a district of the new capital,
Fustat. Roda had become a district of mixed Coptic and Muslim population, except
for the Nilometer which was maintained by the Muslim ruler of Egypt. The port grew

rapidly and became the official port of the capital of Egypt.

The Tulunid period 254H/868AD-292H/905AD:-

The first important reasonably accurate account about Roda island under the
Islamic regime was written by al-Magqrizi who discussed the Tulunid period. He draws
an accurate picture of this epoch, basing his study on the collective accounts of the
historians of that epoch.

According to al-Magrizi, Ibn al-Kindi said: “....... The industry was founded on

the island in the year 54 (674AD) and the fortress of the island was constructed by

Kubnk p. 161.
Crcssv&cll K.A.G. The Muslim Architecture of [bgypt. part 11, Hacker Art Books. 1978. pp. 290-306.
> Ibn Dugmag, pp. 109,110,

* Al-Qalqashandi, Abu al-Abbas. Subh al-A 'sha fi Sina‘at al-Insha, 11T, Al Amiria Press, 1963, pp.
325-326.




Ahmad Ibn Tulun in the year 263H (914AD) to guard his harem and money against the
army of Musa Ibn Bugha, who was marching from Iraq to take over Egypt and all of
Ibn Tulun’s interests.......... He (Ibn Tulun), forced to fight to defend himself, examined
the city of Fustat and found that it could not be seized, except from the Nile......A
courageous and wise person, he wanted to build a fortress on the island between the
city of Fustat and Giza to guard his harem and treasures; then, later, he could fight
whoever came from inland...... He ordered the construction of a fortress on the
island....”".

Abu ‘Amr al-Kindi wrote of how the fortress was built in a concentrated effort,
to be finished in the shortest time possible before the army of Ibn Bugha arrived. He
wrote of Ibn Tulun building warships, in 263H/877AD, saying: “....... Ahmad Ibn
Tulun did his best in building warships, patrolling and positioning them around the
island, showing invincibility against Musa Ibn Bugha .......

Ibn Dugmag, in his account of the same period, wrote: “....Amr Ibn al-As
destroyed some of its towers and walls (the walls that were circling the island). Ibn al-
KandifsaidSEss s it was known as Jazirat al Sina ‘a (island of industry) and it
stayed in ruins until Ahmad Ibn Tulun restored it in the year 877 AD/263 H to defend

23 32

his harem and money...” . As we see, this account is much briefer than al-Maqrizi’s,
but draws from the same sources, lending more credibility to al-Maqrizi’s account.
Did Ahmad Ibn Tulun build a new fortress or did he simply rebuild the old

fortress? According to Qalqashandi, Ahmad Ibn Tulun only restored the walls and the

towers of the Byzantine fortress, making minor modifications to the old structure.

;Al-Maqrizi, 11, p. 180.
Ibn-Dugmag, IV, p. 109.




Since the purpose of rebuilding the fortress was to safeguard Ibn Tulun’s harem and

treasures, the new fortress must have included a residential area, made up of a palace
and a mosque. Since Ibn Tulun did not know when Musa Ibn Bugha would reach
Fustat, it is safe to assume that he did not attempt to modify the borders of the old
fortress but only rebuilt the existing walls.

It is also likely that 1bn Tulun was busy with the shipyard, building warships to
defend his island against enemy warships coming [rom the Nile. The shipyard’s
importance was now increasing, as it developed from a small shipyard for repairing
passing ships to one building warships. As a result, the island was also regaining its
military importance. Could this have hindered its evolution as an emerging part of the
new capital?

Logically, the island was evolving as a part of Fustat. The military additions,
with the accompanying development of industry on the island, raised its status and
created new job opportunities. Furthermore, the rich and powerful Fustat elite wanted
residences near the safety provided by Ibn Tulun’s fortress. The island not only
became part of a rapidly growing capital, but it also was home to the royal residence,
adding weight to its newly gained status. Ibn al-Kindi wrote: ... The fortress of the
island was inhabited by the Tulunids and the shipyard remained active, building

warships until Muhammad Tughj al-Ikhshid took over....””"

The Ikhshid period 323H/934AD-358H/969AD:-

Again, Maqrizi’s account proves the most helpful, drawing from Ibn al-Kindi’s

account of the island’s history in this era. Of Muhammad al-Ikhshid’s march and

'Al-Magrizi, I,p, 180,




conquest of Egypt, Ibn al-Kindi wrote: .. The Khalif appointed the prince
Muhammad Ibn Tughj al-Tkhshid of Egypt and sent ships from al-Sham to take it
OVEr....... He defeated the Egyptian army, prepared to meet him, leaded by Ahmad Ibn
Kighligh, on the order of Muhammad Al; al-Maradani, on the island of Nussa. He
came by ships to Fustat and the island, and took them over in Ramadan of the year 323
(CRETND) ek

Marking the beginning of the Ikhshid period is the destruction of the Roda
shipyard by Ibn Tughj in order to build his royal garden, and the relocation of the
shipyard to a new location on the Fustat bank.

Of that era Magqrizi wrote: “ ... They came (the Ikhshid army) in the ships of

Ibn Qulqum and harbored in the island of the industry and burnt it. Muhammad Ibn
Tughj said: “ Industry here is wrong ”....”. Also, Ibn Zulaq, in his biography of
Muhammad Ibn Tughj, wrote: ... I remember that I was eating with Abu al-Mansur
Takin, the prince of Egypt, and that the subject of the industry was discussed. Takin
said: “ An industry with the sea between us and it is wrong ” and he (Muhammad
Tughj) summoned Salih Nafi’ and said to him: I had in mind before taking Egypt
to move the industry to the Dar (house) of the daughter of al-Fatih, and to build a

garden in the place of the old industry on the island, and to call it a/-Mukhtar (the

52

Ibn al-Kindi added, according to al-Magrizi, that “...... Ibn Tughj finished his
garden and moved the industry in the year 325 H/ 936 AD. His garden a/-Mukhitar

existed until the time of Fatimids.. . ”. Although Ibn Tughj took Fustat without a

;Al-Maqrizi, I1, p. 181,
Al-Magrizi, ILp. 181,




fight, he burnt the island. Most probably what Ibn al-Kindi meant is that he burnt the
Tulunid fortress and the palace. As we do not know the location of the shipyard, it is
imposible to locate the new garden of Ibn Tughj.

After settling in Egypt, Ibn Tughj implemented new policies which changed the
identity of the capital. He clearly saw the futility of giving Roda any strategic
importance in defending Fustat, as he himself had conquered Egypt without battling
the Fustat area. Thus, he destroyed the fortress and moved the shipyard to a more
sheltered area, replacing the old one by a garden. Gardens were known to Egypt at
that time, but not the almost dictatorial concept introduced by Ibn Tughj, i.e. changing
a shipyard into gardens. And while the elite still wanted reside on the island, their
reasons differed;, whereas they had previously sought the safety of the royal fortress,

they were now after the prestige of residing in or near the royal gardens.

e The Fatimid period 297H/567H-576H-1171AD:-

Upon the arrival of the Fatimids, Roda was an island for the elite occupied by
the gardens and palaces of the rulers. The Fatimids did not try to alter the nature of
the island. As Al-Magqrizi wrote: ... Mu’izz al-Din and his son al-> Aziz bi-Allah
Nazir used to go walking on the island. The island became a city well populated with a
Qadli and a Wali (a judge and a governor). Thus it was said at this period al-Qahira
(Cairo), Misr (Egypt) and the island (Roda) ', Ibn Dugmagq resolves the ambiguity of
the last statement by showing that the word Misr (Egypt) referred to the Fustat area.
Drawing from Qadi Ala’ al-Din al Nabulsi’s book “Hasn al-Sarira”, he completes our

understanding of Cairo’s divisions (districts) at that period: ... they called it (Cairo)

'Al-Magrizi, II, p. 181,




the big city composed of ‘Ain Shams, Misr (Egypt), al-Qahira (Cairo), Giza and al-
Jazirah (the Island).... As for Cairo, Egypt, Giza and al-Jazirah, the Hukama' (wise

people) had divided this big city into four parts: the first part Fustat, which is Misr

(Egypt), the second, al-Qahira (Cairo), the third, al-Jazirah (Island), and the fourth al-
Giza.”".

From this account, we evidently see that the island had become urbanized to
the point of requiring legal and political direction and was important enough to be
treated as a separate civic entity. Unfortunately, Ibn Dugmaq does not discuss the size
of the island’s population.

Analysis of the information supplied by Magqrizi allows us to conclude that the
separation of the capital into several distinct entities was a new system introduced by
the Fatimids. The building of a new capital and royal quarters (al-Qahira) by the
Fatimids and the expansion of the old capital required new systems of control. Thus,
the Fatimids chose to treat the city as three distinct municipal entities; al-Qahira, the
new capital, Fustat; the old capital and the island, separated from both capitals by the
Nile.

Magqrizi then continues: “........ Al-Afdal Shahin-Shah, son of the Army chief
Badr al-Gamali who controlled the Khalifate, built a garden in the north of the island
and named it a/-Roda (i.e. the garden). Al-Afdal went to his garden frequently in a
parade of boats from his palace to the island. And, as of then, the whole island became

7’2

known as al-Roda.””. Thus, the island was rebaptized in a name more appropriate to

its function of leisure.

;Ibn-Duqmaq, IV, o, 1HIES,
Al-Magrizi, II, p. 181.




As for new buildings on the island, Creswell, using Marcel’s work' as a
reference, did an accurate study of Badr al-Gamali’s Fatimid mosque on Roda island?,
This mosque no longer exists’ but it was still in good condition at the time of the
French expedition (see plan of the Mosque, plate 1).

As indicated by Creswell there is no way of telling what parts of the mosque
described by Marcel were Fatimid but with the help of Marcel’s extra accurate
drawings we can know the exact location of the of the mosque.

Al-Magqrizi, on his part, reports a later building erected by Abu Ali al-Mansur
Ibn al-Musta’li for his Arabian concubine. The new structure was built beside the
garden of al-Afdal, and was named al-Hawdaj".

Thus, as the capital moved away from the Nile, and the lands were secured
against potential enemies, the island’s main role shifted from industry to housing the
royal gardens, and the Nilometer, still used to calculate land taxes. Other than that, the

island was used for agriculture.

The Ayyubid period 564H/1169-650H/1252AD:-

Al-Magrizi describes the Ayyubid period in the following terms: “.... The
island stayed as a royal resort and a living quarter for the people until the time of al-
Malik al-Salih Nigm ad-Din Ayyub, son of al-Malik al-Kamil Muhammad, who built a

fortress on Roda island. The fortress bore several names, and was in turn known as al-

"Marcel was a scholar who came with the French expedition. He worked on the book of Description
de " Egypte. He also wrote an excellent and accurate account of the Nilometer.

Cresswell K.A.G. The Muslim Architecture of Egypt, Hacker Art Books, 1978, pp. 217-219.
*Creswell says that the mosque of al-Migias was destroyed in 1246H/1830AD to make way for the
construction of the Manistirli palace 1267H/1851AD. However our later map dated to
1314H/1897AD does not agree with this as the first accounted for building in the place of al-Miqias
mosque is the “Eglise Anglaise”[see map 5].

*Al-Magrizi, 1, p. 181,




Miqyas fortress, al-Roda fortress and al-Salihiyyia fortress........ He (al-Malik al-Salih)
demolished al-Hawdaj, al-Mukhtar, and destroyed thirty-three mosques that had been
built by the Egyptian Khalifs and elite....... . He also demolished the houses and
palaces in the island in order to build his fortress in their place, he even destroyed a
Ya'qba church (Ibn -Luqluq) beside the Nilometer....”!. Al-Magrizi also mentions that
al-Malik al-Salih built a ga ‘a on the island, but died in the Crusades before he could
see its completion......”.

A different source, Ibn al-Muqaffa’, reports that in 1236 AD/634-35 H the
enclosure (“Zariba”) of the church of al-Roda at the Nilometer collapsed, allowing the
river to undermine its gardens and part of the structure. It was feared that water
would damage Jami * al-Migyas nearby. Al-Malik al-Salih (in 1242-1243 AD/ 640 H)
demolished al-Roda church (Ibn-Luqluq) to make way for the construction of his
fortress. According to Ibn al-Muqaffa’, the church of St. Mercurius (Abu al-
Sayafayn) at Fustat was used to house the Frankish prisoners engaged in the
construction of the fortress of al-Roda.

Most of this information seems accurate; however it is doubtful that as many as
thirty three mosques were destroyed by al-Malik al-Salih. Given that the island was
not heavily populated, it is even doubtful that it contained that many mosques. Since
al-Magqprizi is the only one to report such a high figure, we feel justified in discarding it.

Al-Magrizi also refers to what Ibn al-Mutawag wrote: “....in the year 566
H(1171 AD), al-Malik al-Muzzaffar Taqiyy al-Din ‘Amr Shahin-shah Ibn Ayyub

bought the Island of Misr known as al-Roda and later turned it into a Wagqf for his

school al-Tagawiyyia...”. As we know the island was made up of gardens and

' Al-Magqrizi, 1, p. 183.




agricultural land, which is at odds with the use al-Malik al-Muzzafar would have made
of it. As such, we must also question whether such a purchase ever took place.
Furthermore, Ibn al-Mutawag contends that : ... al-Malik al-Salih Nigm al-
Din Ayyub rented the island from a/-Qadi (Judge) Fakhr al-Din Abu Muhammad ibn
“Abd al-*Aziz Qadi al-Qudah (judge of judges) ‘Imad al-Din Abu al-Kasim ‘Abd al-
Rahman Ibn Muhammad “Abd al-Ali Ibn ‘Abd al-Kadir al-Sukari, teacher at a/-
lagawiyyia school. Al-Malik al-Salih rented it for a period of sixty years paid in two
installments, each installment constituting a piece of land. The first piece extended
from the mosque of ‘Ain to al-Manazir, length and width from sea to sea (Bahr Misr
to al-Bahr al-*Azam, from the Fustat Nile to Giza Nile); the second piece comprised
the rest of the island with its palms, sycamore trees, and plants..... When al- Malik al-
Salih restored Manazir al-Qal ‘a, he cut down the palm trees and put new buildings in
their place. As for the sycamore trees, the shore of the Nile had a line of forty
treestns The Sultan (al-Nasir Nasir al-Din Muhammad) then returned the first piece of
land to the teacher of al-Tagawiyyia (school) in the year 698H/1299AD. The second
piece stayed in his hands (al-Sultan) with the Roda fortress of al-Salih destroyed and
only a few towers still standing (over which people had built houses), and an arched
gate to the west side named Bab al-Istabl. After the destruction of the fortress, Roda
became a park with many houses, many gardens, and mosques where gatherings and

feasts were held. Most of the houses were later destroyed and only their remains abide

|

Inow" .

It seems, then, that al-Mutawag’s account contradicts much of the information

gathered from other sources, for example, his contention that the island was owned by

'Al-Magrizi, 11, p. 184.




one person through a Waqf of a Madrasa, a fact unnoted by other sources. And while
Ibn Dugmagq also refers to island being rented by al-Malik al-Salih, he uscs the same

words and sentences, leaving little doubt that he is relying on Ibn al-Mutawag’s

<

account as a source: “....Al-Malik al-Muzzaffar Taqi al-Din ‘Amr, the nephew of al-

Sultan Salah al-Din, bought the Island and and kept it until al-Malik al-Nasir Salah al-
Din sent his son al-Aziz ‘Usman with his uncle al-Malik al-Adil, to Egypt, and asked
Taqi al-Din to give them the country (Egypt) and join him in al-Sham. Leaving Egypt
was difficult for Taqi al-Din, so he turned his house Manazil al ‘Izz into a Madrasa
called Madrasa al Tagawiyyia, and made the whole island its wagf. Later, when al-
Malik al-Salih Nigm al-Din Ayyub became the Sultan of Egypt, he rented this island
from al-Madrasa al Tagawiyyia for sixty years..”".

Here we have the first known reconstruction of the island as accounted for by
al-Magqrizi. At that time, the island was becoming a peninsula, as the mud coming from
the flood was filling the canal between the island and Fustat, leaving an opening only
between the island and al-Giza. Al-Malik al-Salih redug this channel, increasing its
depth so that Roda remained an island; hence protecting his fortress with the Nile
enclosing it.

.......... When al-Malik al-Salih began to build his castle, the Nile was on the
west side of the island between the Roda island and al-Giza, as it had dried on the side
of Misr (Fustat), except on the days when it rose......... He (al-Malik al-Salih) kept on
sinking ships in the east side and digging the sand between al-Roda and Misr (Fustat)
until the water of the Nile returned to the side of Misr (Fustat) and stayed. Then, he

built a great bridge from Misr to Roda island, and made its width three kasabas. When

'Ton-Dugmagq, IV, p. 110,




the princes rode from their homes, seeking attendance in the Roda fortress, they
stepped down from their horses on the land and walked the bridge to the fortress.

Only the Sultan was allowed to ride on the bridge. When the fortress was finished, the
Sultan moved there with his family and harem making it his royal palace in which he
could accommodate his Bahri Mamluks, who numbered nearly one thousand

T e

During this period, Egypt was fighting a war against the Crusaders. The peace
was over. Like Ibn Tulun before him, the Sultan chose the island as a secure site on
which to build a fortress to protect his family and harem. Once more, the island’s
status changed from one of leisure to that of strategic location. However, this only
lasted for the short duration of al-Malik al-Salih Nigm ad-Din Ayyub’s reign.

As pointed out by al-Magrizi, the Ayyubid fortress also had an economic
impact on Fustat and Roda'. Before, Fustat had been the port through which ships
transited goods carried via the Nile, resulting in cheaper prices there. As for al-Qahira,
it housed madaris (schools), great khans, and the Amirs’ palaces. But when al-Malik
al-Salih built his fortress at al-Roda and turned it into his royal quarters, there was a
sudden change in Fustat’s economic condition as the Amirs shifted their palaces to the
island, erecting beautiful buildings near the royal palace and fortress. Al-Sultan al-

Salih, then, built a great Qaysariyyia, where exclusive products were sold, and

expanded all the local markets.

' Al-Magrizi, 1, p. 367.



e The Mamluk period 648H/1250AD-922H/1516AD:-

Of the subsequent Mamluk period al-Magqrizi wrote: “ .....The fortress
remained populous and active until the decline of Al-Ayyub, when al Sultan al-Mu‘izz
‘Izz ad-Din Aybak al-Turkmani, the first of the Turkish Mamluk rulers in Egypt, took
over. He ordered the fortress destroyed and used its parts as materiéls to build a
school known as al-Mu ‘uziyyia in Rahba al-Hina, in the city of Cairo. People with
authority coveted the remains of the fortress; some took roofs, windows and many
other things. Much of its wood, marble and other valuables were sold. When al-
Sultan al-Malik al-Zahir Rukn al-Din Baybars al-Bunduqdari came to the throne of
Egypt, he took interest in the Roda fortress and assigned the task of restoring it as
before to the Amir Gamal al-Din Musa Ibn Yaghmur. The Amir fixed some of the
damage done to the fortress, arranged al Gundaria (encampment), restored the
fortress’s inviolability, and ordered its towers to be divided among the Amirs. He gave
one Burg al-Zawia (tower of the corner) to each of Amir Saif al-Din Qalawun al-Alfi,
Amir ‘Izz al-Din al Hali, Amir ‘Izz al-Din Arghun and Prince Badr al-Din al-Shamsi.
The rest of the towers were divided between the other Amirs. These towers had been
planned to include their housing and stables. He, Gamal al-Din, gave them (the Amirs)
the keys. When al-Mansur Qalawun al-Alfi became the Sultan and started building the
Maristan, mausoleum, and a/l-Madrasa al-Mansuriyyia, he took from al-Roda fortress
the stone and marble columns which were needed, and took a great deal of marble,
great lintels and other materials from the ruins.

The Sultan al-Malik al-Nasir Muhammad Ibn Qalawun took what he needed of
the stone columns to build his iwan, known as Dar al-Adl (in the Citadel)........ He

took other things, until it (the Roda Fortress) was bare, as though it had never existed.



Only a great arch, which was known to the public as a/-Qus (Arc), was left. That was
on the west side of the island; it stayed there until the year 820H (1416 AD). Even
some of its towers survived. People built their houses over these, overlooking the
Nile....”".

Al-Magqrizi continues by providing a link between the island and al-Mu’ayyad
Shaykh’s activities: “........ On Friday the 21st al-Sultan al-Mu’yyad rode to the Nile.
He visited the prophets’ monuments and gave money to the poor people. Then he
went to al-Migias (Nilometer) on Roda, where he prayed in the Jami of al-Miqias,
which he had ordered pulled down, rebuilt and enlarged..... 2

The only other information we have about the time of the Mamluk epoch is
supplied by Ali Mubark, who only mentioned only a mosque on the island, called the

Jami of Fakhr until it was later restored by al-Malik al-Ashraf Qaytbay, and renamed

the Jami of Qaytbay, after him. The inscription over the entrance read:
53 BY ga Labiaall Lo yaall 238 cliily ol cain Sl es N Al o
Sl 3 pai G sLili yuaill ol ol Gl Ul Cag pall Haall

We know that the mosque was built of stone in the four iwan plan, with two
small iwans, two large ones, two rooms and a Maida; it had a three storey minaret, and
a room that acted as a madrasa. Tt survived until in the year 1216H/1801AD, when it
was burnt down accidentally °.

From these accounts, we see that the island was subjected to hasty and abrupt

alterations during the Mamluk period. The Mamluk Sultans seemed to have been

' Al-Magqrizi, II. p. 184.

“Al-Magqrizi, Ahmed ibn Ali. Kitab al-Suluk Li Mi rifat Dowal al-Muluk, Lagnet al-Ta’lif, 1958,

p. 534,

*Mubarak, *Ali Pasha, A/-Khitat al-Tawfiqia al-Gadida | 'Masr Wa Mudunha Wa Biladha al-Qadima
Wa al-Shahira, Al-Hai’ al-Misria al-’ Ama lil-Kitab, 1986, p. 162. [Hereinafter al-Khitat]
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indecisive as to what purpose to give the island. The only structure of which we can
speak with certainty is the Nilometer, which remained the principal method of

calculating taxes on agricultural land.

Appendix 1
A. Magrizi’s account of the bridges linking Fustat and al-Giza

through Roda Island:

Al-Magqrizi’s account is the only one to speak of the bridges linking Cairo
and Giza through Roda island'. He tells of a bridge over the Nile between Fustat
and Jazirat al-Roda, and of another bridge between al-Roda and al-Giza. Each
bridge consisted of thirty boats. He adds that the width of the boat bridge was three
Qasabas. The existance of these bridges is confirmed by a map in the Description
de I’Egypte (see map 1), depicting a specific bridge between Fustat and al-Roda
(see map 2, plate 2.a). We are also know that the bridge linking al-Giza and the
island was much longer than the one linking the island to Fustat. We can therefore
conclude that the bridges could not have consisted of the same number of boats, as
previously posited by al-Magrizi.

More importantly al-Magqrizi discussed the two bridges as one entity, namely
the bridge of Misr (Fustat) and al-Giza. He claimed that al-Ma’mun built a new
bridge and kept the old bridge (without giving a location to either of them) but that
due to a storm, the two bridges were destroyed. Al-Ma’mun restored only the new
bridge. In the year 355 H/965 AD, Ibn Zulaq (quoted by al-Magrizi) mentioned

that the new bridge had been restored for the army to cross on their way to fight the

' Al-Magqrizi, L, p. 61.



leader Gawhar. He added that, in 364H/974AD, al-Mu‘iz li’Din Allah restored the
bridge of Fustat and prevented the people’s animals from crossing it. Ibn Hawqal
added that people at this period used to cross the Nile with their horses by boat.
Only the Sultan would ride on the bridge.

This situation prevailed until the reign of al-Malik al-Mu’izz Aybak al-
Turkamani. After he destroyed the fortress of al-Roda in 648H/1250AD, the bridge
was neglected. It was restored again by al-Malik al-Zahir Rukn al-Din Baybars as a

passage for the army marching to battle against the Crusaders.

B. Why was the Island called “Jazirat al Sina‘a”?

Al-Magqrizi provides a powerful argument in explaining the name “sina ‘a” for
the island’. The Arabic word sina ‘a comes from the<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>