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Friday, 21 Farvardin, 1343 [10 April 1964] Jedda
We started at 5 a.m. from Mehrabad airport. We got here at 8:30 (7:30 local time), having

had breakfast on the plane without tea or coffee. Bread, a piece of chicken, and an egg, in a
box bearing the airlines logo. The " hajjis-to-be, " however, were unsure at first. Was it
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edible or not? Had it been killed according to religious law? I missed whatever it was that
removed their doubts. It may have been our hamlehdar, who took such an interest in
helping the flight attendants distribute the food that one would have thought he was paying
for it himself. After the meal we each got an orange, again with the guide’s help. Then one
of the passengers asked for water. A Lebanese stewardess brought it. 1 heard a young man
who was her colleague tell her " Commence pas si t6t," exactly like that in French. I laughed,
and they saw me. They spoke in Armenian after that. A Lebanese Armenian Arab flight
attendant taking pilgrims from Tehhran to Jedda! But who am I? I remember praying this
morning in the pilgrims assembly area at the Tehran airport, after who knows how many
years. [ probably quit praying during my first year at the university. Those were the days! 1
would do my ablutions and pray. Sometimes [ even did namaz-e shab iOf course, towards
the end I didn’t even put a mohr under my forehead. This was the beginning of infidelity.
Frankly, it isn’t the same anymore. I feel like a hypocrite. It just isn’t right. If it isn’t
hypocrisy, neither is it faith. You just do it to blend in with the crowd. But does one go to
Mecca without praying?

We were supposed to leave yesterday morning, but we did not. We had gone to the airport
at four in the morning, but we went back home at seven with weary looks on our faces; the
pilgrim assembly area had been full of people, with sleeping chilren littering the floor in
various postures, curled, stretched, and contorted. There had been a group of Kurds
praying, wearing kalaghis on their heads, hands on their chests; their imam was wearing a
white turban. One of the ones in the prayer line was so tall that he looked like a chess king
standing in a row of pawns, while the imam, with his white turban, wasn’t even the size of a
pawn. Such is the Hajj!. There was consolation in the fact that we slept yesterday afternoon
and from the early evening on. We were awakened by a telephone call at 2 a.m. telling us to
hurry to the airport. Then farewells, kisses, and such joy for those seeing us off! They
imagined the lost lamb returning to the flock. There were two friends with knowing smiles,
thinking to themselves, "What is this character trying to pull?" They didn’t know it was
neither a trick nor a matter of a lamb and the flock. It was something entirely different.
The lost sheep had now turned into a mangy goat that simply wished to hide himself in the
crowd.

As we waited for the plane at the Hajj assembly point, the young inspectors looked upon us
with a mixture of amazement and contempt. All of us. Especially me(was I imagining things,
thinking I stood out in the crowd?), thinking yes,“What fools!” No doubt. And themselves?
They were topnotch consumers of razor blades, ties, and toothpaste. And the hajjis—to—be?
Villagers, merchants, bossy old ladies, stuffy old men, and one or two people like me. And,
wonder of wonders, all of them had abandoned their razors and face paint; each was out to
gain insight in his own way. One sought the insights of travel, another to discover the
Kaaba, another to discover self—discovery. A merchant had gotten out his Mecca compass
and was busy discovering Mecca right there behind the door to the ablutions pool. The first
experiences of the journey! You’d have thought we were lost in the African desert(now
they’re sounding the call to prayer over the loud speakers, right on the edge of the Hajj
Village, for the evening prayer; it is exactly 20 minutes to 5), even though the Mehrabad
airport had a specially constructed area for pilgrims that even had a mosque where one
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could read the direction to Mecca written above the prayer niche... What was the real
meaning of the Hajj assembly area? It was there to separate the lambs from the goats.
Those bound for Paris, London, or New York must not be allowed to see these hajjis, each
one holding an aftabeh, his thermos over his sack of dry bread, homemade yogurt, and other
odds and ends. Anyway, these two groups must be separated! Of course the man or the
made—up woman headed for Europe must be protected from the sight of these people who
have answered the primal call of a desert religion.
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Saturday 29 Farvardin [April 18]
Mecca

We got to Mecca at 4:30 in the morning. We left Medina last night at 8:30 Our vehicle Was
a bus—one of those red ones —whaose top had been removed. The passengers took their
places in the bus at 5 in the afternoon. Then there was a very long wait, until 8 o’clock,
when Javad came and called me. I got stuck with a bad seat, on the third row, next to my
uncle. 1 was the third person in a two-person seat. The driver was a good man. His bus was
in good condition, and our guide was claiming he had greased his palm. And so we came
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directly here, with only one stop in Rabigh, and another one at the beginning of the trip at
the Haflah Mosque, where we made ourselves muhrim. In the dark of the night, with no
water and no privy. We performed the ritual purifications in the light of the bus’s headlights.
We had already put on the ikram garments in Medina, followd by the mosque rituals,
getting back on the bus and riding on and on and on. The sky and stars overhead were very
low, the sky was amazingly close, Scorpio was right in front of us, and the wind blew in our
faces constantly (some 80 — 100 kilometers per hour). We were huddling all the time. Then
there was the job of looking after my uncle, an old man who was continually nodding off
and in danger of hitting his head on the back of the seat in front of him. Never have I spent
a night so awake and so mindful of nothingness. Under the cover of that sky and that
infinity, I recited every poem I'd ever memorized— mumbling to myself— and looked into
myself as carefully as 1 could until dawn. I saw that i was just a “piece of straw” that had
come to the “Migat,” not a “ person” coming to a “ rendezvous.” I saw that “time” is an
“infinity,” an ocean of time, and that* Migas” exists always and everywhere, and with the self
alone. A “rendezvous” is a place where you meet someone. but the “Migat” of time is just
such a meeting with the “ self.” I realized how beautifully that other atheist, Mayhaneh’i, or
Bastami, had put it when he told that hajji bound for the House of God at the gates of
Nishapur,* put your sack of money down, circumambulate me, and go back home.” 1
realized that traveling is another way of knowing the self, of evaluating it and coming to
grips with its limitations and how narrow, insignificant, and empty it is, in the proving ground
of changing climes by means of encounters and human assessments.
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A young man passed me on a bicycle on the narrow road at the base of the Western side of
the mountain, far from the roads used by automobiles, where no dirt flew into my mouth. I
stepped aside as he passed. Hello! I asked if this Was the road to the Fath Mospue, also to
practice my Arabic. He said * yeah” and went on. Several steps ahead, however, he halted,
dismounted, and waited for me to reach him. Then he began a long discourse about the
Hajj and its merits.
“You must have come walking to the Fath Mosque in order to secure a reward in the

hereafter, but what is this moustache?” And so on...
* What school of Istam do you follow?” I asked. He was Maliki. “ Do you recognize several
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of the Islamic schools?” I asked.

“ Four of them,” he said.

“They recognize 72 of them in our country,” I said, “ and I belong to one of them.”

He frowned and left.

Yesterday or the day before, I forget which, I was sitting in the Prophet’s Mosque, thinking,
when someone came up and said hello.

* Sir, what sect do you follow?” he asked in Persian. I looked at him and realized he was
referring to my moustache.

“ Son,”I said,"it would be better for our mouths to be locked shut than for us to argue
about this sort of thing. Beards and wool grow by themselves.

We simply don’t have the ambition to trim them,”and so on. He was a man of 50 years, and
very ill—tempered. He got up and left.
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The way I see it, I've come on this trip mostly out of curiosity, the same way I poke my
nose into everything, to look without expectations. Now I've seen it, and this notebook is the
result. This was an experience too, in any case—or perhaps a very simple event. Every one
of these experiences and events was simple and “ uneventful.” Although it was quite
ordinary, it was the basis of a kind of awakening, and if not an awakening — at least a
skepticism. In this way I am smashing the steps of the world of certainty one by one with the
pressure of experience, beneath my feet. And what is the result of a lifetime? That you
come to doubt the truth, solidity, and reality of the primary axioms that bring certainty, give
cause for reflection or incite action, give them up one by one, and change each of them to a
question mark. At one time I thought my eyes saw through all the world’s illusions. Now
that I belong to one corner of the world, if I fill my eyes with images from all other corners
of the world, I will become a man of the entire world. I think it was Paul Nizan who wrote
in Aden-Arabie that ** A man is not merely a pair of eyes. If, in your travels, you cannot
change your position in history just as you change your geographical position, what you have
done is futile.” Along the same lines [ realized that a man is an aggregation of life and
culture mixed together, with certain capabilities and circumscribed ties. In any case, a man is
not merely a mirror, but a mirror in which specific things are reflected, even that Hamadani
pilgrim who’s still wearing his sheepskin vest. But then, a mirror has no language, and you
want to have only a language. Is this not what separates the eye in the head from the eye of
the heart? When 1 assess the matter I can see that with the eye of my heart I don’t even
know myself and the familiar life of Tehran, Shemiran, and Pachinar. So what image have |
given in the mirror of this notebook? Wouldn’t have been better if I had done the same
thing a million other people did this year who came on the Hajj? And those milions of
millions of other people who’ve visited the Kaaba during these 1,400 or so years and had
things to say about it, but said nothing and took the results of the experience with them
selfishly to the grave? Or simply discussed with their sisters, mothers, children, and families
for four days and then nothing? Isn’t it really better if we let the experience of every event
rot like a seed in the center of its fruit? Instead of eating the fruit and planting the seed?
Obviously, with this notebook I have given a negative answer to this sincere question. And
why? Because Iranian intellectuals spurn these events, and walk among them giagerly and
with distaste. * The Hajj?” they say. * Don’t you have anywhere else to go?” Ignoring the
fact that this is a tradition that calls a million people to a single place every year and prevails
upon them to engage in a single ritual. Anyway, it was necessury to se., to be there, and to
witness, to see what changes there have or have not been since the time of Nasir-i Khusraw.
In any event, whether it be a confession, a protest, heresy, or whatever, I mainly came on
this trip looking for my brother— and all those other brothers—rather than to search for
God. And God is everywhere for those who believe in him.

e
[
B
-
]
g
=
c
-
=
&
=]
)
-





