AL-QANTARA

XLV 2, julio-diciembre 2024, 699

eISSN 1988-2955 | ISSN-L 0211-3589
https://doi.org/10.3989/alqantara.2024.699

ARTICULOS

“The Cloth that the Turkman Took”:
A Record of Trade in Plundered Goods from the Cairo Geniza?

«La tela que los turcomanos se llevarony:
jun registro del comercio de bienes saqueados de la Geniza de El Cairo?

Richard Dietrich

Middle East Technical University, Turkey
ORCID iD: http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8913-9871

Abstract

Although the Turks are infrequently mentioned the Cairo Geniza texts, two enigmatic lines in a 12" manuscript refer to a Jewish
trader who leaves Damascus with cloth obtained by the Turkmen, but provide no explanation about why this trader would purchase
textiles from them. Examination of other Geniza texts reveals a profitable trade in second-hand goods, clothes in particular. Some
garments were obtained locally in Egypt, but other second-hand garments and textiles were purchased from unnamed suppliers
outside of Egypt. Contemporary Arabic sources from Iraq also mention the trade in second-hand goods, but note that the purchase
of Bedouin plunder supplied many of these items. This study suggests that the Jewish trader in Syria may have purchased textiles
from the Tiirkmen who, like the Bedouin in Iraq, were selling their plunder. If this interpretation is correct, this Geniza manuscript
along with others shed new light on the activities of the Turks in the Mediterranean basin in the decades following the Seljuq
conquests in the Middle East and Anatolia.
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Resumen

Aunque los textos de la Geniza del Cairo no mencionan a los Tucos frecuentemente, dos lineas enigmaticas en un manuscrito
del siglo XII hacen referencia a un comerciante judio que sale de Damasco con telas obtenidas a los turcomanos, pero no dan
explicacion de por qué este comerciante les compraria textiles. Un examen de otros manuscritos de la Geniza del Cairo revela
un comercio lucrativo de articulos de segunda mano, ropa en particular. Algunas prendas se obtuvieron localmente en Egipto,
pero se compraron otras prendas y textiles de segunda mano a proveedores no identificados fuera de Egipto. Las fuentes arabes
contemporaneas de Irak también mencionan el comercio de bienes de segunda mano, pero tienen en cuenta que la compra del
botin beduino suministré muchos de estos articulos. Este estudio sugiere que el comerciante judio en Siria pudo haber com-
prado textiles a los turcomanos que, al igual que los beduinos en Irak, vendian su botin. Si esta interpretacion es correcta, este
manuscrito de la Geniza, junto con otros, arroja nueva luz sobre las actividades de los turcos en la cuenca del Mediterraneo en
las décadas posteriores a las conquistas selytcidas en Oriente Medio y Anatolia.
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2 RICHARD DIETRICH

Although there are numerous non-literary
Geniza manuscripts from the 11" and 12" cen-
turies, only a very limited number of these men-
tion the Turks and their activities. The fourteen
manuscripts written in Judeo-Arabic or Arabic
that mention the Turks by name use several
different terms when referring to them. The
most common is al-guzz ( 1398/ ), found in
seven manuscripts. This is the Arabic form of
the Turkic word oghuz (Oguz in modern Tur-
kish orthography), a term first found in the 8"
century Orkhon River inscriptions in Mongolia.
Although Oghuz originally designated a tribal
union, it later came to be used for a specific
group or tribe. In other Geniza manuscripts the
Turks are referred to as al-turk al-guzz (709K
139R), al-turk ( 7n7x8/<A ) and its plural form
al-atrak (TRNRYR), and al-turkman (JRN9X).
In the two manuscripts where an individual Turk
is being referred to the term furki (*270) is used.

The contexts in which the Turks appear in
these Geniza manuscripts are, for the most part,
unsurprising for the period in question. There is
one reference to a Turkic slave, and two manu-
scripts where the Turks in question were soldiers
in the Fatimid or Ayyubid armies. In eight man-
uscripts the Turks are mentioned in connection
with wars, raids for plunder, and the taking of
captives. However, in two manuscripts the Turks
are mentioned in the context of commerce. In both
cases the Turks are mentioned only briefly, and
the manuscripts provide no detailed information
or larger context.!

The first of these two manuscripts, T-S 8J18.5,
is a letter from the famous Spanish poet, physi-
cian and philosopher Judah ha-Levi to a friend in
Egypt. Writing from Spain at some point between
1116 and late summer 1125, ha-Levi was seeking
help in raising money to ransom a young Jewish
woman being held in Toledo who had apparently
been taken from a Muslim caravan by Christian
raiders. He related that part of the standard 33
1/3 dinar ransom had already been collected; the
Jewish community in Toledo had contributed 10
dinars “and the Guzz Turk sent four or so (77N9X)
M1 IR 2R 0K 139K).” Since the Guzz Turk

! In addition to these fourteen manuscripts, one document

written in Hebrew mentions the Turks using the name of a people
mentioned in the Bible, Togarma, to refer to them, and three
additional Geniza manuscripts from this period indirectly refer
to the Turks by mentioning events in which the Turks were the
main actors. For a more detailed discussion of the 11" and 12
century Geniza manuscripts that mention the Turks see Dietrich,
Richard, “The Cairo Geniza as a Source for Turkish History”.

is not mentioned in a military context here, and
contributing to the ransom of a member of the
caravan (regardless of gender or religion) is in
line with the known practice of merchants in this
period, it appears that the Guzz Turk mentioned
in this letter was a traders.?

The second Geniza source that mentions Turks
in a commercial context is an eclectic manuscript,
T-S K2.4. Written in Judeo-Arabic, Arabic and
Hebrew, the manuscript is dated to 529 /1134-
1135 based on the date given in the description
of a dream found on the first page. It appears to
be a compilation of unrelated subjects with sec-
tions on dream interpretation, magic, alchemy,
alphabets, and calendars. Among these there is a
short section beginning at the bottom of page 3v
and continuing on page 4r written in Judeo-Arabic
regarding a commerce. The relevant section is
lines 4-6 on page 3v:

IRDIINDR TTIR YTOR WRAPIR Y NATTD pwinT R T T

...upon my return to Damascus, and I departed
with the cloth that the Turkman had taken/obtained.

No information is given anywhere regarding
the identity of the writer of this section, his pro-
fession, where he had been before his return to
Damascus, his relationship with the Tiirkmen,
how the Tiirkmen came to be in possession of
the cloth, or why the writer obtained cloth from
them. However, other Geniza manuscripts and
contemporary sources can shed light on why
a Jewish trader in Syria might be dealing with
the Tiirkmen, and the explanation is linked to
the lucrative trade in second-hand goods in this
period.

While the non-literary manuscripts from the
Cairo Geniza provide a wealth of information
on many of the activities of Jewish traders in
Egypt and other locations in and around the Me-
diterranean in the 10" through the 13™ centuries,
information regarding the trade in second-hand
goods appears infrequently. Nonetheless, there are
individuals mentioned in the Geniza manuscripts
whose names indicate that they were involved in
this line of work, and second-hand goods, and
the trade in second-hand clothes in particular,
are mentioned in some Geniza business letters.
However, before examining these passages, a brief

2 See T-S 12.338 for an example of captive Jewish

merchants who were ransomed by Italians who then took them
to Egypt to recoup their out of pocket expenses.
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discussion of the terminology of the second-hand
goods trade is in order.

In the Geniza manuscripts the vocabulary re-
lated to the trade in second-hand goods is derived
from two Arabic roots. The first is gass (wxp; pl.
qisas, wxwp), derived from the verb gass (U#),
“to gather (up), to collect, to pick up (from here
and there).” In manuscripts from the 11" and
12" centuries gass almost exclusively refers to
second-hand clothes, rather than second-hand
goods in general.? A dealer in second-hand clothes
was a qassas (Ui / wrwp) or, more commonly, a
qassasi (wrwp), which is occasionally attached to
personal names, as in Avraham al-Qashashi (2772
wRWIPYR)* In addition, there is even a reference
in one document to “a cloth dealer who worked
in the bazaar for second-hand clothes” in Old

The other word for second-hand clothes used
in the Geniza manuscripts is hali* (&d2 / ¥°92),
meaning “cast off, taken off”; less common is
the derived form muhtala“ (v5non).¢ In these
manuscripts sali “is used not only as an adjective,
but also as a noun for a garment that had been
cast off, i.e. a second-hand garment or garments.’
For example, among the items listed in a young
woman’s trousseau was a “blue, second-hand ker-
chief” (mandil azraq halt ", °95 P18 2°731), while
a business letter with list of items to be exported to
Egypt from Sicily mentions second-hand clothes
(halr, °20) among them.?

The previously mentioned market in Old Cairo
dedicated to second-hand clothes is one indication
of the volume of this trade. However, other indi-

3 Goitein, S. D., A4 Mediterranean Society: The Jewish
Communities of the Arab World as Portrayed in the Documents
of the Cairo Geniza, Vol. 1 (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1999), pp. 150, 437-438; Vol. 1V, pp. 298-299. For the
verb gashsh see Wehr, H. 4 Dictionary of Modern Written
Arabic (Ithaca, NY: Spoken Language Services, 1976), p. 764;
Dozy, R. Supplément aux dictionnaires arabes, Vol I (Leiden:
Brill, 1927), p. 347. For examples of the use of these words
in Geniza manuscripts see T-S 18J3.5 recto, line 37 and T-S
13J25.9 recto, line 18.

4 The form gassas was used in Arabic, see Dozy,
almost exclusively in the Judeo-Arabic Geniza manuscripts.
For examples of this see BL Or 5566C.10, recto, line 9. For
“Avraham al-Qashashi” see ENA 2806.15, verso, lines 1-2.

5 Sassoon 713, verso, line 27. See also Goitein, A Medi-
terranean Society (AMS), vol. I, pp. 150, n. 5, 437-438.

¢ For an example of the use of muhtala , see Bodl. MS.
heb. d. 75/14, end of line 11.

7 See Lane, E:W. An Arabic-English Lexicon, vol. 2
(London: Williams and Norgate, 1865), p. 791.

8 The list of trousseau items is in T-S NS J443, recto line
4, while the export items are found in T-S 20.122.

cations are the mentions of, or requests for, the
purchase of second-hand clothing to be brought
to Egypt. The letter mentioning goods to be pur-
chased in Sicily for export to Egypt lists “silk and
lead and second-hand clothes and others” (min
harir wa min rasas wa min halt ‘wa gayrahu, ¥°9
TRE 121 9291 12 77°0).7 Another letter discussing
the movement of goods and ships from Palermo,
Sicily, also lists silk (ww?x) and second-hand
clothes (¥°757x).!° A bill of lading for goods from
the Maghrib and Sicily that were being sent to
Egypt includes “second-hand brocade” (dibag
halt ', v°933%2°7).!! Writing from Syria, Nissim b.
Halfon asks an associate in Egypt about “the price
of second-hand Syrian silk” (si 7 al-Sis al-sami,
Y9I9R MRWOR WOWHR WD), in order to decide if it
would be profitable to send some there.'?

The source of the second-hand garments men-
tioned in the Geniza is rarely specified, but it is
known that affluent women sold garments they
no longer wanted to a gassas or other merchant.'
In another case, a man donated clothes that his
daughter no longer wore to be sold so that the pro-
ceeds could be used to help orphans in Jerusalem:

70290 IR2 RNy WRWP //3a198// 777 9IRT 20 nhnm
TIPDI DTPOR °D PTOR ARMINR 9K [.....] 27900 *n1a

...and I have loaded inside of this package used
clothes that my daughter used to wear; kindly [.....]
they spend it for the orphans in Jerusalem."

Finally, clothes were sometimes sold or pawned
when their owners were suffering financial diffi-
culties or needed to raise cash quickly.'® In short,
the Geniza manuscripts mention several sources
for the second-hand clothing sold by merchants.

However, there was another source for se-
cond-hand goods and clothes that, while not

® T-S 20.122, verso, lines 28-29.

10 DK 230.1 (Alt: 22), recto, line 5.

I T-S AS 147.28, recto, line 4.

12° OR 5566B.20, recto, line 10. Note that the spelling of
two words here appears to be defective. The word for “silk”,
written §is (¥°w) here is generally written Ses (vw), without
the yod (for other examples see T-S 10J14.17, recto, line 10;
T-S 8J31.10, recto, line 8; and CUL OR 1080 J55, recto, line
9). The word for “second-hand”, hali ", is written here without
the yod (¥92), although it is consistently written with the yod
(¥°93) in other Geniza manuscripts such as T-S 20.122, verso,
line 29, and T-S 12.227, verso, line 16.

13 Goitein, AMS, vol. I, p. 150.

4 T-S 13]25.9 recto, lines 18-19.

15 For a list of Geniza documents that mention the sale or
pawning of clothing see Goitein, AMS, vol. IV, p.413, n. 273.
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specifically mentioned in the Geniza manuscripts,
does appear in contemporary histories of other re-
gions, namely plunder. Many of the items taken in
uprisings or raids by sectarians, ‘ayyarin (&soke)
or the Bedouin eventually appeared for sale in
the markets for second-hand goods, and were
referred to as al-saqat (234)).'* An example from
Baghdad in 1087 can be found in Ibn al-Jawzi’s
13" century history:

O A Y Bl g Aaplll g Abial) oy Al Camd g il A
el G5 Ul Cia Hha g crlaall el e dadad Cugs
il 5l e 138 585 ool 8 iy 13) gl g

dh&jb}‘)&}

And in Sawwal: Strife/Discord between the Sunni
and Shia occurred, and the matter worsened to the
point that a section of Nahr al-Dajaj was looted
and set on fire, they called for plunder of the Shia,
and then it was sold on the eastern side. This is the
property of renegades and its purchase and owning
it are permissible (halal)."”

This passage does not make it clear whether
it was members of the public or merchants in
second-hand goods who purchased the plundered
goods, but, in either case, the passage does show
that those who acquired plunder sold at least part
of it as a source of income. "8

This brings us back to the Geniza manuscript
mentioned earlier, T-S K2.4, and its brief note
that the writer had “departed with the cloth that
the Tiirkmen had obtained.” In order to unders-
tand the possible connection between the Jewish
merchant in Syria, the cloth, and the Tiirkmen

16 al-Duri, Society and Economy of Iraq under the Seljuqs
(1055 — 1160 A.D.) with Special Reference to Baghdad, PhD
Dissertation (University of Pennsylvania, 1970), p. 304. For the
use of sagat in this sense see Lane, Lexicon, vol. 4 (London:
Williams and Norgate, 1872), p. 1381.

7" Tbn al-Tawzi. al-Muntazam fi Ta rikh al-Muliik wa-I-
Umam, vol. 16 (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Tlmiya, 1992), p. 259.
Nahar al-Dajaj was a quarter in the western part of Baghdad;
see Yaqut al-Hamaw1. Mu ‘gam al-Buldan, vol. 5 (Beirut: Dar
Sadir, 1977), p. 320.

18 This practice of selling plundered goods in the markets
was not limited to the middle ages. A British naval officer who
traveled through the Middle East in the first half of the 19"
century, James Raymond Wellsted, noted in his description of
Sook Sheikh that “No inconsiderable portion of their gains is
derived from the purchase of plundered goods brought in from
the desert by the Bedowins.” Wellsted, J.R. Travels to the City
of the Caliphs, Along the Shores of the Persian Gulf and the
Mediterranean, vol 1 (London: Henry Colburn, 1840), p. 162.
Wellsted’s “Sook Sheikh” is the town of Siiq al-Suyiikh (35
¢ s+3)), approximately 25 km southeast of al-Nasiriya (da_lill),

several points need to be kept in mind. First,
the Geniza manuscripts make it clear that there
was active trade in second-hand clothes in the
11" and 12t centuries, and that not all of them
were obtained locally (i.e. in Cairo or Fustat).
For example, one letter mentions the purchase
of silk and second-hand clothes in Sicily for
sale in Egypt, another lists second-hand broca-
de among goods acquired in the Maghrib and
Sicily to be sold in Egypt."” A more relevant
case is a letter requesting the recipient to sell
some silk and enquiring about the prices of
second-hand Syrian silk clothing in Egypt.?°
However, none of these sources mention who
sold these second-hand clothes to the Jewish
merchants.

T-S K2.4 may indicate one source for these
items. If this trade in second-hand Syrian silk
is considered together with the example of the
second-hand goods market in Baghdad where
plundered goods were sold by those who took
them to merchants in second-hand goods, then it
is entirely plausible that the passage in T-S K2.4
is arecord of the purchase by a Jewish merchant,
probably based in Syria, of textiles taken as loot
by the Tilirkmen.

Such raids for plunder by the Tiirkmen, or
Guzz, are documented in the Geniza manuscripts.
One particularly striking example is found in a
12 century letter written (or dictated) by a Jewi-
sh merchant to his wife in Egypt that describes
his losses following a Guzz raid on the town of
Minya where he had been at the time.*! According
to the writer:

Aiall sy Jad) sad B hall ol ) (e 4l Zling Lo <y 181
G adla o)) Cnd A shay 95 il W La Ll e Ui A
Lei (52m (oa 5 i 1S 5l aaald Bla

1 purchased the requisite provisions for travel, then
the Guzz swept down and plundered Minya. We
departed naked, without a covering. I remained with
a brick under my head, hungry, passing the night
in grief, worn out. Thank God, had my life been in
my hands, I would have given it up.?

The writer clearly lost all that he had, but
what became of the goods taken from the mer-

19 TS 20.122, verso, lines 28-29; T-S AS 147.28, recto, line 4.

20 OR 5566B.20, recto, line 10.

21 T-S Ar.40.56, recto, lines 18-21.

22 Translation from Goitein, S.D and Friedman, M.A.
India Traders of the Middle Ages: Documents from the Cairo
Geniza (Leiden: Brill, 2008), p. 501.
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chant is unknown. Nevertheless, it is likely that
the Tiirkmen would have followed practice of
the Bedouin (and others) and sold their excess
plunder to merchants in second-hand goods, or
any merchant willing to purchase such goods.

If T-S K2.4 is indeed a record of a direct
purchase of plundered textiles from the Tiirk-
men by a Jewish merchant, it raises a number of
interesting points. First, it would indicate that
the Tiirkmen may have become rivals of the
Bedouin in a profitable sector of the economy
in the lands that the Seljugs had conquered,
something that has not previously been docu-
mented. This passage also raises the question of
whether this was an anomalous transaction, or
whether the purchase of Tiirkmen loot was an
established practice of the Geniza merchants,
albeit one that was not recorded in their corres-
pondence. Other questions that come to mind
are, were the Geniza merchants the first to
recognize the potential value of establishing a
business relationship with the recently-arrived
Tiirkmen before anyone else in the region? Did
the Geniza traders establish any other commer-
cial relations with the Tiirkmen?

In a larger context, in combination with the
other manuscript showing the Turks in a com-
mercial context, T-S 8J18.5, these two Geniza
texts hint that the Seljugs and Tiirkmen may
have been much more active in the economy
and society of the Mediterranean basin earlier
and in more varied roles than has generally been
accepted. While these two manuscripts provide
only a tantalizing glimpse into a potentially new
perspective on Seljuq history, they do indicate
the possibility that the Cairo Geniza may yet
hold more information related to the Seljugs
in the 11" and 12" centuries. In addition, they
demonstrate the value of scholarly examination
of sources that previously may have been re-
garded as irrelevant or peripheral to the study
of Seljuq history.
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