chapter 23

The Final Solution

T

he literature informs us that the Angel Gabriel appeared to
Muhammad after the coalition forces left and commanded
him to attack the Qurayza Jews.
The angel happened to look remarkably like a handsome
young man named Dihya, the son of Khalifa of the Kalb tribe.
Wearing an embroidered turban, the dapper angel trotted into
the mosque courtyard on a donkey, and Muhammad went out to
talk to him. The angel was soon gone, but Umm Salama, one of
Muhammad’s wives, had seen them talking and was certain it was
none other than the real Dihya—all of the women of Yathrib
could recognize the delightful Dihya.1 Muhammad set the record
straight: That was not the real Dihya, but the Angel Gabriel
who looked so much like the real Dihya. In sermons and in private conversations, Muhammad had often compared the
appearance of the prophets and the angels to certain members
of his congregation. It was to flatter the faithful but also to give
them a way to visualize these creatures.
Muhammad went on to elaborate about his meeting with the
Dihya of the donkey who was in reality the Angel Gabriel: The
angelic version of Dihya informed him he had just returned from
pursuing the Meccans as far south as Red Lion. He was the commander of an army of angels, and he scolded Muhammad for
having removed his armor while the angelic hosts were still garbed
in their battle gear. Their mission now was to assist Muhammad in
making war on the Jews. The angel said, “God commands you,
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Muhammad, to go against Banu Qurayza. I myself am heading
for them and am going to shake them up!”2
Muhammad’s weary men had already dispersed to their clan
compounds and villages, and they groaned when he sent heralds
to them with orders to put their armor back on and head for the
Qurayza territory. He also ordered them to delay the obligatory
afternoon prayers until they were facing the Jewish fortress.
From the literature we gather that Umm Salama was privileged to be able to see the Angel Gabriel, for ordinarily he
manifested himself in such a way that only Muhammad could
see him. It was not only Umm Salama who had a privileged vision
of him that day, but also warriors from a nearby Najjar village.
Someone who looked exactly like Dihya had told them to put
their battle gear back on and wait for further instructions from
Muhammad, who would arrive shortly.3 By the time Muhammad, riding a horse and accompanied by a guard of cavalrymen,
got to the village, all of the able-bodied men had gathered.
Muhammad stopped his horse in front of them and said, “Did
anyone pass by you?” They said, “Yes, Dihya al-Kalbi passed on
a mule with a saddle.” Muhammad stunned them with the truth:
“That was Gabriel; he has been sent to Banu Qurayza to shake
them up, and to cast terror into them.”4,5 He ordered the Najjar
warriors to march to the Qurayza territory.
Muhammad and his cavalry went ahead at a gallop. He was
accompanied by three dozen of his closest people,6 an all-star
team that included the four future caliphs: Abu Bakr, Umar,
Uthman, and Ali; the Aws leader Sad Muadh, who went along
despite the arrow wound he had suffered to his forearm; Muhammad’s first cousins Zubayr and Sad Waqqas, both made
men of Allah many times over; Maslama, the man who had carried out the assassination of the Jewish poet Kab Ashraf; Abu
Naila, one of the members of the hit team that murdered Ashraf;
Talha Ubaydullah,7 who had lost several fingers defending Muhammad at Uhud; Abu Ubayda, the Meccan convert who had
licked the blood off Muhammad’s face at Uhud and had lost
a tooth extracting metal links embedded in Muhammad’s
cheek; Abdullah, the son of the disgraced Khazraj leader Abdullah Ubayy; Abu Hudhayfa, the son of Utba Rabia, the Meccan
leader slain at Badr, and another twenty or so notables, all of
them veterans of Badr and Uhud. Riding powerful horses and
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carrying swords, shields, and spears, they formed a praetorian
guard around Muhammad.
Muhammad sent Ali and a detachment of the guard ahead
to take charge of arriving forces. As soon as he arrived, Ali planted
the war banner at a well not far from the Jewish stronghold.
When they saw him from the battlements, the Qurayzas knew
a siege was about to begin and shouted insults and threats.
They threw in insults about Muhammad and his wives as well.
One of the believers shouted back, “O enemies of God! We will not
leave your fortress until you die of starvation.”8 Over the next few
hours, Muhammad’s forces arrived by the hundreds and soon totaled three thousand fighters, armed to the teeth with the
accoutrements of war. When Muhammad and his mounted guard
arrived, Jewish marksmen took aim at him, but he was too far
away to be hit. He pitched his red command tent at the well so that
he was within view of the Qurayza stronghold, but beyond the reach
of arrows. When Ali informed him of the Jewish insults, Muhammad approached within shouting distance and yelled, “O brothers
of monkeys and pigs and worshipers of evil, did you insult me?”9
The Jews shouted back denials.
Before taking position around the fortress, Muhammad’s
troops assembled for showy rounds of prayer prostrations with
recitations of Koran verses. When it was over Muhammad sent fifty archers forward to fire barrages of arrows. The Jews fired back.
The shooting continued until dark. By then a shipment of dates
sent by one of the Khazraj plantation owners arrived, and
Muhammad’s people spent the night eating them. The siege
resumed the next morning and continued for three weeks.
The Jews were in a hopeless situation: They were not well
provisioned, they were outnumbered, and it was a matter of time
before they would have to give up or starve to death. After the
twentieth day of the siege, seeing they could not last much longer, they sent Nabbash, one of their noblemen, with an offer to
surrender provided Muhammad allow them to leave as he had
the Qaynuqa and Nadir tribes. Muhammad turned him down.
When Nabbash returned to the fortress with the bad news, Kab
Asad and the other leaders considered their options. One was to
seek protection from the sword by accepting Muhammad’s
religion and declaring him to be their prophet, but that idea was
rejected: They would prefer to die faithful to the Torah and the
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religion of their ancestors than to accept what Muhammad
claimed about himself. Another idea showed the depth of their
desperation: Kab Asad suggested they do as the Jewish rebel
holdouts at the mountaintop fortress of Masada had done following the Roman destruction of Jerusalem. The rebels chose
mass suicide to deprive their enemy of the satisfaction of
butchering them one by one. Kab said, “Let us kill our children and our women and then go forth to Muhammad and his
companions with our swords drawn; that way we will not leave
any responsibilities behind us, and God will decide between us
and Muhammad. If we perish, we perish; but we won’t be leaving behind any children to worry about. And if we are victorious,
we’ll certainly acquire other women and children.” But the
other Jewish leaders found the idea revolting. “Shall we kill
these unfortunates? What good would there be in living on
after them?” 10
Word of these discussions spread throughout the fortress;
even the bravest of the men trembled and the women and children wept. The leaders finally decided that the only recourse
was to throw themselves at the mercy of Muhammad, but it would
be best to do so through a trusted intermediary who could intercede on their behalf. They sent word to Muhammad they wished
to speak to Abdul Mundhir, a former ally and friend from the
Aws tribe who went by the nickname Abu Lubaba. Muhammad
allowed him to go, and when he entered the fortress the Jewish
leaders jumped to their feet to greet him. Women and children
crowded around him and broke into tears. He was their only
hope. He was deeply moved, but he knew there was nothing he
could do for them. When the Jews asked him if they should submit to Muhammad’s judgment, he said they should do so. The
only alternative was for all of them to suffer the painful death of
starvation. Muhammad had supply lines and could wait them
out, but they were cut off and their stores of provisions would
soon run out. When they pressed him about what to expect from
Muhammad, he drew his finger across his throat.
The literature reports that no sooner had Abu Lubaba made
the gesture than he became gripped with fear and remorse.
Muhammad had evidently made it clear what he planned to
do to the Jews, and with the throat gesture Abu Lubaba had
divulged Muhammad’s intention. It was like passing on state
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“O BROTHERS OF MONKEYS AND PIGS!” Muhammad began the
siege of the fortress of the Jewish Qurayza tribe of Yathrib by repeating degrogatory names he had called them when they refused to join
his religion and accept him as their prophet. The siege lasted three
weeks and ended when they surrendered. They begged him to let them
leave Yathrib, but he executed all of the men and boys.

secrets to a foreign enemy. He was certain he had betrayed Muhammad, and he was now fearful he might suffer the same fate.
Instead of reporting back to Muhammad, he fled in panic to the
main mosque where he had someone tie him to one the pillars.
He made it known that he would not seek release until Allah
forgave him for his vile betrayal.11
The Jews gave up the following day, hoping for the best, but
expecting the worst. As the men filed out of the fortress, their
hands were bound, and they were forced stand in the hot sun. At
a meeting inside Muhammad’s tent, some of the Aws clan leaders begged him to treat their former allies with lenience. They
argued that the Qurayzas regretted taking sides against him, having been persuaded against their better judgment by the Nadir
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leader Huyayy Akhtab. Muhammad had been merciful with the
Qaynuqas and the Nadirs, so he should be equally merciful
to the Qurayzas. Banish them from Yathrib as he had done with
the other tribes. The pressure was such that Muhammad sought
a way to shift responsibility for the decision away from himself,
yet still obtain the outcome he desired. He therefore proposed
letting one of the Aws decide the fate of the Qurayzas. When
they agreed, he selected Sad Muadh.
By then, Sad was dying from the arrow wound he had received during the battle of the Trench, as the coalition attack
came to be known. The arrow had struck him in the forearm
just above his wrist, and Muhammad had personally cauterized
the wound with a heated iron rod, a standard treatment for sword
and arrow wounds. It appeared to be healing and Sad was among
the horsemen to who accompanied Muhammad for the Qurayza
assault, but during the siege his forearm became swollen to
the point that he was incapacitated. He was a tall, robust man
who had had the strength of a bull. When it was clear the
infection was spreading and he would die from it, Muhammad
sent him to the main mosque to be cared for. A woman named
Rufayda had set up a tent in the courtyard to nurse the wounded
during the coalition attack and now received the wounded
from the Qurayza assault. When Muhammad named Sad as
judge over the Qurayzas, his clansmen had to fetch him from
the mosque. They mounted him on a donkey and led him
across the valley. By then he was feverish and could barely hold
himself upright. When he arrived, his tribesmen stood up and
formed two rows for him to pass between. Muhammad stood at
the end to greet him.
The Aws leader was one of the truest of the true believers.
He was among the first of the Yathrib converts, and as a clan
leader he had brought his people into the fold. He had been
with Muhammad at Badr and urged him to fight the overwhelming Meccan force; he had guarded Muhammad the night of the
Uhud defeat by sleeping at his door. He was steady and reliable—an anti-pagan agitator when anti-pagan agitation was
needed, a good counselor when good counsel was sought, a guard
when guarding was needed, a warrior when war was afoot,
and a volunteer to cut throats if throat cutting was needed.
Before Muhammad came on the scene, he had been a neighbor
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and trusted ally of the Qurayzas. He knew their rabbis and
had always been welcome among them. But these Jews had
refused to accept Muhammad as their prophet, and they had insulted him when he sought to dissuade them from joining with
the coalition against Muhammad. They were the enemies of
Allah and his messenger and were destined for hellfire. “There
is not a people I would like to fight more than those who
refused to believe in the Messenger of God,” he once said. 12
Sad therefore knew exactly what Muhammad wanted of him, and
what Muhammad wanted he wanted.
While Sad was on the way, his clansmen pleaded with him to
decide on the side of mercy. “Deal kindly with your friends, for
the apostle has made you umpire for that very purpose,” said
one of them.13 But Sad was as immovable as the stone idols of
the old days. Propped up by men of his tribe inside the crowded
command tent, he asked various people including Muhammad if
his decision would be binding on them. When the various sheikhs
of the Khazraj and Aws—and finally Muhammad—said, “Yes,”
Sad declared, “I therefore decree that the men among them shall
be executed.” He also ordered the women and children to be
sold into slavery and all of the property of the Qurayzas seized
and distributed as booty.14 A beaming Muhammad congratulated him for his decision. “Surely you judge with the judgment of
God above the seven heavens.”15
The Qurayza prisoners were roped together and marched to
a fortress near the center of Yathrib. The women and children,
about a thousand in all, were taken to another compound near
the mosque. The contents of the Jewish fortress and of the
other properties of their territory were inventoried for future distribution as booty. In the main fortress they found fifteen hundred swords, three hundred suits of armor, a thousand lances and fifteen hundred shields. In the lodgings fine
furniture and silver utensils were discovered. The conquerors also
uncovered amphoras containing wine. The contents were spilled
out and the huge jars were retained as booty. Also of great
value was the real estate of the Qurayza territory: the blockhouses and villages, the barley fields and date plantations—the
accumulated wealth of generations.
When he was back at the mosque, Muhammad ordered a
trench dug in the main marketplace of the Najjars that would be
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long enough, deep enough and wide enough to accommodate
the bodies of all of the condemned men. The work began
after he had breakfast in one of the food stalls of the marketplace.16 It took until the early afternoon for the trench to be
completed. Surrounded by the usual inner circle—the “distinguished among his companions,” as Waqidi phrases
it—Muhammad ordered the captives to be brought out from the
imprisonment compound for execution. The Qurayzas had spent
the night praying, reciting the Torah, and encouraging one another to find strength in their faith. When the time for their
deaths arrived, Muhammad’s companions took them out five or
six at a time. Hands bound, they were marched to the marketplace and beheaded by either Ali or Zubayr.17
The Nadir leader Huyayy Akhtab was among the first to
die. He was wearing an expensive red garment that he had
ripped in many places so that it would have no value as booty.
He was brought before Muhammad, who taunted him that Allah
had granted him the victory, not to the Jews, which meant he
was guided by the truth, not the Jews. Huyayy replied, “I do not
blame myself for opposing you.”18 Muhammad signaled for him
to be taken away. He was led to the edge of the trench, forced to
his knees, and his head was cut off.
When the Qurayza leader Kab Asad was brought before
him, Muhammad taunted him that he had had a chance to
accept him as the true prophet and join his religion, but now
it was too late. The Qurayza leader replied: “If the Jews did
not reproach me about fearing the sword I would have followed you. But to me is the religion of the Jew.” Muhammad
then gave the order for his execution: “Send him forward and
cut off his head.”19
Nabbash, the Jewish leader who had been unable to secure a
favorable surrender agreement from Muhammad, struggled with
his captors as he was being hauled to the trench and ended up
with a bloodied face. Muhammad scolded the guard for hitting
him. The guard replied that his prisoner tried to get away, but
Nabbash said, “By the Torah he is lying. If he released me I
would not delay from the place where my people are to be killed
until I am as one of them.” Muhammad ordered the guards to
be good to the captives. “Let them rest; quench their thirst until
they are cool. Then, kill those who remain.”20
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Few of the Qurayzas were spared. Prior to the surrender,
several Jews and their families had escaped death by fleeing
the fortress and announcing their conversion. The day of the
executions, one of Muhammad’s maternal aunts begged him to
spare the life of one of the Jews who had been like a family member to her. She wanted him to come under her protection and
promised she would eventually bring him to convert. “He is for
you,” Muhammad declared. Another whom Muhammad agreed
to spare was an old, half-blind rabbi who chose instead to die
with his people. He had saved the life of one of the Aws converts
more than a decade earlier during the intertribal wars. The convert was indebted to the Jew for this and petitioned Muhammad
to allow him to come under his protection, but the old man
begged him instead to take his wife and son and their property
under his protection rather than him. He would rather die with
the rest of the Jews provided his son could live. When Muhammad accepted, the old man went up to Zubayr, sank to his knees,
and Zubayr struck off his head.
A young Qurayza woman was also beheaded. During the siege,
one of the Submitters had been killed by a millstone someone had dropped from the battlement. After the surrender, it
became known that the woman had done it. Her name was
called out. As she was dragged to the trench, she laughed hysterically.21 Boys were killed too if they had reached puberty. If
there was any question about their age, they were checked for
pubic hair. If so, they were sent to the trench. Men with clothes
worth preserving were forced to remove them, so that some of
them died naked.
Though it is not mentioned in the literature, it is likely that
Muhammad had the pulpit moved from the mosque to the
marketplace. One of the early depictions of the beheadings
shows him presiding over the event while seated in his pulpit. He
would have had the pulpit transported to the killing site in part
to project his authority, but also for comfort, as the beheadings
lasted well into the night. It was a massive undertaking. The
numbers reported in the literature range from four hundred to
nine hundred men and boys. At a rate of one beheading per
minute, it would have taken about seven hours to kill four hundred and more than double that to slay nine hundred. 22
Muhammad’s companions performed their tasks as efficiently as
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assembly-line workers, hustling the men out the prison compound every five minutes in lots of five or six and escorting them
to the marketplace. Once they were knelt at the edge of the
trench, Ali and Zubayr quickly lopped off their heads. Assistants swung the torsos into the trench in such a way that it was
filled evenly. Down in the trench, torsos, legs, and arms were
sprawled in every which way, and sandwiched between the torsos were the heads—face up, face down, on their side, all with
severed necks exposed. Though the men were at the height of
terror at the moment of death, the severing of their necks relaxed the muscles and gave their faces the appearance of repose,
as if they had gone to sleep.
It is likely that Ali and Zubayr advised their victims to make
it easy on themselves by bending their necks forward. This would
have been more for their own benefit than their victims, as they
did not want to have to make multiple swings to get a head off.
If they did not do it right the first time, they would end up with
a Jew who had fallen onto his side shrieking and writhing from
pain. They would then have to either get him back onto his knees
to get the job done or hack his head off while he lay on his side,
potentially dulling or chipping the sword because it would slam
into the ground after cutting through the neck. There were too
many people to kill to waste time.
Nowhere in the literature is there a report of any of the Jews
crying, begging for their lives, or fainting, but it is conceivable
some of them lost control of their bowels as they waited for
the sword to slash down on them. As they knelt at the edge
of the trench and gazed down what was left of their fathers,
cousins, sons, brothers, and uncles, many of them must have
wept with grief while others slipped into a semiconscious state
of shock and denial.
It is not clear if Muhammad presided over the entire event.
In the Waqidi account, he ordered Sad Muadh to take over so that
he could attend to other business. Sad was close to death and
had to be carried on a litter from the nursing tent in the mosque
courtyard to the slaughter site where he was propped up so as to
be able to watch the beheadings. If Muhammad did in fact leave,
he returned toward the end of the slaughter. By then it was late
at night. The marketplace was lit up with torches, and the amber light flickered on a dozen Jews who remained to be killed.
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GENOCIDE OF THE QURAYZA JEWS. Muhammad presided over
the beheading of four to nine hundred men and boys. According to the
literature, they were brought out five or six at a time and forced to
kneel next to a trench in the marketplace near Muhammd’s mosque.
The beheadings lasted from early afternoon until late at night—one
every minute for seven to fifteen hours. Muhammad’s first cousins Ali
and Zubayr did most of the beheadings.

Early into the executions Muhammad had noted that the Khazraj
seemed to enjoy watching Jewish heads being cut off whereas
the Aws, their former allies, showed signs of disapproval. He
therefore decided to force their participation in the slaughter.
He teamed up two Aws for each of the twelve remaining Jews
and ordered them do the beheadings instead of Ali and Zubayr.
Some were eager, most were not, but fearing accusations of hypocrisy if they did not comply, they slew the last of the Jews.23
The trench was filled the following morning. The dirt was
heaped higher than the ground level, mounded like a fresh grave
in a cemetery, and it eventually subsided with the decomposition
of the bodies. The stench of death must have persisted for a
long time. Given the timeframe for digging the trench, it could
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WOMEN AND CHILDREN witness the beheading of their loved
ones. Some, perhaps even all, of the women and children were forced
to watch. A young woman was also executed for having killed one of
Muhammad’s men during the siege of the Qurayza fortress. When the
slaughter was finished, Muhammad sold the women and children into
slavery and used the proceeds to buy weapons and horses.

not have had great depth, and methane and other gasses of
putrefaction would have seeped through the earth and spread
over the marketplace like a ground fog.
In most reports, Sad Muadh died soon after the slaughter.
Several versions are given, each with variations in detail, but all
agreeing that he died in the nursing tent in the mosque courtyard. In one of the mythologized versions, Muhammad learned
about his death during the night from the Angel Gabriel, who
woke him to give him the news. Muhammad then rushed to
the tent and found his comrade dead. In another account,
Muhammad was at his bedside when he died. It happened quickly:
Sad’s swollen arm burst like a balloon, splashing Muhammad’s
face and beard with blood, and Sad quickly bled to death. In the
third and most likely version, Muhammad was informed by
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someone other than an angel of Sad’s death. The nursing tent
had been pitched in a corner of the mosque courtyard close by
his living quarters, so it did not take long for him to reach the
tent. He tugged on Sad’s shirt to see if he was dead, and when it
was clear he had expired, Muhammad ordered his funeral. The
body was wrapped in the usual burial shrouds, and it was carried
on a litter to a nearby cemetery reserved for the faithful.
There, Sad’s body was lowered into the grave, and Muhammad
said prayers over him. 24
No sooner had the mass grave been filled in than Muhammad turned his attention to the tricky task of distributing the
Qurayza booty in a way that satisfied everybody. The plunder of
real estate, livestock, weapons, and human beings formed the
biggest take yet, far outmatching the Nadir and Qaynuqa plunders because there were now a thousand women and children in
the mix. Muhammad retained a portion of the real estate for
himself, and the rest he evenly divided among the clans of the
Aws and Khazraj as communal property. Everything else was put
up for auction and the proceeds—minus Muhammad’s cut—were
distributed among the fighters, who numbered three thousand.
The disposition of the women and children involved complex transactions. They could not be carved up and distributed
in parts to the three thousand men. Rather, most were sold
and the proceeds were turned over to a paymaster to distribute.
Muhammad divided the captives into five portions of two hundred each and kept two hundred for himself. The literature
indicates he gave many away as presents or to settle outstanding
debts. He freed some who agreed to adopt his religion, and he
retained others as servants. Of the remaining eight hundred, two
of his chief people—future caliph Uthman Affan and the early
Meccan convert Abdul Rahman—had the wherewithal to buy
entire portions, or two hundred slaves each. Uthman opted for
older women because they had a higher value than younger
women and children. Both men were astute businessman and
made a substantial profit over time through the resale of their
slaves. The money they initially paid for them was handed over
to the paymaster, who then distributed it in equal shares to the
participating warriors.
There were still another four hundred women and children
to dispose of. Muhammad had them taken under armed guard
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to slave markets in northern Arabia and Syria. The money obtained from their sale was used to buy weapons and horses, but
in order for the men who took part in the Qurayza attack to get
their fair share, the horses and weapons had to be resold in Yathrib. The money from these sales was then turned over to the
paymaster. The horses fetched high prices. They were seen as
good investments because fighting in Muhammad’s cause was
far more lucrative on horseback than on foot, as it was now the
policy that a horseman received three shares of the booty whereas
the foot soldier got only one.
One of the captives who fell to Muhammad was a beautiful
woman, very likely a teenager at the time, named Rayhana whose
husband was among the beheaded. After the Qurayzas surrendered and came out of their fortress the captives were paraded
before Muhammad. As messenger of Allah and commander
of the faithful, he had first pick of the booty, and Rayhana was
his pick from among the women shown to him. When he saw
her, he became enamored of her beauty and he offered her freedom if she married him and joined his religion, but she refused.
Rather, she made it clear that she had no choice in the matter of
his ownership of her, but that his religion was repugnant to her,
and she would remain Jewish. She therefore became his sex
slave and was given a room in the wives’ quarters. It is said that
he kept aloof from her, but it is more likely she kept aloof from
him. Only hundreds of yards away from the mosque was the
mass grave where her husband and everyone she had loved were
buried, and it was a perpetual reminder of the horror he had inflicted upon them.
The literature relates that one day a servant informed Muhammad that Rayhana had accepted his religion, and “this gave
him pleasure.”25 She died four years after the massacre, a year
before Muhammad’s death. The cause of her death is not given,
but it cannot be ruled out that it was the consequence of a prolonged depression from being forced to live with the killer of all
that she had cherished. Her spirit died first, then her body.
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