CHAPTER 6

SFAX

[p67]

The town of Sfax is, by population, the second
city of the Regency.

Official documents of the municipality
indicate the following figures in 1891:

Arabs living in the city and the gardens:
40,000.

It is best to inform the reader about this
designation: "living in the city and the gardens."

Sfax is surrounded by about 7,000 gardens,
where a portion of the population will enjoy the
fresh air as soon as their work is done. Many

"l," says Sousse, “l am the second city of the
regency because of the admirable Sahel of which
| am the center; for in this region, where the
population is as dense as in a French department,
| have trade and industry without rival in Tunisia;
| am the natural port of Kairouan and the rich
countries to the west of the holy city. "

"Myself,” answers Sfax, “I have 25,000 more
people than Sousse. | am by far the largest city of
the regency after Tunis. I'm the second. | am the
landing point for the laborers of Kerkenah; | have

even live entirely in their gardens, and come "to the safest and most peaceful harbor in Africa; |

town" only to sell provisions and to obtain
supplies.

Native Jews: 2,300

Maltese: 1,200

French: 435

Italian: 400

Greek: 40

English: 10

Austrians, Swedes and Spaniards: 15

Garrison: 600

Total: 45,000

Since it falls under my pen, | will say a word

about a rivalry that | call small so as not to deny

am the natural port for the South; my people send
their caravans to Souf; it is here that the trade of
sponges and octopus is focused; finally my
warehouses and my alfa products are superior to
those of Sousse."

"Me, | declare that you are both right in the
excitement of your merits, dear and good cities
that you are; but why compare them, when they
are so different in type?

"You, Sousse, you have pride of place for the
beautiful country that surrounds you of which
you are the soul.

"You, Sfax, you predominate by the number

it altogether. As in all things human, the two rivabf your population and by your own merits. Keep

cities regard each other from a point of view of
their own that defies comparison.

your qualities and don’t compare them.
"Is it possible to compare the moon to the
Eiffel Tower? There is room for both, and believe



a [68] friend, it is not you who will force the authorities. If they prefer to remain in the
interests of the South and the interior to take oné&rankish city, it is only because its streets are

path rather than another. near the port, straight and well ventilated by the
"It is these interests that are the masters and sea breeze.
which will participate in the orientation of The civilian control, military command, the

passengers and goods; just as the irregularities ofunicipality, the Catholic church, the covered
the land distribute the watershed on the uplandsmarket, post office, telegraph office, schools, the

"When - and this is critical — when Sousse andhilitary circle, the French circle and all the
Sfax, and Gabes also, have their railway administrative services are in the European town.
communications, dates and other goods willgo  The camp, composed of excellent masonry
South, where they will have a desire to go, and barracks is located against the northern wall of
nobody will be able to divert them. the ramparts.

"Why this fight? Do you think, Sousse, Sfax In front of the military circle there lies a vast
and Gabes, that in five or ten years from now esplanade of approximately 200 meters square at
there will be no fortune for you three under the the end of which are the customs building and the
bright sun of Africa? loading platforms.

"So it is hand in hand that you must walk into  If the enormous cube of fill that formed the
this inevitable fortune - without rivalries and plaza had been arranged in a dike 15 to 20 meters
without bitternes." wide, it could have reached more than a

Since Sfax has been presented to you as a biglometer out to sea to reach the depths of 4 and 5
city, I must recall that in 1859, it had only 1,300 meters and approach the point where vessels with
Jews and 700 Christians. The number of first thwslarger draft than 6 meters are required to
increased by a thousand since the occupation, amathor, that is to say more than 2 km from the

that of the latter by nearly 1,500. wharf.
While there were at that time that only "some” Another resource remains: that of digging a
French, the census of 1891 indicated 455. channel perpendicular to the quay. This could

Christians and Jews were once relegated to tkasily be done through a bed of stony corals
suburbs, the R'bat, located between the easternwhich can be cut and the vertical walls where the
wall of the ramparts and the sea. This suburb wasind seepage would not be feared, the
protected by a wall whose gates were closed surrounding soil being immobilized by the
precisely at sunset, and on Friday as of the thregrowth of sponges, polyps, corals, shells and
o’clock prayer time. marine plants of all kinds.

The keys were worn by the Caid. This channel has already been sketched out

The orders were so severe, that the priest, wikamd permits passengers from the large ships to be
in 1879 was called to attend a dying man, could disembark from boats at the quay.
not get the door opened. The caid, understanding The harbor of Sfax is the most spacious and
at last that arrangements could be made with  best protected of all the coasts of northern Africa.
heaven, consented to a deal and ordered the Vessels of all sizes find, 2,000 meters from the
guards to turn away while the brave priest, armecustoms quay, depths of 5, 7, 9, 11 and up to 20
with a ladder, crossed the wall at an agreed meters. They are immune to the fury of the sea.
location. Through this subterfuge, the priest wasThe biggest storms, raging hurricanes, raise
able to visit the sick. In this way, the guards,  neither a swell nor waves. During the strongest
having seen nothing, made no report and the  gusts, ships of medium and large tonnage seem to
pious climb was effected smoothly. sleep at anchor in the harbor of Sfax. The storms

Down here, the goal is to get along. will produce only choppy waves, which is

The military engineers have demolished this inconvenient for small boats and dinghies.
wall, and the European city grows freely today at The harbor of Sfax owes this security to land
the foot of the ancient walls of Sfax. and shoals that make a kind of belt around it. The

Formerly no Jew could live in the Arab town, Kerkenah Islands shelter it to the east, the
and if I am not mistaken, only one Christian mainland to the north and west. It's sort of open
family had permission to stay there. Today, lake on the south side opening to a width of 7
Europeans can locate themselves in any latitudemilles (c. kilometers). But since, 40 or 50 miles
without having anything to fear from the local from this indentation, the Gulf of Gabes is closed



REMPARTS DE SFAX

to the east and the large island of Djerba [69] inasmuch as its commercial and maritime
extends the shield, it can not form rough waves, situation is excellent.
even if the South wind comes blowing in the Regarding water, let us see what other
direction of the opening of the harbor. Ships canresources the country has to offer.
delay their exit from this wonderful bay. They There were first of all the tanks. All the
will never, whatever the weather, fear having to peoples that have succeeded on African soil have
prolong their stay. from the start concerned themselves with the
But this harbor, as beautiful as it is, does not conservation of water from the sky in
have a port, and the distance of the vessels hasunderground cisterns. Tunisia is literally covered
many disadvantages. However, the city of Sfax with cisterns which have long laid in ruin. Some
has decided to pledge the resources it obtains of them were of a considerable size, such as those
from the munificence of the Government, to at El Kef and Carthage, for instance, whose state
contract the loan of a million that will allow vt of preservation was such that it would be
dig a channel to a depth of 8 to 10 meters and relatively easy to put them back in use.
extend it 3 km offshore. Curiously, the Tunisians have given them the
According to studies of the Public Works name ofdamm a word very close to the Latin
Department, this channel will be 40 meters widedomus meaning house. Was not the cistern, in
at the sea bed and 100 meters at the surface. the time of the Phoenicians and Romans, what it
Along the existing dock a basin of 8 hectares wiltill is for the Arabs, the first thing built, even
be dredged. before the house, as something essential to life
What is missing in Sfax is drinking water in  and without which the house, tdhemus is not
sufficient quantity for the needs of its populationpossible?
On average, Sfax hardly has one rainy year in Is it any wonder that the Arabs have preserved
three. for such an important structure a name only very
One can argue without fear of contradiction, slightly changed?
that when this city is abundantly supplied, its Most of the houses of Arab towns are
population will double within a few years, equipped with cisterns. The capacity of those
[70] in each house of Sfax was calculated to be



able to provide water for 3 years for the residentEuropean city and the garrison, who do not have
of the building. cisterns at their disposal.

In case the private houses ran out of water, There are in Sfax a considerable number of
there was still th@asria the spare. This denotes merchants that carry the precious liquid in porous
a gathering of 597 tanks, each of 15 cubic metersarthen jars with a capacity of about 9 liters. Four
A wall encloses them. Over each one an area ofof these jars form a load for a donkey.
masonry was laid out, whose contours cause the When water is abundant in the fesguias and the
rainwater to run into a central hole surrounded bgisterns, the price of the jar is 4 centsasoube

a rim. This is how they are replenished. But if it fails and the seller must fetch water from
Then there are tHesguias Chaabouny, the price can rise to 16 cents for a jar.
The rainwater that falls on the hills located This scarcity of drinking water is also a major

about 15 km west of Sfax is collected in wadis oembarrassment for ships in the harbor which want
which the beds, almost always dry, become to be supplied. They must pay dearly, and the
torrents when a storm breaks out in the country.liquid being delivered in jars makes the handling
These wadis would normally gather together andjuite complicated.
fling themselves into the sea near Sfax. A great | will be done with this vital issue when | have
man, the legend says, had the idea of capturing said a word about artesian resources. Several
these occasional torrents by means of a single attempts have been made by the government but
dam to collect the water in huge tanks. This they have not yet yielded satisfactory results. The
method was frequently used by the Romans.  municipality has decided to devote part of its loan,
But these waters reached the dam loaded withither to capture distant sources, or to dig new
earth and sand. He dealt with the first problem bwyells. If it succeeds, it will rapidly make the
arranging the fesguias as a succession of poolsfortune of Sfax.
The first receives the muddy waters, and the While making excavations to the south of the
liquid will deposit most of the silt that it carries. ramparts of Sfax and in doing various projects of
When the tank is full, the water decants itself inteeveling they have uncovered some ancient
a second tank, where the liquid is deposits its lasemeteries, where most of the tombs were
impurities, before passing in the same way into superimposed. There were as many as three layers

the main tank. of burials. It is believed that when a cemetery was
Unfortunately, this ingenious design of the  full, and the ground over time had covered it, the
automated purification of water is far from new layer of earth was used to develop a new

complete. The Romans covered their tanks. Thecemetery over the old.

fesguias of Sfax are open to the sky; evaporation To the north, between the beach and the city

causes a continuous and significant loss; then, thalls, lies the greadlfa (esparto grass)

water is infested and infected with a multitude ofwarehouse. The alfa is brought from the interior

amphibians and reptiles. Finally the sand brougtity camel. This is where the sorting, drying and

by the sirocco winds is eventually taken little by baling of this product is done, which is then

little to the bottom of the main basin instead of shipped to Europe. From the port of Sfax alone,

the liquid, and the amount available is reduced the export of alfa in its natural state reached the

accordingly. It follows that, despite their colossalkolossal figure of 10,000 tonnes, and converted

proportions, the fesguias, which each have a into alfa products and ropes, more than 1,200

volume of 15 to 20,000 cubic meters, provide attonnes.

best a reserve of six months. Not far from this vast repository are located
The municipality has dug, at the level of the some sites for the manufacture of rope from alfa,

dam, wells that have enabled the creation of a and these work almost exclusively for Marseille

public garden, where trees come as if by magic,atd export 300,000 francs of goods per year. A

the edge of a beautiful man-made river. Before workshop for cords designed to bind sheaves of

long this garden will be the joy of Sfax. wheat had been established, but the low price at
Sidi Chaabouny, whose descendants still existshich this article [72] is manufactured in the

in the last century made two wells that still bear prisons of France caused this commerce to be

his name. These wells, located 6 km west of theabandoned.

city, provide excellent water, containing little

magnesia. They now supply the inhabitants of the
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Shops of sponges and octopus are
also located in the European city, almo:
all on the boulevard de la Marine.

Let us now enter the Arab city.

| do not hesitate to declare that in
many cases, traveling in company, |
happened to stop in front of some ragg
wretch that Murillo and Ribera had
placed on their canvas with enthusiasr
or a landscape recalling Ruysdael,
Rousseau, Corot, or in front of a
picturesque street evoking Decamps or
Isabey, while my companions remainec
cold and unmoved.

How many times it has occurred to
me to thank God for giving me some of
that artistic feeling which gives so muct
enjoyment so that, even in the deepest
isolation, one never feels alone, in the
moment when a ray of light, however
weak, illuminates something! It is this
very unequal distribution of sensations
that has sometimes robbed me of a
traveling companion. )

As with Sousse and Monastir, the city of SfaxMirar, but not toquar. Look but do not touch.
presents itself to the wondering eyes of the Looking is enough for me.
traveler as the most graceful specimen of Saracen! therefore enter the great central street of the
fortifications. Its crenellated white walls, from ~ Frankish city, theille franque the suburb, rbat,
which a multitude of towers protrude, square, Which leads to the city propesl belad
hexagons, octagons, and casting azur shadows, AN extraordinary activity reigns in this street.
form a beautiful display. At sunrise, everything One encounters people of all kinds, of all colors
has a pink glow. and all backgrounds. _ _

If I'm happy looking at the crenellated walls The first is the dark-sklnn_ed Moor, indolent,
and bastions of an Arab city, | am none the less clothed in an amplgandourain bright colors.
in joy when | walk through its narrow and The Sfaxien covers r_nmself with tlgadrc_)un
picturesque streets, in which a thousand groups@ Sort of narrow sack with small sleeves, in
form themselves into charming subjects. | see coarse brown wool, emb_rmdered in white on the
dark arches, piers over the streets, framing the bfelts. If the temperature is cold, he throws over
shapes and bursting with color and light; white his shoulders a short, hooded cloak, also
walls cut the Sky into fragments of pure Coba|t’ decorated in brown and Whlte, the Cloak, which is

and the sun displays all its iridescent lights. This@ small jacket cut short, is hid in place by the cap

CHANGEUR DE BaB-EI-DIvAN

show exceeds what we can imagine, us placed on the head. _ o
northerners. Is it necessary to consider whether  The trousers of the Sfaxien are quite tight.
that piece of water with bright reflections is One senses, at first look of the costume, that this
unworthy to wash the feet of a canopy, and IS &n industrious people, enemies of loose and
whether, under those bright rags, the bulky clothing. _
unforgettable harmony of tones and colors, is | say the same of the Kerkeniens, very
found the infested body of a leper? numerous in the city of Sfax; their gandoura is
What do | care whether this wall has narrow and sometimes richly embroidered with

harmonious lines, that this slender column is ~ White designs, with colored tassels. _
likely to collapse tomorrow! What | see seems  How many times have | stopped to admire the

fine, it attracts me, and it is, if may say in pidgin;Kerkenien or Sfaxien sailors, standing jauntily on
their bare legs, the cloak picturesquely covering
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RUE CENTRALE DU FAUBOURG DE BAB-EI-DIVAN

[73] the body, the hood caught by the breeze  extreme tends to disappear. And beyond Sfax, the
exposing a proud head, surrounded by a large turban ceases to be seen. In the south it

green turban, in which was stuck, like the disappears with thleurnous one is replaced by

pompom of a soldier, a tuft of millet or a large thechechig and the other by a large and heavy

rose! blanket, in which the people drape themselves.
A true pirate comic opera. With the scaffolding surrounding the head in a

Sfaxiens and Kerkeniens and wear bulky thousand ways, depending on the gesture of the
green turbans. The green color is an indication moment, the turban would not remain on the head
that they are believed to have a sacred lineage. of its owner for an hour.

But why such large dimensions? | do not know. | Does this mean that we no longer meet either
ignore it. | would explain it to myself, willingly, gandouras, or white turbans, or silk embroidered
however, saying that everything that becomes with old gold? Quite [74] to the contrary, they are



still quite frequently seen, because, as in Tunis It is not only Sfaxiens, Kerkeniens or Moorish
and Sousse, the bourgeoisie is generally of the traders that can be seen in the streets of Sfax.
Moorish race. Also, jostling together are nomads of the great
Sfax offers us a revolution in costume. desert wrapped in brown or white cloaks, swords
We see young girls whose bicolored dresses at their sides, baton in hand; Jews shod in
stand out among the countless groups that posepolished shoes ... when they have shoes, beneath
for the artist in the streets of Sfakes, the Arabic they are well worn ... if they are poor, dressed in
name of Sfax. Like the pages in the courts of thegray-blue, turbaned and capped in black;
Middle Ages for the layout and arrangement of fishermen carrying nets and baskets fitted onto an
colors, they are red on one side and on the otheoar, wrapped in a gadroun, legs bare to mid thigh;
blue, or red and green, or red and yellow. The Egyptian merchants and Turks in long narrow
small cone of hair has disappeared; it is replacedobes; Maltese who shoulder their jackets and do
by a handkerchief that surrounds the hair, and isnot disdain to wear the cloak of the Kerkeniens;
accented with jewels. Sicilians whose vast bonnet falls as a large flat



tongue on the shoulder; some Greeks [75] in a pirates of the coast. Here they discussed their
fustanella, with the brightly colored jacket of the planned expeditions and debated the sharing the

Albanians. They are mostly sailors. spoils, with the tranquility of soul and conscience
Combine with this motley swarm some of a trader who takes inventory of the lace and

donkeys loaded with vegetables or fruit, camels ribbons that he has in store.

carrying loads of all kinds, elegant horsemen, Bab-el-Divan actually consists of two doors,

fishmongers and bakers, and you will have the one external and one internal. The municipality is
appearance of the main street leading to the gatt® erect a tower carrying a clock over the outer
of the Divan, Bab-el-Divan. door. [76]

| do not leave this without having said that, On passing through the gate, one turns into a
quite recently, about forty years ago, some of theorridor where there are merchants’ shops, and
dark and disreputable cafes of this street, not famarrives at a vaulted interior door. At the end of it
from the gate of the Divan, were frequented by you are facing a very original mosque, whose



frontage is decorated with a wooden facade, franqud there was much shooting and a few
painted in green and red, and contrasting with thasurgents were killed in a small mosque.
whiteness of the building. Our artillery was massed in the streets of

This mosque has suffered from the bombing; Blacksmiths. The soldiers had formed some
in the street that goes straight into the city, one bundles of sticks and were trying to make soup
can still see the ruins caused by our shells. when some shots were fired at them from the

Bab-el-Divan was the scene of heavy fightingmosque. Putting a shell in the battery and sending
during the capture of Sfax. After the shelling, thea round into the door took only a moment. The
sailors had to break through this door, enter the projectile exploded and a terrible clamor arose in
narrow oblique corridor separating it from the the courtyard of the mosque. There, hundreds of
second door, and force their way through it the poor devils had sought refuge under the wing
before entering the city. of Allah; and the shell had made a stew of a

The French and other European residents of number of them. That's how a vain feat of two or
Sfax had found refuge on board the squadron anldree fanatics caused a disaster. The harm done,
were thus forced to be spectators of the military our brave soldiers did their best to help [78] the

drama. They were even able to inform the victims of this painful incident, while some of
squadron which decided the Admiral to send a their comrades gave chase to the attackers.
column which would go around the city and This insurrection is curious in that it was not,
capture the Porte des Champs [Gate to the indeed, an insurrection of Sfax. Under pressure
Gardens] , Bab-el-Djebli, to cut the retreat, from Ali bin Khalifat, they were obliged,
because Sfax had only two doors. willingly or unwillingly, to resolve to defend the

In the main street of the European towilld  city, but very few of the burghers of Sfax paid
with their person.






They sent their people to the ramparts and stayed In these souks are found some very beautiful
at home, awaiting the outcome of events. The fabrics, bumous, the southdraik, and carpets of
robber tribes arranged under the banner of Ali biall kinds: carpets from Kairouan with thick wool,
Khalifat gave them more cause for concern thancarpets embroidered with white diamonds,
the guns of the squadron. And if they had been margoum saddle blankets from Oudreff, stripes
given the choice between the French blankets that are thrown over the saddles for the
bombardment and looting by the nomadic tribesyider who sits on the donkey or mule.
they had elected for the bombing. This is what On the right side of the city there are the very
was underlying these events. decorative doors of themouias and one should
The common people sent by the bourgeois toask to visit the house of the caliphate
the ramparts behaved valiantly, as one might headquarters. It provides a good example of the
expect from a people who, on sea and on land imteriors of Arab homes in Sfax.
caravans, often see death in the face. The courtyard is surrounded by colonnades on
The Sfaxien is industrious. He is an excellenttwo or three sides, with one or two plain sides,
sailor and passes for a tried and tested caravan plaques of lacquered stone in the form of arches
driver. In the days when the marauding tribes ofand panels, and sometimes decorated with tiles.
the South made the passage of caravans difficult, Next door is the residence of the caid: it is
only the Sfaxiens held them in check. And true very interesting inside, with balconies painted in
feats of arms are recalled among them in the light blue and rooms lined with beautiful tiles.
defense of the caravans. From the terrace of this house there is the
| have seen Sfaxien caravans beyond Nefta, magnificent panorama of Sfax. From there, |
heading for EI-Oued and Touggourt, carrying attended an Arabic wedding, during which little
doors, window frames, planks and other buildinggirls of 10 to 12 years were performing frenzied
materials, always with the gun over the shoulderdances.
and the sword at the side. Nearby, we see one of the rare mosques in
By narrow streets we arrived at the Great  Tunisia that has a pointed steeple on top of the
Mosque, where it is easy to catch a glimpse of timeinaret.
interior through the open door. Always, as inthe The Khalifa Amor Kaddour is a man of great
Mosque of Kairouan, there is the assembly of courtesy. There is also is the lieutenant governor
columns and capitals found in the ruins of Romaaif Sfax, who is no other than Sidi Mohamed
buildings, and often from different epochs and Djellouli, the minister of the Peministre de la
sources, which would be very surprised to find plumg.
themselves in such company. The caid of the Metellits, Sidi Djellouli Sadok,
At the end of the street that runs alongside thalso resides in Sfax.
mosque, we arrive at the center of the Arab city. The houses in the Arab citiy are numbered and
It is there that the public weights and measures the streets are in good condition.
are found. Here the oils are measured and the On crossing the town to get to the Porte des
wools, hides, textiles, and grains are weighed. Champs, Bab-el-Djebli, we arrive at the famous
The arrangement for weighing is very curious. street of Blacksmiths, one of the curiosities of
The operation is done by a huge Roman scale, Sfax. [80]
and the bale is lifted from the floor by the mobile The blacksmiths’ shops are extremely
weight sliding on the lever. The fear of cheating picturesque.
among traders gives an extraordinary vivacity to  From the front of the houses, amazing

every face. balconies hang, of which it could be said that
Turning right, you reach a small square they only manage to stay up by the sheer force of

crowded with goods of all kinds, especially argument. Imagine logs of cedar assembled

pottery. haphazardly and, held miraculously, forming a

A little to the left of the public balance is the basket under the balcony. This is the outside
entrance to the souks with covered galleries, staircase. In order not to waste space, the first
where the nomads come to shop and also to res$teps, disproportionately high, are formed in the
for the nomad goes to bed where he is, when thickness of the wall. A small door provides
fatigue takes him. access; another small door lets one out into the

basket, from which one emerges on the balcony.






| have drawn these wonders of balance quite The gardens are situated above a water table
faithfully. which is encountered at shallow depths. It
Leaving through Bab-el-Djebli one passes = comprises the infiltration of seawater mixed with
under the bordj, and this is where the caravans water from the sky. The water is brackish but
form. One can almost always see many camels good for cultivation. The well is usually drilled at
kneeling between the two saddles with their the high point of the garden.
burden resting on the ground: this is a great relief The water is raised by a waterwheel of earthen
for those good ruminants. pots, or from wellsdalou from which animals,
A few hundred meters away, beyond a small walk down an inclined slope, to raise large
sandy area converted into cemeteries, Djebbandeather containers. The contents of either type of
we see the gardens that create a green belt 8 tovil flows into a masonry reservoir called a
km deep around the city. gebbia
The gardengenane of Sfax! But these are the  From this reservoir numerous small channels
lifeblood of the people. Nearly 7,000 gardens are arranged for the irrigation of the crops. [81]
surround the city. Each evening after his business All kinds of vegetables, fruits and medicinal
is done, the happy bourgeois Sfaxien, trotting orplants are grown in these gardens. The apricot is
his horse, his mule, or his donkey, returns to theso abundant that during the season, apricots are
beautiful garden in the middle of which his sold at a price of around 2 francs for the load of a
family lives. donkey. What a jam could be prepared in Sfax!
Several roads fan out from Sfax, leading to the Orange, fig and almond trees are numerous
gardens. Some go further, into the interior. Pathand beautiful.
that cross these roads lead to the gardens situatedThere are pistachio trees in almost every
between the roads. These roads and paths sketgarden, and the pistachios from Sfax have a great
out a spider web around the city. reputation. Their value is 2 to 3 francs per
Between two gardens stands tabia or dirt kilogram. But the production of these trees is not
road, bordered by hedges of cactus. When the regular: there are years without crops.
earth collapses in the rain, new earth is brought in The presence of pistachio trees in the gardens
to form a new tabia. Thus, little by little, the roadof Sfax has an origin that deserves to be
is deepened and the embankments of the gardengentioned. There were none of these trees in
are built up. Some of these paths rise above theSfax forty years ago; but, about this time, the Bey
gardens by 5 or 6 meters. It's very peculiar. ordered, by decree if you please, the landowners



of Sfax to plant three pistachio in each garden. registered olives, but in reality there are nearly
Since then, the pistachio has become the subjeatne million in full production. The largest
of some trade: which proves that authority can beumber of these magnificent trees, the finest ever

beneficial, like freedom. seen, have been planted on the Beylical land, and
The Arabs, who are very fond of it, consume generally by fraud.
lot. Minister Kheyr-ed-din, a real statesman, was

Nevertheless, the export of this precious once advised of these illegal plantings. He told
almond still amounts to 15,000 to 20,000 francs the [82] caid that he should let the people of Sfax
in good years. quietly steal from the Beylical land:

The carob tree, evergreen and beautiful, is also "As is" he added,they tell us nothing. When
widely cultivated by the inhabitants, and it offersthose whom we take to have planted olive trees,
a valuable shade in summer. and the olive trees have reached the age when

The palm grows poorly in the gardens of Sfaxthey are required to pay the kanun, they will have
where its fruit is not edible. It is fed to the camela good many dinars [of tax] to pay to the state.

The Arabs have a passion for perfumes. One So let us allow these good people of Sfax to plant
often hears of: "the perfumes of Arabia". olive trees on the Beylical larid

Although Tunisia is far from the holy land of The letter was spread, and planting expanded
Islam, its people are no less connoisseurs and amatil the capture of Sfax. The obligation to pay a

great manufacturers of fragrances. huge fine after the bombing shattered for a time

The cultivation of the double jasmirt], the momentum of the Sfaxiens. But there is
jasmine,yasmin geraniumatarchia and the currently a strong recovery in the planting of
rose,ouard is done on a wide scale. olives.

Tunisia perfumes were so renowned that each The olive trees of Sfax do not resemble those
year the Bey added a few ouncesat-yasmin  of the Sahel, neither by their structure, which is
jasmine oil anchatar, rose perfume, to the tribute beautiful, nor by its cultivation. Most often
that he used to send to the Sultan of located in flat and sandy land, it can not be
Constantinople. subjected to irrigation or concentrations of

The Sfaxiens also grow marjoram, lavender, rainwater. The Sfaxiens, in their wisdom, have
basil, rosemary, borage, carnation, poppy, red made up for it by planting the trees
poppy, fennel and the absinthe that they call  disproportionately distant from each other. They
Mary's herbsegeret Meriem are planted 23 and 25 meters apart. In this way,

Beyond the gardens there are unfenced fieldghe olive, a tree with creeping roots, spreads itself
of olive trees called hoes. They also occupy an easily in a light soil, in which the farmer does not
area of 10 to 12 km. There are about 600,000 allow any other plant to grow nearby. So these



beautiful trees seem to emerge from a barren  Governor Omar massacred the Franks there. But
desert. When it rains, the roots collect water frorthey are silent on the origins.
the sky over an area 25 meters square, and no A governor, named Sfaa, once asked the
foreign root competes with them. Sultan for permission to build walls around the
The Sfaxiens get this extraordinary cleanlinessity. Then, as now, they used to tan hides by
of the ground in the olive groves by means of placing them on the street, under the feet of
plowing. animals and people. One of these skins served as
As the ground is very soft, almost sandy, a blackboard for Sfaa, to draw the perimeter of
couch grass propagates itself terribly, if the the city. The Sultan handed Sfaa a pair of
Sfaxiens don’t keep it under control using the  scissors, saying: "Sfaa kous — cut, to indicate
m'hanta an instrument of their invention. It is a your plan better.”
blade about one meter wide which they push Sfaa cut out this plan in the ox-hide, and the
horizontally a few inches under the ground, and Sultan agreed.
which is pulled by a donkey or a mule. This blade We wanted to bring into this legend that of the
cuts all the shoots of the couch grass. But couclskin cut into strips by Dido, but the comparison is
grass regrows. The m'hanta is guillotined again. not feasible, since in the act of Sfaa there is
The Sfaxien repeats this operation every fortnigieither guile or subterfuge, and the proposal to
if necessary, from April to June. As soon as the cut the skin is made by the Sultan and not him.
couch grass shows its nose, as they say. Finally, The rectangular plan of Sfax has the form of a
the root exhausted, stifled being unable to take skin in which projections had been cut.
the air, perishes in the soil. Is this not a good Others attribute the origin of Sfax to Sfahi, the
method of destruction devised for a land of sand§on of the Sultan of Tebessa, who was driven
The Sfaxiens very carefully prune their olive away by his father because of his misconduct. In
and fruit trees in their gardens. dismissing him, the father angrily told him:
One generally begins with the history of cities"Sfahl" a free translation of ‘go away’.
that we are talking about. I, for variety, have Exhausted, the unfortunate one stopped there in
placed at the end what there is to tell the originsSfax, and he built the first houses. In memory of
of Sfax. Especially since the origins of this city the last words his father had sent him, he called

are not lost in the mists of time. the new town Sfahi, from which was later

In contrast to other cities in northern Africa, derived, Sfax .
Sfax was not built on the site of some ancient The gardens of Sfax produce lots of excellent
Roman or Phoenician city. The ruins of the cucumbersfakous and some want to find the
ancient Taphrura ou Taparura, which are root of the name of Sfax in the thick skin of the

mentioned in the itineraries of Antoninus and  cucumber plant.

Ptolemy, are about 2 km north-east of Sfax. The It's not with similar elements that one can
Arabs call them Henchir Mesrani. write history. Moreover, learning the history of a
In reality, nothing is known of the founding of city and the origin of its name can, no doubt,

the city we see today. Two Arab geographers arngrovide some satisfaction to curious minds;
historians from the twelfth century, El Bakri and ignoring them is not done, however, to lose the
Edrisi, praise the beauty of Sfax, and the food and drink of an honest citizen.

historian Ibn Khaldun says that in 1150 the



CHAPTER 7

FROM SFAX TO GABES
[p83]

The road leading from Sfax to Gabes begins remains of a thick wall, giving the ancient city a
with a sort of marshy beach at the end of which diameter of about one kilometer.

stands the new public garden created by the The beauty of some pottery fragments, of

municipality. Here begins the southern zone of which the glaze is remarkably fine, the sharpness

gardens in the suburbs of Sfax. of the size of the debris, the clarity of the few
After these gardens are some beautiful inscriptions that we discover, lead us to believe

vineyards, like that of el Hadjeb. This vineyard that the city was a Roman rich and flourishing
with 50 hectares of vines in production, and in trading post in the early centuries AD. It was a
excellent condition, located 380 km from Tunis, Roman colony and a Byzantine bishopric.
is the first vineyard established beyond Enfida. It is here that we usually place the eastern end
Good European grapes here fruit marvellously. of the famous ditch dug by Scipio the Younger,
Also the famous Arabic grape, Hasli, is grown, when dividing Numidia between the sons of
which makes an excellent white wine, known as Massinissa, to mark the boundary of Roman
Thina wine. territory and the country of Numidia.

Not far away, to the south-east, you see the When the Roman Empire expanded to include
mounds that mark the site of the ancient city.  the country south of Thaena, this ditch, now

These ruins of Thina are those of a city and itannecessary as a border marker, was still used by
present name is close enough to the name of th@liny, to distinguish ancient Africa, to the north,
Roman city:TheenaThaena®r Thenae from new Africa, to the south. [84]

The ruins of the fortress are far from the sea.  There is no more trace of this ancient
This fort must command the road from Taparuraboundary, probably filled in by the sand
to Tacapa, which merges with the current path ahcessantly brought by the sirocco, which the
the road from Sfax to Gabes. There are the desert vegetation has leveled definitively.



The journey by land is even less attractive  that one crosses takes on a more wild and
than that from Kapoudiah to Sfax. At each stop desolate appearance. The bare and arid plain
there are the same monotonous reports of stretches, yellowish, out of sight, speckled with
shapeless debris, blocks buried in the earth,  clumps of alfa and other plants belonging to the
rubble and small pieces of material scattered an8aharan flora. Here and there, occasional rough
confused, borrowed from the ancient monumenttgrrain; there are low dunes, formed by sand that
but nothing interesting. the desert wind has accumulated around wild,
Add to that the infestation of the country with thorny and stunted jujube bushes,... Painfully
scorpions and horned vipers with deadly bites, impressed by the sight of this bleak landscape,
and you understand that | make no case of the traveler turns his weary eyes, and it is with
conscience in committing you to undertake the real relief that he rests them on the vast blue
journey by land, even with the purpose of makingea"
archaeological discoveries. One must admit that this description is not
There is nothing remarkable besides the ruinsttractive for the artistic or archaeological
of Thina and the group of small oases of M'touiaexpeditions.
and Oudreff. At 90 km from Sfax and 50 km from Mahres
There are on this tedious road, between Thinéies the Skrira or Marsa Skrira, a small port. This
and the group of small oases, two points about is where the famous Franco-British Company,
which | should say a word. incompetent and harmful, [85] had established
At 34 km from Sfax, 24 km from Thina lies  the center of its alfa operation. It is there that i
Mahres, a large village with a thousand people, ended up with a small and now defunct railroad.
the development of which has been paralyzed by The Skrira, where a lot of alfa is still shipped,

the defunct Anglo-French Company. had its moment of fleeting glory. They are about
They manufacture white mats, very thick, veryo dig some wells there, which will do it good.
wide and very strong. Skrira is the closest point the coast comes to
They also weave common gray blankets, Gafsa, but the port is small for the flow of
calledbarracas commerce would be created. The point of
There is nothing picturesque except a little  embarkation of the phosphates found near Gafsa,
port with thirtyloudesand boats. the fodder and the alfas of this country, is instead
"Beyond Mahres,write MM. Laffitte and Sfax, where the harbor is magnificent and the

Servonnet in their Gulf of Gabethé country commercial activity is already significant.



