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Chapter One
Introduction

This stucv is concerned with the commerce of Masqa?,

a port » the southeastern coast of the Arabian Peninsula,
from 1785 to 1914. The subject is not new. Nany authors,
including Lorimer, Miles, Kelly and Landen, have discussed
the history and trade of Masqat. One theme has been con-
stant in all the above works, the decline of Nasqat in

the latter half of the nineteenth century. The decline
has been attributed to two factors. First, the separa-
tion of Zanzibar from the Nasqati empire in 1862 disrupted
trade between Nasqat and East Africa. This problem was
compounded by the entry of steamships into the Indian
Ccean. Masgat lost its status as an entrepSt for the
western Indian Ocean, and its sailors were put out of
work. Dissatisfaction with ‘these explanations led me to
re-examine the problem of Masqa?'s decline.

The traditional interpretation of Masqat's decline is
deficient in three respects. The port seems not to have
prospered under the early Al BG Sa'id rulers to quite the
degree that has previously been believed. Secondly, Nas-
qat did suffer a short period of economic depression, but
it began earlier than 1862 and is attributable to causes
other than those cited by previous authors. Finally,
the second half of the nineteenth century was not a

period of economic depression in Masgat for an active
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Indian merchant community prospered at the port.

The first half of the study (chapters 1-3) re-examines
the period from 1785 to 1868. <Chapter ohe deals with the
guestion of the relationship between Masqat and 'Uman.
Geographical factors have historically resulted in strong
ties between the twc regions of 'Um@n. The people of the
semi-isolated mountainous interior require the services
provided by the international port on the ‘Umani coast
both as a market for their agricultural produce and sup-
plier of imported necessities. However, tribal opposi-
tion to the power that control of the international port
brought to the ruler of 'Uman made it virtually impossible
for that ruler to retain his hold on both 'Uman and its
international port. These two factors led to the estab-
lishment of an independent state at Masqat in 1785. This
differs from the traditional interpretation of 'Umani
history in which it has been argued that Masqat became
the capital of a unified ’'Umani state.

Masqa?'s independence helps to explain what has here-
tofor been viewed as the disruptive policy of the Al Bu
Sa'Id sayyids (title of the ruler) whe allegedly ignored
events in 'Uman while engaging in foreign military adven-
tures. These activities, which included the support of
piracy in the Gulf and attacks on Bahrain and, later,

East Africa, were actually part of a commercial policy
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designed to increase the trade of Masqat through domina-
tion of foreign markets and elimination of competitors.
The Al Bu Sa'id commercial policy met with only partial
success and ultimately failed due to British interference.
Sayyid Sa‘id b. Sul?én then abandoned Masqat in favor cof
Zanzibar in 1830. Masgat did not benefit from Sa'id's
actions as he directed his attentions toward trade with
the west and virtually ignored Masqa?i commercial affairs.
Under Sayyid Sa‘'id's governors and successive rulers of
the port, commercial affairs slipped from the hands of
the A1 Bu Sa'Id and became the concern of the Indian
merchant community.

In the second half of the study (chapters 4-5) the
focus shifts from the Al Bu Sa'Id to the Indian merchant
community. This group has heretofor been unstudied and,
having been ignored, its contributions to the trade of
Masqgat have not been appreciated. In fact, after 1870
Masqat experiencéd an economic resurgence as the Indian
merchants adopted commercial policies that brought trade
back to the port.

Chapter four is a history of the shets (prominent
Indian merchants) of Masqa?. The Indian merchant commu-
nity; composed of both Hindus and Muslims, has resided in
the port since at least the sixteenth century and through-

out its history has undergone changes in both its compo-
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sition and role in commercial affairs. During the 1860's
a group of young Hindu merchants took advantage of a dis-
ruptive political situation in Nasqat tb become established
at the port. In the 1870's these merchants began to les-
sen Masqa?'s dependence on the Indian Ocean/Arabian Gulf
trading network and to internationalize the trade of the
port. This policy, which is discussed in chapter five,
included the sale of dates to the United States and the
distribution of European arms and ammunition to tradi-
tional markets in the Gulf. Trade returned to Masqa? and
the Indian merchants prospered. However, prosperity ended
with the outbreak of World War One when Indian contacts
with the west were disrupted and a shortage of shipping,
an important factor in the success of the Indian commer-
cial policy, resulted in a temporary lull in Masqayi trade.
The final chapter offers a conclusion on the supposed
decline of Nasgat. The policies of the Al Bu Sa'ld rulers
of Masqat between 1785 and 1830 produced only minor suc-
cesses with the result that the port was abandoned by
Sayyid Sa'id in favor of Zanzibar. The Indian merchants
of Masqa?'then moved into the commercial vacuum left by
Sayyid Sa'id. While the Indian merchants were encouraging
tradé and growing wealthy as a result, the successors of
Sayyid Sa'id, after 1865 entitled sultan, were becoming

increasingly involved in 'Umani political affairs. Faced
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with the heavy costs of defending their territories against
the attacks of the tribes of 'Uman and only meager income
from customs duties, the Al Bu Sa'ld became impoverished.
The poverty of the ruling family has been interpreted as
representing a decline in trade. That is not the case.

The trade of Nasqat remained fairly constant throughout

the nineteenth century. However, the wealth from that

trade that had previously gone to the Al Bu Sa'Id merchant

princes now went to the Indian shets.



Chapter Two _
Masgat and 'Uman to 1785

A major theme in the history of 'Uman has been the
split between 'Uman and its international port, which
from the sixteenth to twentieth century was Masqa?.
Various interpretations of this division have been
offered, with supporting arguments based on geography,
religion, trade or combinations of these factors. A
common thread in those explanations, which will be re-
viewed below, has been the discussion of "dichotomies™
which tend to divide 'Uman. A different interpretation,
based on the economic and socio-political unity of 'Uman
jg offered here. The most important factors to be con-
sidered are the role of international trade in the econ-
omy of all of 'Um@n and the relationship between the
tribal hierarchy and the elected ruler of 'Uman, the
imam. A struggle between the tribal leaders and the
imam over the latter's control of international trade
is seen as having motivated the establishment of an
independent state at Masqat in 1785.

'Uman is a term that has been used by different people
to mean a number of different things, albeit all quite
correctly.1 For the purposes of this study, 'Uman refers
to a geographical region bounded by the Buraiml Oasis,
Khawr Fakkan, Sur and the al-Rub' al-Khall desert. It

must be emphasized at the outset that the term 'Uman



bears no political connotation. Although.'Uman is com-
posed of a number of vaguely delimited regions, there is
1ittle need to discuss each individually as 'Uman is
conveniently‘divided into the mountainous area of the
interior and the coastal plain.2

The interior of 'Uman is situated entirely in the
gajar Mountaings and is a rugged, arid region. The core
of the interior, also known as 'Uman or 'Uman proper in
Western literature,” is al-Jabal al-Akhdar, actually a
high plateau rather than mountain, and the surrounding
territory. The area contains a number of important towns,
including Bahld, Nazwa, IzkI, Sama'il and Rustaq, and
is relatively densely populated.

Without the mountains, the interior of 'Uman would be
as uninhabitable as most of the rest of the Arabian Penin-
sula. DMoisture laden warm air moves off the Indian Ocean
toward the 'Umani coast during the winter months. This
air is trapped by the mountains and forced to rise and
cool. The result is rain, though admittedly infrequent.
The run-off from these rains is trapped in the gravelly
beds of the wadis that criss-cross the interior and stored
in large underground- aquifiers. This ground-water is
brouéht to the surface for crop irrigation by a complex
man-made system, known as falaj, which includes a network

of underground tunnels (ganat) and surface channels.u



Although a number. of fruits and vegetables are grown
in the interior, including bananas, limes, sugar cane and
pomegranates, the date is paramount. The hot, dry ‘'Umani
climate is perfectly suited to the date palm, about which
an American date expert has written:5

The most intense heat, the most excessive dry-
ness of the air, the absence of all rainfall for

months at a time during the growing season, and
even the hot dry winds that blow in desert re-

. S

gions are not draw-backs but positive advantages
to the date palm, enabling it to mature fruit of
the highest excellence.
The combination of almost uninterrupted sunshine and thé
water provided by irrigation produces some of the finest
dates in the world.
The importance of the date and the date palm to the
people of the interior cannot be overstated. The date
was the staple of the 'Umani diet, and approximately one-
half of the annual crop was consumed locally.6 The date
palm also served a myriad of purposes (the ancient geo-
grapher Strabo counted 360), among them providing shade
for other fruits and vegetables, fodder for cattle, build-
ing materials and many, many others.7
Interior 'Uman also had a number of "industrial" cen-
ters. Nazwa was known for its metal work. The craftsmen
of tﬁe city produced copper containers of various kinds

as well as silver jewelry and the daggers, known as khan-

jar, that every 'Umani man wears about his waist. Bahla
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produced a special type of pottery, although many towns
made their own earthenwares. Weaving was done through-
out the interior, but certain towns produced specialty
jtems. For example, Bahla was famous for its goat hair
cl-oaks8 and Sama'il for cotton cloths. Nazwa and the
neighboring village of Firq were the center of an indigo
dying industry, and Nazwa also refined a little sugar of
poor quality.

This description of the interior of 'Uman has led the
geographer J.C. Wilkinson to describe the area as iso-
lated and self-sufficient with little need or opportunity
for contact with the outside world.9 While it may be
true that a majority of the people never had contact with
foreigners, Wilkinson has overstated the case. The inter-
ior was neither isolated nor self-sufficient.

Most of the towns and villages of the interior were,
and still are, situated on the banks of wadis. This not
only provided water for irrigation, as mentioned above,
but these wadis also served as highways linking the
settlements of fhe interior. Even al-Jabal al-Akhdar
was accessable as steps were carved in the rock to facili-
tate communication and trade between the villages of the
platéau and the surrounding territory. Finally, the
interior was connected with the coastal region by three

major passes located in the north, center and south of
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'Uman. Throughout history, at least one of these pasées
has served as a direct link between the interior and an
important international port. Other minor routes also
crossed the mountains permitting ready contact between
smaller interior and coastal settlements.

From all indications, these routes were utilized for
trade. Bahla pottery was found throughout 'Uman as early
as the sixteenth century.lo Copper pots from Nazwa even-
tually replaced pottery (metalware'was found to be cheaper
in the long run because it did not break), and the metal
workers of the town supplied all of 'Uman with contain-
ers.11 Significantly, though, the copper for these pots,
as well as the silver for jewelry and bone for the hilts
of daggers, had to be imported. Even the weaving industry
was dependent on imports as ‘*Uman did not grow sufficient
cotton to meet local demand and it had to be brought from
India and southern Persia.12 Finally, the people of the
intefior did not live by dates alone. Consumption of
dates accounted for approximately one quarter of a minimum
daily caloric intake.13 Other food stuffs to supplement
the diet, such as fish from the coast, rice from India
and coffee from Yaman, were obtained in exchange for sur-
plus-dates and other dried fruits at the coastal ports.
Even many of the other fruits and vegetables grown in the

interior were not native to 'Uman but had been adapted from
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abroad.lu

An indication of the relationship between the interior
and the coast is the settlement pattern in 'Uman. Nearly
every interior town is served by a particular coastal
port.15 The conclusion that can be drawn is that the
interior was not only not isolated or self-sufficient,
its economy was dependent on the goods that the coast had
to offer.

The coastal region of 'Uman, known as Batinah, is a
crescent shaped plain extending approximately 150 miles
along the Gulf of 'Uman. Batinah, like the core area of
the interior, is relatively densely populated with a num-
ber of important towns dispersed along the coast. These
include Shinas, Suhar, Khaburah, Musna', Birka and Sib,
all of which are ports.

Like the interior, the coast has benefitted from the
Hajar Mountains. The infrequent rains that fall on the
western face of the range are absorbed into the soil and
flow below the surface toward the sea. As fresh water is
less dense than sea water, the fresh water "floats" on the
salt water that extends inland below the ground. The re-
sult is that even wells dug right on the beach contain
fresh water. There is sufficient ground water available
to irrigate a "forest” of date palms that runs the entire

length of the coast and extends inlarnd for as much as
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seven miles, making it one of the largest-date groves in
the world.16

Due t¢ the humidity and salinity of the coastal air,
Bé?ini dateé‘were inferior to the varieties grown in the
interior.17 Because of this, the date was not widely
eaten. Once boiled and dried, though, Bé?ini dates were
in great demand in India, and it was the single most impor-
tant commodity available for export from 'Uman. The sur-
plus dates of the interior that had been brought to the
coast to exchange for imported goods were then consumed
by the people of the coast. The date diet was supple-
mented with other fruits and vegetables grown in the shade
of the date palms of the Bé?inah and with products obtain-
ed both from and via the sea.

'Their close proximity to the sea has caused the people
of the Bé?inah to turn to maritime pursuits to augment
their agricultural activities. The coast of 'Uman lay
within the zone of an upswelling of cold, mineral rich
water which, when it interacts with the hot Arabian sun,
produces one of the finest fishing grounds in the v_vorld.18
Many ‘Umanis became fishermen, and their abandoned boats
litter the beaches of the coast today. Fish, like the
date,'had a variety of uses. They were consumed both

fresh and dried and were an important part of the diet.

The large surplus was used as cattle feed and fertilizer.
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Dried fish were also exchanged for the dates and other
produce of the interior and, with dates, were an important
item for export to the rest of the Arabian Gulf/Indian
Ccean region.

Many °'Umanis were involved in maritime trade. The
Bé?inah coast was ideally situated to participate in the
trade of the Arabian Gulf/Indian Ocean region. It shares
the Arabian Gulf wind system and is also located on the
edge of the monsoon system.19 The seasonal monsoon winds
are modified by the mountains of 'Uman in such a way that
sailing patterns between India and Africa have tended to
include a port on the Bé?inah coast.?? The result of
this advantageous position was that the merchants of
India, Africa and the Gulf all called on the 'Umani coast.
At any one time, only one of 'Uman's ports served as the
entrepot for this trade with textiles, spices and rice
from India; ivory, gold, slaves and hides from Africa;
and gold, silver and copper from the Middle East and
Europe allhbeing exchanged by the international merchant
community settled at the port.

§u@§r was the first 'Umani port to play the role of
entrep®t. It prospered during the tenth century due to
the iﬁcreased trading activity of the Gulf occasioned by
the 'Abbasid court's demands. Suhar retzined its impor-

tance for approximately two hundred years, but the port
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suffered because of the political troubles in Iraq during

21 By the

the declining years of 'Abbasid authority.
twelfth century §up§r was supplanted by the port of Qal-
hat in southern 'Uman. The shift from northern to south-
ern 'Uman is representative of the change in focus of
Indian Ocean trade away from the Arabian Gulf and toward

22 14 is significant, though, that Qalhat,

the Red Sea.
like Suhar, was situated at the coastal terminus of one
of the three important routes that.connect interior 'Uman
with the coast. The location of these ports gives some
indication of the importance of trade with the interior
as these major routes served areas of concehtrated popu-
lation that provided both markets and products for the
international port. If there had been little need for
access tc the interior, the international port could have
been located at one of the more isolated but equally fine
harbors elsewhere on the coast.

Qalhat began to decline late in the fifteenth century.
Thigs decline, which probably began with an earthquake
that struck in the area about mid-way through the four-
teenth century, was encouraged by the Portuguese, who
brought death and destruction to the 'Umani coast at the
beginning of the sixteenth century.23 In their attempt
to monopolize the trade of the Indian Ocean, the Portuguese

utilized neither Qalhat, which they had destroyed, nor
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§u@§r, whose port had become silted up, as the base of
their operations; the Portuguese chose the port of Masqa?.

Masqa? lay at the western terminus of the Hajar range
where the mountains plunge into the sea forming a series
of small but excellent bays. It is situated in one of
the finest of these bays, thus giving it a very good
harvor. The quality of the harbor is contrasted, however,
by the fact that Masqa? is virtually isolated from the
rest of 'Uman by the same mountainé that formed the bay.
The only access to the city by land was via a narrow,
rugged path that leads inland. It is barely passable by
foot, as attested by this writer's personal experience,
and impossible for large beasts of burden such as camels.
It was the nearly impregnable position of the city that
led to its development as a commercial center. Its ex-
cellent harbor provided a base for the Portuguese navy
and the surrounding mountains afforded security from
attack by the hostile inhabitants of ‘'Uman.

Masqa?'s isolation in no way detracted from its position
as an entrepot for 'Uman. The neighboring port of Ma?rap.
just two miles by sea from Masqa?. lay at the coastal end
of the central pass that links the Bé?inah with the inter-
ior. -During the Portuguese period, Matrah became a collec-
tion point for goods coming overland from the interior and

a distribution center for foreign goods going inland. It
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is doubtful that Ma?ra@ would have developed as a port if
the coast and interior had not had strong economic ties.
'Umani goods were also collected at the various secondary
ports along the coast and brought by ship to Masqa@ where
the dates, fruits and fish were exchanged for the imports
that the people of 'Uman required.

The fact that it was Masqa? rather than Ma?ra@ that
rose to prominance is attributable to Portuguese policies.
All ships operating in the Indian Ocean were required to
stop at Masgat and pay customs duties, and 'Umani ships
had to carry a pass from the Portuguese commander at
Masqa‘g.zu Furthermore, it was at liasqat that the inter-
national merchant community settled. Christians, Jews
and, especially, Hindus, with their commercial networks,
actually controlled the trade of Masqa? and, thus, 'Uman.

In 1624 a member of the Ya'aribah clan united the
'Umanis against the Portuguese. It was not until 1650,
however, that the Ya'aribah, with the sﬁpport of the
25

Hindu merchant community of Masqat, were able to expel
the Europeans from their stronghold. Once in control of
Masqat, though, the Ya'aribah continued to encourage the
trade of the port through various measures.26 including
27. The policy

was successful for as Bathurst has sta‘beda28

the encouragement of the Hindu merchants.

Muscat became a major mart town. It was re-
sorted to for drugs, such as Socotra aloes, asa-
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foetida, olibanum (frankincense), putchock and
myrrh, minerals such as alum and sulpher, ivory
from East Africa, coffee from locha, pearls
from the Gulf, and horses, dates, fish, live-
steck, fruits and vegetables as produce of Oman.
Its role as an entrepot as well as a provision-
ing place for water, livestock and cereals made
it one of the most important ports in the Ara-
bian Sea.

Despite its prominence, lMasqat became a source of
troutle to the Ya'aribah, as the tribal and religious
elite of 'Um3n objected tc the ruling family's partici-
pation in the commercial activities of the port.29 The
standard interpretation of this conflict between 'Uman
and its international port is religious tension. Before
reviewing this explanation, however, some background to
the 'UmBni religious tradition, the Ibadl sect of Islam,
is necessary.

Ibadism developed in Basra during the first century
A.H./ seventh century A.D. as a moderate branch of the
Kharijite movement. The most significant aspect of this
sect was that the Ibadis rejected the rule of caliphal
government. The Ibadis believed that the Muslim community
was to be ruled by an imam who was to be elected by the
community of believers from among the eligible males with-
out regard for family or tribal origin. The office was
not to be hereditary. The community also reserved the

right to depose an imam should he be found unfit for the

office. The office could also remain vacant if there was
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not a suitable candidate available for election.

In theory, the imam ruled within clearly defined guide-
lines. The individual chosen had to be very knowledgable
in religious matters as his principal duty was to admini-
ster the religious law, although he was not the absolute
authority in this regard and his decisions could be chal-
lenged. .The imam was also to administer the territories
of the community and the religious taxes. Even in this
regard, his powers were restricted.as all decisions were
made only after consultation with the tribal and religious
leadership. In matters of war and peace, the imam was
entirely dependent on the community bécause there was to
be no standing army. It was an obligation for every
Ibéqi to support the im2m and render aid to the community
against its enemies.30

This tradition was common to all of 'Uman. However,
the standard explanation of the split between 'Uman and
its international port is based on a dichotomy between
conservative and moderate Ibé@ism. Supporters of this
interpretation argue that conservative Ibadis lived in
the interior of 'Uman where isolation resulted in the
development of an inward looking society concerned with
the maintenance of the religious ideal and the establish-
ment of the "city of god on earth."” In contrast, the

coastal Ibadl, with his contacts with foreign people and
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cultures, was more tolerant and cosmopolitan. Once the
imam was able to establish 'Umani control over the inter-
national port, the argument continues, troubles invariably
resulted as the ruler began to compromise with religious
jdeals. The most serious problem was that the imamate
became hereditary. The result was civil war.31

The case for the dichotomy between a conservative in-
terior and moderate coast has been overstated. In the
first place, some doubt has already.been raised about the
degree of isolation of the interior. Secondly, as even
a proponent of this dichotomy points out, all 'Umanis
adhere to the same religious ideal and the same religious
teachers are admired throughout the country. Furthermore,
the Ibéqi sect is marked by its tolerance of non-Ibéqi
Muslims, who could marry, inherit and give testimony
against Ibéqis. Christians were regarded with unusual
tolerance,32 as was the case, more remarkably, with
Hindus.33 The degree of difference between coastal and
interior Ibadism was minimal.

It is not surprising, though, that an interpretation
based on religion has been offered. Our few sources on
'Umani history, especially for the early imamate, are the
writiﬁgs of Ibadl religious leaders. These "histories,”
in good Islamic tradition, were written not so much to

inform about the past as to provide models for proper
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action and warnings against evil as depicted in the 1lives
of the ancestors. Given the pervasive nature of Islam,
these events can only be described in religious terms.
Religion does not, however, explain the problems that
existed between 'Uman and its international port. The
major influence was tribalism.

'Uman is a tribal society with the entire country
divided into a series of small tribal territories. The
origins of this social organizatioﬂ. which is common to
beth the interior and the coast, are in the second century
A.D. when Arab tribes began to migrate into 'Uman and
settle among the indigenous inhabitants. The process of
migration and sedentarianism continued for a number of
centuries, during which time tribal groupings became
widely dispersed and intermixed and new tribes were
formed.Bu

The period of Arab migration coincided, especially in
jts later stages, with an era of strong Persian rule in
'Uman. The Persian governors appointed by the Sassanians
were able to maintain security throughout the region.
However, the coming of Islam and its acceptance by the
Arab tribes of 'Uman in the seventh century resulted in
a soéial revolution in the country. The Persian aristoc-
racy was expelled from 'Uman and the paramouncy of the

tribes established. At first, all went well under strong
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governors appointed by the central governments in Madinah
and then Damascus. However, during the later years orf the
Umayyads, 'Uman was virtually ignored; and incessant
tribal warfare throughout the country threatened to des-
troy the agricultural base.35
Into the midst of this tribal anarchy came IbéqI mis-
sionaries and refugees bearing notions of an elected
leader. J.C. Wilkinson has argued that the appeal of the
imamate was not so much religious as tribal. His evidence
for this interpretation is the office of the imam. The
imdm was elected by the tribal leaders and those leaders
insured their supremacy by requiring that: 1) all decisions
be made in consultation with them; 2) the im3m not have
independent military power; 3) the office not be heredi-
tary so that wealth and power would not be centered in
one family; and 4) the imam could be deposed. To Wilkin-
son, the imdm was little more than a tribal shaikh whose
function was to guarantee the continued existence of the
36

tribal structure rather than to supersede it. The first

imam was elected in 750 during the period of tribal
fighting.37

During the period of the first imamate (eighth-ninth
centuries A.D.) 'Uman entered a period of relative pros-

perity. The 'Umanis were able to establish control over

Su@ér, the entrepot for the 'Umani coast but not yet the
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prominent port it was to become in the tenth century, and
the government utilized the income from trade to encourage
an expansion of agriculture. The prosperity was short-
lived, however, as a civil war erupted, and the imamate
was overthrown. Significantly, the civil war that ended
the first imamate late in the ninth century was neither
reiigiously or territorially inspired, as one would expect
were the conservative interior/moderate coast dichotomy
accurate. The war was based on tribal divisions with
Nizar (northern) fighting Yaman (southern).38

A similar situation prevailed in ‘the years following
the electioa of the first Ya'aribah imam in 1624. 'Uman
was unified and control over the international port,
Masqat, was established in 1650. Then in 1714 a civil
war erupted. Cnce again, the divisions were not religious
or territorial but tribal as the Hinawl (Yaman) and Ghafiril
(Nizar) confed:rations fought for control of the imamate.

Tribal opposition to imamate government was motivated
by a shift in ascendency from the tribal leadership fo
the im2m occasioned by the latter's control of the inter-
national port. The income from trade freed the imam from
the limitations of the religious taxes and provided a
relafively great amount of wealth. This encouraged three
developments. First, wealth from trade provided sufficient

funds for the imam to build up a private army, as in the
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case of both the first im3mate and the Ya'aribah.3? This
freed the imém from dependence on the tribal leadership
for military support. Secondly, both the wealth and in-
vestments ffom the trade encouraged desires to maintain

ko The imamate became

the office in the tribe or clan.
hereditary. This was accomplished by securing the support
of one of the two tribal confederations, Nizér and Yaman,
which attempted to turn their support of the dynasty to
local advan't:age.“'1 '

The Ya'aribah imamate was effectively ended with the
civil war that erupted in 1719. The tribal factions
elected competing imams, one of whom invited Persian
intervention to support his cause. This action did serve
to unite the 'Umani tribes as the Persian army paid little
heed to their 'Umani ally and sought to occupy the couniry.
'UmBni opposition was led by Ahmad b. Sa'id Al Bu Sa'idi,

a former governor of §u@§r under the Ya'aribah. Ahmad D.
Sa'Id was able to expel the Persians and secure his elec-
tion to the imamate.

In many respects, Ahmad b. Sa'id's reign is only a
continuation of the Ya'aribah imamate. His election to
the im3mate was not universally acclaimed, and his rule
was based on the support of the Hinawl confederation.

Furthermore, Ahmad utilized the income from the trade of

iasqat to purchase African slaves and hire a mercenary
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army of Baluchis which were used against his enemies in
'Umdn. The parallel continued with Ahmad's death in 1783
for the imamate passed to his son, Sa'id.

Sa'id was probably the least qualified member of the
Al BQ Sa'ld family, which may account for his tribal sup-
port as the tribal leaders may have felt they could domi-
nate him. He had neither the prestige nor ability of his
illustrious father, and 'Uman broke up into a series of
petty states as the tribes reassertéd their authority. In
the face of this situation, Sa'ld's son Hamad assumed
control of state affairs in 1785. Or did he?

Hamad b. Sa'lId did a very strange thing for a prospec-
tive ruler of 'Uman. He did not rémain in Rustag, the
traditional capital which lay close to the tribal support
upon which control of the country had previously been
based. Nor did he move the capital to Nazwa, a second
traditional seat of government, or even Bahla, an ancient
capital. Instead, he moved the capital to masqag, the
international port and the source of tension between the
prospective ruler of 'Uman and the tribes.

In traditional terms, the transfer of the capital was
a serious mistake. This has not gone unnoticed in the
1iteréture on 'Uman. J.G. Lorimer saw the shift of the
capital to Masqa? as a step that:42

. ..was fraught with lasting and momentous conse-
quences. It removed the rulers of 'Oman from a
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situation in which they could only maintain them-

selves by military and political efficiency; it

placed an assured and easily collected customs

revenues within their reach, enabling them to

maintain a semblance of authority by bribery a-

lone; and it eventually exposed them to the in-

fluence of a foreign civilization which estranged

them from the tribes of the interior and dimin-

ished their popularity with their subjects.
Lorimer‘'s analysis is flawed by two assumptions. First,
he assumed that Hamad had, indeed, supplanted his father
ag the ruler of 'Uman. This is a widely held but in-
accurate assumption.43 The belief originated with the
nineteenth century Al BU Sa'id court historian ibn Ruzaig,
who aggrandizes the role of all the Al Ba Sa'id rulers.
He even goes so far as to describe Hamad as imém.44 How-
ever, the fact is that Hamad was never elected to the
imamate. Furthermore, the more reliable al-Salimi, who
holds Hamad in highest regard, does not present him as
even the ruler of ‘'Uman. Hamad is only one of many who
revolted against the despised Sa'lId b. Ahmad, who continued
to rule the territory around Rustaq until c. 1820.45

Secondly, Lorimer is an excellent example of the nine-

teenth century British-Indian civil servant who believed
that the ruler of Nasqat was the ruler of all 'Uman.
This belief, which arose out of the misunderstanding of
Hamad's actions, and persisted due to either British ig-
norance cf 'Umani affairs46 or aggrandizement of allies,47

was to be the source of trouble for successive rulers of
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Masqat, as will be discussed throughout this study.
Hamad b. Sa'Iid's actions have a far greater signifi-
cance than tne moving of the capital from Rustag 1o
Masqa? or even, as J.B. Kelly has suggested on a more
theoretical level, a shift in the basis of ruling power

in 'Uman from the land to the sea.L"8

In 1785 Hamad b.
Sa'lid made a clean break with 'Uman, which was left to
Sa'id b. Ahmad and the feuding tribes, and established an
independent state at Masgat. During his and successive
reigns, the affairs of Masqat were no longer to be con-
cerned with 'Uman and tribalisiu; @amad and nis successors
were content with control of the trade of 'Uman without
the difficulties involved in attempting to control the
éountry politically. That control required an allocation
‘ of resources for tribal subsidies and military expenditures
that were more profitably directed toward the acquisition
of new markets outside of 'Uman. The next two chapters

will deal with the attempts of the Al BhL Sa'ld gayyids

of Masqa? to expand the trade of their city-state.
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Chapter Three
lasqat and the Gulf: 1785-1820

When Hamad b. Sa'ld came to power in 1785 he disasso-
ciated himself from events in the interior of 'Uman, where
his father, the Imam Sa'id b. Ahmad, and the various tri-

1 Instead,

bal leaders continued to struggle for control.
the saxxidz adopted a policy that was designed to maximize
Masqat's share of the trade of the Arabian Gulf. This
policy was directed at the specific problem of competition.
New commercially oriented groups, principally the 'Utub

of Baprain under the Al Khalifah, were becoming active in
the Gulf and threatened Masqa?i mercantile activities.
Hamad was not able to eliminate this competition during
his short reign (1785-92), but his successors continued

to implement the Gulf policy until 1820 when British in-
terference ended any hope that Masqat might dominate its
competitors.

@amad was faced with a secondary problem when he took
control of Masgqat. Trade in the Arabian Gulf during the
last quarter of the eighteenth century was at a low level.
The political insecurity that had resulted from the col-
lapse of the Persian state following the death of Karim
Khan Zand in 1779 had had a negative effect on the three
principal Gulf ports of Bandar 'Abbas, Bushire (Bu Shihr)
and Basra. Bandar *Abbas and Bushire had been cut off

from their trade with the interior of Persia as a result
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of the struggles among the various claimants to power
that raged throughout the country. By 1790 the once
flourishing trade of Bandar 'Abbas had slowed to a
trickle.3

The decline of Bagra was attributable to more complex
reasons. The town had been devastated by plague, and
this, cocupled with Persian attacks during the reign of
Karim Khan, had caused many prominant merchants to flee
the town. The situation was only aggravated by Karim
Khan's death as tribes freed of the shah's strong control
began attacking shipping enroute to the port, as demon-
strated by the Bani Ka'b attempt to capture the Masqa?i
coffee fleet in 1791. To make a bad situation worse, the
Ottoman government's involvement in‘European wars drew
resources from Iraq providing an opportunity for rebel-
lious groups in Basra to stir up trouble. Local tribes
also began to prey upoﬂ the city. The result of all of
this activity was an acute shortage of specie.4 Without
gold and silver, there was no market for the Indian
traders who had little need for the dates grown in Iragq.

Basra's decline had a far-reaching effect which threat-
ened the commercial prospects of fhe Gulf. Due to the
shortége of Indian textiles in Basra's market, local
industry sprang up in Syria and Iraq, and locally produced

textiles replaced the cheaper Indian piece-goods. The
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only Indian imports that still found a limited market in
Basra were the luxury cloths5 that the few remaining
wealthy people purchased.

@amad took a number of actions designed to lessen the
impact of this decline in the Gulf trade on Masqat. Im-
port duties at Masqat were regularized at €:% ad valorum.6
This served to encourage merchants to call at Masqa?,
especially Hindu traders who had paid a discriminatory
duty of 9% under Ahmad b. Sa'Id.’ The sayyid also en-
couraged the establishment of commercial relations between
Masqat and Afghanistan via the Indus River valley.8 In
this endeavor, gamad was helped by the political and
economic problems that were befalling the Hindu merchants
of Sind and disrupting their control of this trade.9
These contacts with Afghanistan also opened another op-
portunity in that Masqa?i ships began fransporting Afghan
and Central Asian pilgfims to and from Hijaz.

With at least some action taken to lessen the effect
of the Gulf's depression, gamad was able to direct his
attention to the new commercial centers in the Gulf. Al-
though Bagra and Bushire were the central markets for the
Gulf trade, smaller markets were available in Eastern
Arabia and the southern shores of the Gulf. This trade

had been controlled by the Nasqatis throughout much cf the
final decades of the eighteenth century, but by the 1790's
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that position was being challenged by the 'Utbi tribe of
Ba@rain.lo Ba@rain had been occupied by the Al-Khalifah
branch of the 'Utub in 1783, and these new masters of the
island set about to transform it from a center of the
Gulf pearl fishery to a commercial power. 'Utbi mer-
chants acgquired ships that enabled them to sail directly
to Surat and return with Indian goods that had been ex-
changed for pearls. The Ba@raini merchants were thus not
obiiged to stop at Masqa? and pay the customs duties
levied by the port. Furthermore, the Al-KhalIfah as-
sessed no tarifs, thereby enabling the Bahrainis to under-
sell the Masqa?i merchants in eastern Arabia. As early
as 1790, Masqa?i merchants were being challenged by 'Utub
for the meager trade of Ba§ra.11

Besides the 'Utub, other players were beginning to
enter the commercial game. The Qawasim of Ras al-Khaimah,
who had become independent of 'Uman during the early years
of Sa'id b. Ahmad's reign, were becoming more aggressive
in their search for trade. Furthermore, "pirates,® such
as Rahmah b. Jabr of Zubarah, were becoming active in the
Gulf.12

The pressure exerted by the new merchant groups was
eased‘somewhat by the general movement of Arabs toward
the coast and the growth of new towns, such as Abu %abi.

While the potential for new and profitable markets was
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increasing, so was the danger of a struggle for control
of those markets.

Hamad adopted an aggressive policy designed to elim-
inate this competition. The policy was based on securing
Masqa?i control of shipping through the Straits of Hurmuz.
In 1787 he sent a Masqa?i fleet against the Qawasim and
occupied the ports of Khawr Fakkadn, on the Shimaliyah
coast, and Jazirat al-@amré. located just south of Ras
al—Khaimah.13 This action succeeded in establishing a
Masqa?i presence on both ends of the straits. To further
bolster the Masqa?i navy, which was critical to the con-
trol of Gulf shipping, gamad ordered the construction of
a frigate.lu

The policy of expanding commercial contacts while
regularizing customs dues and attempting to control ship-
ping in the Gulf had a beneficial effect on Masqa?i trade
and enabled the port to supplant Bandar 'Abbas as the
principal entrep§t for the Arabian Gulf. Nasqat was the
most active port in the area during the reign of }.[amad.15
This is not to say, however, that Masqat was a wealthy,
flourishing commercial center. In light of the general
depression, Masqa?'s claim to prosperity must be viewed
in pefspective; it was the best of a bad lot. The com-

ments by the British traveler William Francklin, who

visited Masqat in 1787, are, perhaps, more to the point.
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He described Hamad's capital as, "badly built, and the
streets very narrow, they have, however, a goocd and wegll

16 No fine houses of wealthy merchants

furnished bazaar."”
or government officials were described, and the market

was not piled high with exotic goods from India and
Africa. This point is especially important as the myth

of a "silver age" of Masqa?i commerce during the early
years of Al BU Sa'id rule has resulted in later periods
suffering, unfairly, by cocmparison.

Hamad's death in 1792 threw Masqa§i trade and politics
into turmoil for a time as the Imam Sa'id b. Ahmad and
his brothers Sul?ﬁn b. Ahmad and Qais b. Ahmad, the ruler
of Suhar, struggled for control of the port. Sul?én
eventually gained control of Masqa?, and the three bro-
thers formally recognized each other's territorial rights
in the Pact of Birka in 1793.

Sul?én's active and colorful career has elicited com-
ment from nearly every western observer of this period of
‘*Umani history. Most of the comments have been less than
flattering. Indian civil servants of the early nineteenth
century were especially vitriolic in their assessment of
Sul?ép's reign. For example, Francis Warden of the Bombay
Government offered the following comment:17

The enterprising character of Syud Sultan, the
Imaum of Muscat, who has usurped the government

from his elder brother, led him to serious dis-
putes with the Arabs, which brought on a war with
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many of them...The troubles that prevailed from

this period to the death of Syud Sultan, in 1804,

are wholly attributable to the conduct of this

chieftain in the prosecution of his ambitious

views of aggrandizement.
Modern writers on the British role in the Gulf are equal-
ly critical of Sul?in. J.B. Kelly having stated that the
Bombay Government was "content to leave the protection of
the Gulf seaborne commerce to Saiyid Sultan, believing
him to be a steadying influence in Gulf politics" observes
that this was "a view not wholly justified by his con-
duct."18

These observations all contain a grain of truth,; espec-
ially when viewed in light of British needs and interests
in the Gulf. However, Sul?ﬁn was the ruler of Masqa? and
his actions must be analyzed on the basis of Masqa?i needs.
Conditions in the Gulf had not been improved by the

time Sul?én assumed power in Masqat. In fact, the brief
hiatus between the death of @amad in 1792 and the Pact of
Birka the following year had resulted in a deterioration
of Masqat's position as the Qawasim had regained Khawr
Fakkan and Jazirat al—@amré, and the 'Utub had been free
to develop their commercial network unobstructed. As the
'Umdni chronicler al-Saliml has related, Sultan set out to
re-esfablish Masqa?'s maritime empire.19 To accomplish

this he adopted a policy combining control of Gulf ship-

ping and attacks upon his commercial rivals.
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The initial moves .of Sul?én's Gulf policy were the ac-
quisition of the ports that controlled the southern access
to the Straits of Hurmuz. Sul?in already had a base at
Gwadur, on the Makran coast, by virtue of a 1784 agree-
ment with the ruler of the region. Once established in
Masqat, the sayyid added the neighboring port of Chahbar
to his possessions. Thus, by early 1793 Sul?én controlled
the two most important ports on the kakran coast and
strategic points on the Indo-Gulf trade route.

Sul?én's next move was a successful campaign against
the Persian governor of Qishm which resulted in his ob-
taining the tax farm on the customs of Bandar 'Abbés.20
It is obvious that Sultan did not seek control of Bandar
*Abbas because of its commercial value. As described
earlier, the port was carrying on only an inconsequential
trade. The real importance of Bandar 'Abbas to Sul?én
was in its strategic position. Along with the port went
its "dependencies" of Qishm, Minab, Hanjam and Hurmuz.
Possession of these islands gave Sultan a stranglehold on
the straits.

With control of most of the Persian coast from Gwadur
to Qishm, Sul?én could conceivably control the trade of
the Gﬁlf. It is probably at this time that the sayyid
attempted to impose a license on all Gulf shipping. This

license raises an interesting problem. The traveler Fraser
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claims that "from time immemorial, a duty of one-half
per