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Publisher’s Note


This is a collection of 30 articles or conference contributions, spanning nearly five decades of work on the history and contemporary developments of the Gulf region. They address a great variety of topics and also reflect an inherent learning process. A number of these articles were originally printed in hard-to-access journals, while others are published here for the first time.


Notes which formed part of the original articles are in every case attached as numbered endnotes. The additional notes (designated by a, b, c etc.) are current explanations or references to relevant new publications. The text in italics at the beginning of most articles explains why an article was written or where it fits into the overall picture of research on the Gulf.


The transcription of Arabic words and names is not uniform. All such matters, as also the use of capitals or variations in punctuation and layout, are usually left in the form of the original publication of each article.


The provenance of each article is itemised and the details of the original publication are given. The Publishers have made every effort to contact copyright holders of works reprinted in this work. This has not been possible in every case, however, and we would welcome correspondence from those companies whom we have been unable to trace.




Introduction


Five Decades of Observations in the Gulf Region


“The farther south you go in the Gulf, the more the old Arabian world asserts itself. In Kuwait the old world is virtually dead. In Bahrain it is clearly dying – although it is taking an unconscionable time about it. But on the Trucial Coast of Oman the ancient life of Arabia persisted almost unchallenged until the other day, and its rhythms and customs still seem paramount”


David Holden1


Holden first came to the Middle East in 1956 to cover the Suez crisis as the Times correspondent.2 He visited the Trucial States in 1957.


Ten years later, on 30 November 1967, by chance on the day when Britain had to hand Aden and 16 federated south Yemeni states to the newly founded People’s Republic of South Yemen, I came to Abu Dhabi to join my husband David, having obtained my PhD and married in September of that year. David, British and trained as a physicist and geologist, had already been working as a petroleum engineer for four years with the Abu Dhabi Petroleum company, ADPC, a subsidiary of the multinational IPC (Iraq Petroleum Company). In 1966 the company had transferred its headquarters from Bahrain to Abu Dhabi, secured the guarantees of municipal supply of electricity and water from the Ruler, Sheikh Shakhbut, built accommodation for families in an open compound on the beach, and transferred many employees from its desert bachelor camp at Tarif to the town. It was expected that Abu Dhabi’s development would be speeded up after Sheikh Zayid bin Sultan Al Nahayan had succeeded his brother in the summer of 1966.


The last leg of my journey from Munich via Rome was made in a DC3 from Bahrain. Abu Dhabi had just acquired a runway, but no airport. The car population in Abu Dhabi had doubled over night, when the barge, which brought the ADPC families’ vehicles from Bahrain, had been offloaded. But it was several years before the first paved roads replaced some of the tracks of sand or salty gypsum, called gatch.


We were given one of the company’s 36 comfortable bungalows, and after years of living in digs as a student in Heidelberg and Berlin, I took this radical transformation of my life as a well-earned holiday, tried to learn some Arabic, and – as the only German in town – I immersed myself in improving my English. I did not mind that supplies found in the small souq and the two shops, catering for expatriates, were very limited.


While David went on frequent trips to the desert or to Tarif, still the hub of oil exploration, I concentrated once again on the divided city Berlin, which I thought I had left so far behind. My PhD thesis had won the prize of the Federation of German Cities (Deutscher Städtetag), which meant that it was to be published – at the time a rare chance for a thesis. The manuscript needed to be pared down to the 300 page limit required by the publishers in Stuttgart. The topic of the project had been the momentous social and political developments and changes, which took place in Germany’s capital Berlin during the First World War.3 The issues, which I once again had to engage with, could not have been further removed from the world in which I found myself on the Trucial Coast in the late 1960s.


When I first came to Abu Dhabi in 1967, some of the ‘old Gulf hands’, men who had lived in Bahrain, Qatar or Oman for a time before they joined a company or a bank in Abu Dhabi, predicted that within five years the entire region would fall prey to the Nasserites, to Ba’athism, or Communism or to some other revolutionary movement. These views were nourished in particular by news from Bahrain, where disturbances in the 1960s repeatedly led to the imprisonment or deportation of dissidents, who objected to the pre-eminence of Britain on the island or felt disadvantaged as Shi’ites, while the government was in the hands of the Sunni minority. In Bahrain and elsewhere, secret Iraqi cells were frequently discovered, whose mission was to undermine the traditional regimes of the Gulf states. They co-operated in some areas with the ‘Popular Front for the Liberation of the Occupied Arabian Gulf’, PFLOAG, which was founded in 1965. This organisation was an offshoot of the South-Yemeni communist front, which succeeded in forcing Britain to give up Aden in 1967. Tribesmen of neighbouring Dhofar, who had a longstanding dispute with the Sultan of Oman since 1962, were recruited to form a communist resistance force, and since the Six-Day-War of 1967, Soviet, Chinese, East German and other communist and some ultra-left Arab regimes as well as Nasser’s Egypt were known to keep this guerrilla war going with ideological support and weapons.


But nowhere else in the Gulf did the mood of the population turn against their sheikhs in a revolutionary manner, although Kuwait and Bahrain had since the 1920s repeatedly experienced attempts to curtail the rulers’ autocratic authority.4 The British authorities were well aware of the tribal rulers’ essential leadership function. Therefore, at times they backed a favoured leader and increased his standing at the expense of other sheikhs, particularly those who did not command a position on the coast, but whose tribal constituents roamed the hinterland. Eventually a ruler’s stewardship even needed written sanction from the British authorities. It was therefore entirely in keeping that the oil companies, too, only dealt with the rulers to secure concessions and that the payments were also made to them in person.


Already by in the 1950s some communities of – by then impoverished – former pearl merchants, fishermen, small holders and beduins had had a taste of modern housing, health care, formal education and contact with the outside world, because of the activities of oil companies in several Gulf states, where oil had been found. However, these benefits were not at all spread evenly and many communities felt their hardship all the more because they had learnt about the better life lead by people in Kuwait, Bahrain or even Qatar.


Once revenues from oil accrued to the rulers, expectations of the population were raised immediately, while there was as yet only the most rudimentary form of modern public administration in place. Thus it was to be expected that the ruler – with the help of members of his family, trusted elders and maybe some foreign experts – took the decisions on how to make use of these revenues. The tribal society continued to look to their sheikhs as guarantors of their traditional life and the changes to come. Unlike the leaders in oil exporting countries elsewhere, the Arab rulers of the Gulf aspired to be seen as father figures, who – for the benefit of a population, which lacked the educational wherewithal to help themselves – planned and implemented national and individual development and helped people to a better life. This was not the time for the tribal population to press for changes in the socio-political structure of their nascent states.


Over time the members of this small elite, which was leading and implementing the ever more diverse development processes, accumulated much power for themselves – to the extent that any displeasure or opposition on the part of the local population could have been ignored without risking the loss of their executive power. However, the rulers preferred to continue the age-old process of informal and spontaneous consultation and also established formal councils, in which the debate about public matters became more institutionalised. Thus, contrary to the predictions or expectations of outside observers in the late 1960s, the regimes of the Gulf rulers did not only not disappear soon after the end of the British influence in the Gulf, but the consolidation and institutionalisation of their power became ever more solid throughout the 1970s.5


At the time it seemed obvious that the Gulf’s parched lands and its poverty in natural resources meant that no great population centres had developed there, and the region never contributed as much to the civilizational achievements of the Arab World as did the much more fertile parts, such as Egypt, the Levant, Iraq or North Africa. In consequence, both Arab and western scholars by and large ignored the Gulf region, and even the great works documenting Arab history, science and literature provide little information about this region on the fringe of Arab civilization. Until well into the middle of the 20th century, knowledge about the Arab countries of the Gulf and Oman could best be gleaned from the accounts of travellers and the reports of civil servants working for the administration of British India.


Whenever the Middle East figured prominently in the media of the world in more recent decades, it was because of some bad news from the eastern end of the Mediterranean – such as the Suez Crisis of 1956 or the June War of 1967. These events always provoked a great deal of political, journalistic and scholarly debate about this near eastern region. At the other end of the Middle East, Iran under the Shah was another focus for American and European political concern – not least because this regime’s human rights record in dealing with its political opposition had come under scrutiny since the 1960s.


The intervening Gulf region and much of the Arabian Peninsula, however, remained a blank on the map of geopolitical consciousness until it gained sudden international political importance, when the government of Labour Prime Minister Harold Wilson decided in 1967 to accept the loss of Aden and withdraw all troops from east of Suez. It was a sudden awakening for the rulers in the Gulf, when the Labour Government in London finalised its decision in January 1968 to also withdraw British military and diplomatic protection from the Gulf by end 1971. The states of the Gulf were on the cusp of a possible new identity.


The first of many treaties had been signed in 1820 between the rulers of the littoral sheikhdoms of the Gulf and the British Indian Empire. Still in the early 1960s, a number of new agreements and judicial arrangements had assured the Trucial States, Bahrain, Qatar and to a lesser extent Oman and Kuwait of continued diplomatic and military protection as well as tutelage by Britain. The announcement from Whitehall of the impending withdrawal came as a shock for the Arab leaders around the Gulf, while King Faisal of Saudi Arabia sent a formal note of protest. It was also a shock to economists around the world, who worried about this development jeopardising future energy security. The oil bonanza in the Gulf had begun quite modestly in the 1930s in Bahrain and Saudi Arabia. Oil was first exported from Kuwait in June 1946 and from Qatar in 1949, while the population of the Trucial States and Oman lived through a further decade of uncertainty and hope. Eventually Abu Dhabi joined the club of oil exporting states in 1962. London was honour-bound to assist in the formation of internationally and domestically viable states out of these different political entities – all of which had very small populations.


Now, the world suddenly took note of the Gulf with a growing interest in all aspects of the region’s spectacular material development. Correspondents for leading British news-papers descended on the Gulf capitals, some of which had neither a metalled road nor enough hotels to accommodate these visitors. The Middle East specialists among them usually could not resist detailed descriptions of noticeable physical changes of modernisation and development from ‘then and now’, while they grappled to find out anything about the discussions behind closed doors between the many regional actors, the British diplomats on the ground and the government in London.


In the wake of the growing attention paid by the media, the scholarly interest in the Gulf region began to flourish, too. The fixation with the Levant and the traditional Islamic world gave way to the realisation that the Gulf, too, offered opportunities for research in a comparable number of disciplines and specialisations. University departments established programmes focussing on the Gulf, and academic journals welcomed contributions about that previously much neglected part of the Arab World.6 There was a growing realisation that the region, where much of the western world’s energy came from, had a varied and complex social, political and economic fabric, which was likely to become ever more diverse and prone to distortions because of the unpredictable influences that sudden wealth and diverse pressures from outside powers might exert.


Unlike the journalists and academics, who made infrequent visits to the Gulf, I had a ring-side seat to engage with the world around me and probe for answers to the obvious questions: How had the rulers in the various states and emirates of different sizes and importance exerted their authority in their tribal societies in the past? Were they apprehensive about losing the British protection and tutelage – or were they eager to forge ahead to new horizons? Would their traditional relationships – so far always built on peoples’ voluntary loyalties – continue to be of relevance in the state of the future? Would constitutions, which were modelled on non-tribal societies, be able to accommodate the region’s tribes, merchants and entrepreneurs? How would a novel global connectivity as a result of the oil-wealth affect the society? What did it mean that the population was almost exclusively Muslim? What was going to happen when British jurisdiction over non-Muslims came to an end in 1971?


Although my previous academic specialisation in European contemporary history was not the ideal equipment for studying the Gulf, I knew that I had to follow up some of these questions myself. But where to start? There was no public library. The books I had shipped from Berlin related to quite different topics. At home, we had just a few of the obvious recent publications about the region, such as Thesiger, Kelly, Mann and Fenelon.7 But then I was directed to a veritable treasure-trove, the newly founded ‘Centre for Documentation and Research’, a part of the Diwan, the Ruler of Abu Dhabi’s administration located in the fort, where at that time the local guards and the falconers still lived. The British announcement of early 1968 had necessitated the search for historical material which could shed more light on the details of the longstanding treaty relationship, as well as substantiate Abu Dhabi’s position with regard to possible border disputes. Mohammed Morsy Abdullah, an Egyptian historian, was tasked with collecting copies of source material from the India Office Library in London and any secondary literature that could be found in London, Beirut or Cairo. With help from British and Lebanese academics, who now adopted the Gulf for their own research, a collection of microfilms, books, offprints and journals was already in place, when I came to this one-room institution in autumn of 1969.


At first I was just delighted to be able to immerse myself in this material, but soon Sayyid Ahmad Khalifah Al Suwaidi, then the Ra’is Diwan heading Sheikh Zayid’s administration, and the director asked me to join the team of three people to help organise the ‘treasures’ in hand and assist in the acquisition of more material for the Centre.8 For some years I was the only European to go on a daily basis into the fort, where otherwise visitors came to make contact with officials of the Diwan, while the Ruler held court in various other places. Throughout the years until the prescribed date for British withdrawal – while the nine Trucial States and Bahrain and Qatar were still trying to finalise the constitution and conditions for a Union of the Nine – Abu Dhabi was often at the heart of these negotiations.


In the summer of 1971 Bahrain and Qatar opted for complete independence. The United Arab Emirates (UAE) were established in December.9 All these now independent countries became members of the United Nations. It was not long before these newly established states of the Gulf dominated the headlines of newspapers the world over. In the early 1970s the oil-exporting states of the Gulf shocked the world by joining with other members of the Organization of Oil Exporting Countries, OPEC, in a wave of repeated doubling of the oil price and partial or total nationalisation of the assets of the western oil companies, which over decades had invested in the search for and extraction of oil. This, the ‘first oil crisis’ caused severe economic problems for the – mostly western – consuming nations and not a little personal hardship for their citizens. The Gulf countries came under scrutiny by those who needed find to culprits as well as those who could see opportunities for development contracts, which also helped to recycle the vast amounts of money, which suddenly accrued to the governments of the producer countries.


The implementation of the multitude of development projects, such as to build houses with running water and electricity or to provide formal schooling, basic healthcare and access to markets, depended first and foremost on the improvement of communications. In particular in the former Trucial States and Oman the majority of the national population lived in isolated communities, which could only be reached on tracks over mountains, through deep sand or wadis, which were likely to be flooded. Even by 1975 the road between Abu Dhabi and Dubai was not completed. Fujairah, one of the seven member states of the UAE, seemed to the administrators who manned the newly created federal ministries in the capital Abu Dhabi as far away and difficult to reach as Egypt. For much of the 1970s most of the coastal villages in Oman were reached more easily by boat.


Because it was so very difficult to travel around in these countries, even if one was lucky enough to have access to a four-wheel-driven car, expatriates – European and Arab alike – usually spent all their time in the towns where they had come to work until they left for leave or for good. Therefore it was due to extremely good fortune that, through my work in the Centre for Documentation and my husband David’s experience of desert travel, I was able to visit all seven Trucial States as early as January 1968, travel to the remote villages of the Liwa in autumn of 1969, visit Oman for the first time in July 1971, and travel to Yemen in December 1971. Many people were interested to hear about these places, and I wrote for the oil company magazine Crescent about some of my impressions in the three articles, which form Chapters 3, 4 and 6 of this book. Such wonderful opportunities to get to know first-hand the countries about which I was reading in the books and the files, which we were collecting in our ‘Centre’, enabled me to expand and deepen my studies of the societies of the area – to the extent that I could contribute to the then still meagre collection of academic papers about the Gulf region. The editor of Asian Affairs, for instance, realised the need for more information and analysis about this hitherto neglected part of Asia and welcomed contributions from someone living and working in the region. The two articles, which are reproduced as Chapters 1 and 2 represent the journal’s renewed engagement with the Gulf.


The articles, which I published during the 1960s and 1970s are reproduced in the first part of this book. The title of this section ‘A Word Apart’ alludes to the fact that not only was this material written a long time ago – before computers and with the use of pencil, lined paper and typewriter – but the topics themselves have slipped from the ‘to-do-list’ of the contemporary historian and political scientist.10 Included in this part are also articles, which were written later but refer to aspects of traditional regional culture.


As a result of this research, I became ever more intrigued by the way of life of the local society. My own questions needed answers, which could no longer be followed up in single-topic articles because they were all so interconnected. Therefore I decided that I had to bring all this together in a book. The project with the working title From Trucial States to United Arab Emirates was first discussed with the London publisher Longman in the summer of 1971. The book was finally published in 1982 after the useful gestation period of a decade, during which other publications, my work in the Centre, and care for our first two children had priority.


Also, it was essential to improve my Arabic and use every opportunity to visit local families, seek contact with people in remote locations and talk to administrators, who were involved with specific development projects. I realised early on that the information gathered from listening to the elders of a community as well as from any formal interview is useful only, if it is contextualised and supported by facts gathered in advance and is already well understood and digested. To be sympathetic, well informed and ready to let the conversation take its own turn seemed a better approach than any questionnaire. Having discussed these thoughts frequently with colleagues, they eventually became the subject of a paper written for a conference about oral history. Although this conference was held at the UAE University in Al Ain much later than the period covered by the first part of this selection of articles, this paper is reproduced as Chapter 5, because it can throw a helpful light on the methodology of this research.


I made full use of the fact that I had both, access to archival material and books as well as the chance to develop my field of interest and to look and listen for myself. The research for Chapters 6, 7 and 8 spanned seventeen years and each article addressed quite different audiences. But throughout this time, their common topic, the communities of the Liwa villages and the development of the beduin heartland of the UAE into what much later became an area where many tribal families seek to reconnect with their traditional life, required more talking to people than studying archives and statistics.


As the Gulf region’s importance for the outside world grew in the 1970s it was also no longer right to ignore this region, when global surveys and stock-taking were being prepared. A group of political scientists led by Prof. Dolf Sternberger of the University of Heidelberg worked on a global project under the title ‘Die Wahl der Parlamente’. Every continent was dealt with in separate volumes in which the election laws as well as recent election results for every country were reproduced and analysed.11 Asia was to be the last continent to be tackled in the sixth volume. As a former student of Dolf Sternberger in Heidelberg, I was asked in 1970, before the creation of the UAE, to provide the articles for each of the seven Trucial States separately as well as for Bahrain, Qatar, Oman and North Yemen. This project was an extraordinary chance for me to travel in the region and to research the constitutional and social status of the countries involved, in order to explain to the German user of this encyclopaedia why several states in the region did not have a parliament – and yet had other forms of popular representation.


During the course of this research it became obvious to me – as also to many officials in these countries – that no one had yet taken more than a passing journalistic interest in the recent developments of any of these countries. Therefore, I found open doors everywhere – not least in North Yemen, which in 1971 was just emerging from its civil war. Officials and private people seemed only too happy to help with information and to share their views. It was a chance to establish contacts in all these states, which were useful for research for subsequent projects in later years.


The Gulf emerged from obscurity in the 1970s, when it became obvious to a global public that this region was the source of a surprisingly large share of the world’s energy resources – and that the region’s politicians were in a position to withhold the supply of oil. In every one of the oil producing countries of the Gulf, several of the big foreign multinational oil companies had for decades been importing the latest and best in technology to maximise the return for their investment. Yet, the impact of so much specialised technology on the society of the host countries usually remained minimal, not least because the oil fields are mostly located in remote areas. Chapter thirteen is dedicated to a very detailed description of the entire spectrum of the oil industry in one state, Abu Dhabi. There are many similar or parallel developments in the other oil exporting Gulf states. In some respect this article is itself now a historical source, because the background to company politics and much of the statistical material used in the article would be extremely difficult to find nowadays.


Between January 1968 and the Summer of 1971 politicians, diplomats, advisors and mediators in the Gulf and in London made little headway with the negotiations to agree on the format of a Union of the Nine Emirates. When the federation of the United Arab Emirates emerged as the solution for the seven former Trucial States, this state-in-the making was at first viewed with much scepticism. Ever since then, the topic of the unexpected longevity and political buoyancy of this federation needed to be repeatedly researched and measured against the exigencies of every new decade and political development. Some of my contributions to this debate are collected in Part Two with the title: The Topic of Federation. The biographical article about the first president of the UAE, Sheikh Zayid bin Sultan, was added to this part because his figure was so central to the development of this federation.


Part Three of this volume of selected articles is entitled Regional Politics – Past and Present. These eight chapters were all published in the 1990s and the early 2000s.


If the time spent on this research, which mostly happened outside my work in the Centre, meant that our three children were deprived of some of their mother’s time while they were at school in Abu Dhabi or received fewer or shorter letters while in education abroad, I know that they soon learnt to appreciate that this extra time was diverted to a cause which became part of our family life. As English was for several years not yet – as I hope it has now become – a medium in which to operate naturally, I want to thank my husband David from the bottom of my heart for watching over my publications, shortening my Germanic sentences and always offering constructive criticism and hugely helpful encouragement.


I consider it as a wonderful privilege to have had this opportunity to observe (and have a voice to comment on) the transition of this obscure corner of the world into a focus of global economic importance – while the political history of much of this region did not experience the dramatic changes which might have accompanied this transition. We witnessed how from humble beginnings the increasing material wealth, the infrastructure developments, and the relentless urbanisation in the countries of the Gulf had an influence on local societies. They had to learn to share this changing environment with an ever increasing number of expatriates – who bring their expertise or their muscle power. More than money, modern education does help the younger generations of Gulf citizens to face the challenges of the 21st century.


David Holden, Farewell to Arabia, London, 1966, Faber & Faber, p. 184. He was murdered in Cairo in 1976 in unexplained circumstances on his way to cover the peace talks initiated by President Sadat.





During the following months Holden reported extensively about the seemingly untroubled continuity of the assertions of the British Raj in Aden and the East Aden Protectorate. He was invited to interview the conservative Imam Ahmad in Sana’a, listened to pro-Nasserite slogans in Kuwait and met the merchants of Bahrain, before he also came to the Trucial Coast in 1957. While in Aden, he could foresee that the struggle for independence would succeed in forcing the British military base and colonial rule out of Aden and southern Yemen.





It was published as Hauptstadt und Staatsumwälzung. Berlin 1919. Problematik und Scheitern der Rätebewegung in der Berliner Kommunalverwaltung, Stuttgart, 1969, Kohlhammer Verlag.





See Chapter 28.





See the more detailed discussion of the consolidation of the tribal shaikhs’ power in the 21st century in Chapter 21.





One such initiative was taken by the Department of Geography of Durham University under Prof. Howard Bowen-Jones with research into topics such as soil and water analysis, alternatives to traditional agriculture as well as general economic questions. In 1978 the ‘Centre for Gulf Studies’ was founded at Exeter University. Other universities soon followed these examples. In Germany, it was also the geographers who first removed the blinkers, which classical orientalists had kept for many decades with regard to the Gulf; in the 1970s the Volkswagen Foundation financed five Ph.D. theses in the social geography of Oman.





Wilfred Thesiger, Arabian Sands, London, 1959, Longman; J.B. Kelly, Eastern Arabian Frontiers, London 1964, Faber & Faber; Mann, Clarence, Abu Dhabi. The Birth of an Oil Sheikhdom, Beirut, 1964, Khayat; K.G. Fenelon, The Trucial States. A Brief Economic Survey, Beirut, 1967, Khayat.





See Chapter 9 for a history of the Centre.





See e. g. Chapter 16 for the formation of the federation.





The title also refers to a statement by the American writer David Rieff, that ‘Every generation is vain, believing that its own epoch is more meaningful…and we collectively overestimate this moment’s place in history’.





Sternberger, Dolf (Hrsg.) Vogel, Bernhard; Nohlen, Dieter; Landfried, Klaus, Die Wahl der Parlamente und anderer Staatsorgane. Ein Handbuch, 5 vols., vol. I Europa in two parts, 1969; vol. II Afrika, (Franz Nuscheler, Klaus Ziemer) 1978 etc., Berlin, De Gruyter. The volume on Asia was eventually abandoned because the team of editors became involved in other projects, and it was realised that it was not possible to coerce the socio-political reality of all countries of the Asian continent into the given format.





1


The Gulf States and Oman in Transition(a)


I made the decision to put pen to paper when I was invited to contribute to a conference held by scholars concerned with the Arabian Peninsula, in Oxford in the summer of 1970.(b) A longer version of this paper was subsequently accepted for publication by the editor of ‘Asian Affairs’, the Journal of the Royal Central Asian Society (now the Royal Society for Asian Affairs) and was published in two consecutive issues of this journal in February and October 1972. It provided an analytical view of a region suddenly of more widespread interest about which there was, however, as yet very little information available. It should be noted that these two articles were written during the intensive discussions about the Gulf states political future after the impending British withdrawal.


The withdrawal of the British umbrella over the Gulf seems to be developing for the Gulf States into the most traumatic experience of their recent history, equalled perhaps only by the armed and political confrontation with British India early in the last century. Meanwhile the social and economic impact of rising oil revenues is at its most intense,1 affecting even those states which have not yet struck oil themselves. But it is only after it became certain that there would be no British presence in the area after the end of 1971 that the search began for measures to steer deliberately and consciously through the present period of transition.


The economic depression of the ‘thirties and the advent of oil “happened” to the Gulf States. Changes were inflicted from the uncontrollable outside, to which society and the individual had to accommodate themselves. The present changes must be consciously and actively “made”. British protection had not only meant that certain components of sovereignty were excluded from the states’ governmental powers, a fact that suited the ingrained tendency of British overseas policy to back the established traditional powers. It had also made it seem unnecessary for the Rulers to enforce any constitutional or administrative changes, which did not come about of their own. But now all the various influences, interests, local forces and international constellations suddenly pull and push and tear the established political power bodies of these states in different directions.


How has this transformed the political landscape? The three-year-old issue of a federation of the emirates has under this pressure borne fruit in form of a decision of six of them, in July 1971, to form the “small” Union, excluding Bahrain and Qatar who had not even taken part in the last round of talks. (Ras al Khaimah, which did take part, decided not to join for the time being). On August 14, Bahrain declared itself an independent state, followed by Qatar only a few days later.(c)


The key question is whether their present endeavours to build their States can or should be measured according to Western understanding, in terms of constitutions, laws, parliaments, administrative measures and so forth. But first it must be asked which of those political patterns work. Only those can work which are compatible with the local and traditional factors of political life. There are two main factors:


(a)The four political creations will continue to be Islamic states.


(b)Their political experience so far has been in tribal confederations or in the working of a merchant city state.


The components which matter for the Islamic state are above all the idea of the Caliphate or the Imamate in place of Western constitutionalism, and the Koran as the basis for the law as well as for society.2 From the moment that Mohammed as the leader of a religious group assumed the status of its military and political leader, this pattern - distorted in the reality of subsequent phases of Islamic history - has lived on as the ideal composition of a Muslim state. In it the government’s function is to promote the endeavours of the individual to live by the letter of the Koranic law in order to attain the benefits promised for life after death. This non-secular obligation of the state makes it futile to think too much about complicated devices whereby the rights of the individual and the state’s worldly powers might be balanced against each other.3 The prevalent type of government in Islamic countries has been the one where there is one leader, whose rule is not expected to provide the maximum constitutional balance, but who as an individual could be removed if his rule is not acceptable. The concept of the tribal ruler, around whom a tribe, or a confederation of related tribes, gather in time of war or of tribal movement, was the political pattern during pre-Islamic times in Arabia; this was incorporated into the caliphate. It is still predominant in those areas where neither foreign domination nor a common cause – for instance, the Wahabi movement – has been superimposed on other types of government.


The rule of the sheikhs in Southern Arabia until the advent of oil has been effected by securing the allegiance of as many tribes and tribal groups as possible, rather than by subjugating them. If there was a common enemy to fight, the tribes rallied around the sheikh of the strongest tribe. After the event, the sense of togetherness often subsided, and other loyalties, such as religious ties, the economic help by a rich sheikh to a poor tribe, common rights in grazing areas or an oasis, or the pursuit of the same means of livelihood (e.g. fishing), could promote tribal alliances. This pattern of tribal political life, which had not experienced any need for greater political unity or for anything more lasting than an ad hoc confederation of tribes, was first indirectly affected by the British interests in the Gulf. The rule of those sheikhs who signed agreements and treaties with the envoys of the British Government of India was cemented, and their standing in relation to all those other tribal sheikhs who might have attracted the tribes’ loyalties was permanently upgraded. During the course of the nineteenth century, they were almost inadvertently transformed into Heads of State.


Although the number of “trucial” sheikhdoms kept on changing throughout that period, with some lapsing or being swallowed by others and new ones, like Fujeirah in 1952, ascending to this status, the freedom for the tribal society to accept or reject its leader was no longer the only political issue. Rule became more permanently crystallized around certain ruling families, who were initially established by tribal consent. The concept that the ruler’s power had a territorial extent, as well as a personal one, was brought in when the British gave the name of “state” to the sum of political influence that one of the undersigning sheikhs could muster among the tribes. Previously, territory hardly came into the question of rule, but only the domination of certain strategic or economically important spots like anchorages, wadis, oases, water holes and grazing grounds. In order to have free access to these points or to exploit them, it was necessary to be on friendly terms with those groups who had undisputed rights to them, or to make them pay allegiance, or even to make them accept one’s domination. The vast stretches of empty desert or mountains in between remained in general undisputed, a thoroughfare open to almost everybody. Thus the map of the Northern Trucial States shows this mass of enclaves and exclaves, where the rulers subsequently claimed as their state’s territory what had previously just been a bit of land around a water well, a falaj, an oasis or a fishing beach, belonging to one of these tribes that had become loyal to him. The possibility of oil finds under the uninhabited and therefore unclaimed stretches suddenly made the territorial extent of these states a vital issue. The most important instance is the dispute over Buraimi which had been dormant for some years and which moved into a second phase in 1970 after oil was found on either side of the de facto border.4 Oil could also be at the root of Iran’s claim to the islands of Abu Musa and the Tumbs, since this will considerably extend its offshore area.


Any solution to these two problems and other bilateral ones will from now on have to be wholly acceptable to the Islamic states concerned. It might therefore be arrived at in a way quite different from the approach of the British protector. The conception of being brother states in the Dar al-Islam might outweigh any more rational and legalistic, or economically opportune, considerations that the European arbiter would think of. To belong to the same Muslim and Arab family – a notion which is manifested in most constitutions of Arab countries5 – is a motivation that is bound to be on the increase while these states outgrow the influence of their former protector or tutor. If Bahrain stated on the occasion of its Declaration of Independence that it has adopted the Palestine issue as its own problem, this is likely to be more than lip service to pressure groups: it is a way of sharing a cause – the cause commonly called Arab Nationalism. This problematic term invokes the memory of the Islamic heritage, and renders a new sense of spiritual togetherness to those who are looking out not necessarily for any political improbability like an Arab nation state, but for some moral backing as a substitute for the rapidly vanishing feeling of being backed by Britain in times of doubt and need. Membership in the Arab League is only one step for these states towards being more fully integrated into the Arab Islamic family. This is therefore one of the key issues of the transitional period, as far as the local politicians are concerned, and their decisions involving foreign policy will be affected by it.


As the British protection is being withdrawn from Bahrain, Qatar and the Trucial States it becomes imperative for these states to supplement their existing jurisdiction. They need new laws which can provide for legal dealings with foreigners and for all those cases which the new involvement in western patterns of society and economy might bring up.6 This does not mean that the Koranic laws on which all jurisdiction in Islamic countries should be based need to be reinterpreted to suit those legal conflicts which could not be foreseen in the Koran. On the contrary, ever since Mohammed’s death set an end to his personal interpretation of the legal pronouncements of the Koran, Islamic society had to resort to new ways in order to suit new circumstances.7 Thus, the Prophet’s followers first added to the divine laws of the Koran those of the sunna which together form the hypothetical basis of all law; this in turn cannot but be elaborated and supplemented by regulations, when generations of legists work at the logical and speculative interpretation (fiqh) of shari’a. Within this framework of the theoretical predominance of shari’a the Islamic world has come to know all shades of jurisdiction according to traditional usage; customary law (‘urf or ‘ada), or royal decrees (irada saniya) or decrees of a Council of Ministers (qanun). These decrees could even be straight translations of foreign laws. The sum of all these sources of law has offered sufficient scope for legislation in Islamic countries which have been subject to the process of secularization through external influences; they should be quite adequate to combine the canonical roots of shari’a and provide compatibility with the needs of modern times in the Gulf States and an emerging Oman.


With modern legislation in Islamic countries the issue is not which form law and legislation can take in order not to conflict with shari’a; but whence does the law emanate? Who should be traditionally, and who will be in the future, the legislative power in these states? Automatically this question leads on to others. Is the legislative power separable from the executive and judicial powers in these countries? Will the legislative power be in the hands of bodies representative of the people? It is, in fact, the constitutional framework of the states which has to be evaluated and its possible formal and material adherence to Islamic and Arab conceptions of state and society. There has never been a general election in any of these states yet, there are no political parties in the western sense, and only Qatar has a properly published constitution. Yet the totality of those means by which the countries are governed, with or without a written constitution, is the major factor in their political reality. This is also where their differences have most bearing.


The Sultanate of Oman, even after the change of government in July 1970, is governed by decree emanating from the Sultan, a pattern which is long ingrained. With the assumption of the title of “Sultan” in 1861, Thuwayni ibn Said broke formally with the already undermined Omani tradition of combining religious and worldly leadership in the person of the originally elected Imam. Time and again the Ibadhi traditionalists, who were also often the leaders of important tribes of Inner Oman, challenged the secular domination of the Al Bu Said Sultans who were based on the coast. Whenever the Sultan’s influence extended further inland, it was not so much a matter of ruling by decree as of winning their personal allegiance. The problems of communication would turn any attempt at an oppressive absolute rule in all areas into a loss of support; and rule by decree is strangely enough confined to administering the modern aspects of the state like its Government Departments and new Ministries, its development projects, and its status on the international scene. The local governors (walis) for the thirty-two districts are appointed by the Sultan; but although they are often unrelated to the tribes of their wilayet, great care is taken not to upset the balance of tribal rights by governmental interference. Thus the constitutional situation in Oman is still wholly rooted in Islamic and tribal conditions. First of these is that law emanates from the - previously also religious – leader; second, that the tribes have the right to confederate freely. Constitutional innovation in Oman would have to allow for these deep-rooted traditions, while reforming the inter-dependence of Government on ministerial level and of the Sultan’s authority, and on the other hand making use of strong tribal organisations for some form of popular representation on a national basis, possibly leaving the reform of jurisdiction untouched for the time being.


This Omani constitutional pattern of strong tribal independence prevails throughout the Gulf States with local variations, depending on the size of the state and the chief occupation of its inhabitants. Bahrain’s and Dubai’s rulers have always made sure that their decrees were in tune with the aims of the influential merchant groups, and in the case of Bahrain, with the needs of the emerging group of educated government officials, trades people, teachers and young intellectuals. Even without formal constitutional checks and balances, there has always been this feeling that the ruling sheikh is dependent on much common consent. Bahrain, however, has now outgrown this system of traditional rule, and its political reality has for some time been out of tune with its constitutional condition. There is a strong demand for more representation, and through this for more modern legislation. Both demands stem not only from the impact of education and industrialization, but also from the fact that Bahrain has very group-conscious religious, national and tribal minorities.8


Because of the British urge to preserve the status quo in these states, the rulers of small sheikhdoms were usually quite safe from being deposed; but in a state as small as Ajman with 4,200 souls the assembly of elders gathering daily in the ruler’s majlis would not tolerate rule by unreasonable decrees. Thus again, the system had as many simple checks and balances as were required to maintain a tribal state.9 Abu Dhabi’s sheikhs have, until recently, ruled under somewhat similar conditions to the Omani Sultans in that, apart from their own tribe, the Bani Yas, the allegiance of the great number of associated tribes could not be expected to rally round a weak, poor, mean, unheroic, undiplomatic or unjust leader. Abu Dhabi’s history is therefore rich in examples of rulers who responded time and again to this challenge of keeping a very big confederation of different tribes on their side – often against similar combined efforts of the Saudis and the Qawasim.10 Because his ancestors, and recently Sheikh Zayid as Governor in the Eastern Province, were able to secure the allegiance of many tribes, and sub-sections of the very big ones, Sheikh Shakboot found himself the Ruler of by far the largest of the Trucial States when oil was discovered there in 1958. To secure their allegiance from then on turned out to be quite a different matter, partly because (just as the sheikh could not claim as his personal property all the best grazing grounds within the Dar of those tribes loyal to him) he might not have been entitled to the possession of the money derived from the oil underneath this tribal ground – had tribal law ever provided for such a case. But precedents were set in areas like the Ottoman Empire and later in Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, etc. By the time the Lower Gulf sheikhs granted their concessions, the form was (if nothing else, then for convenience sake and lack of any other counterpart) that payments by the European companies were made to the person of the country’s ruler. It can only be due to lack of understanding of what sums there were involved, and to the lack of communication among themselves, that the tribes did not in any of these tribal states demand redistribution of this money. This does not necessarily meant that all the sheikhs who had concession money showered upon them did in fact want to keep it for themselves; but there was no adequate administration that could have attempted to redistribute it fairly, nor would the simple but delicate constitutional system of the sheikh’s rule have stood up to so crude a method as the handing out of really large sums of cash. The alternative to this, to spend money on improvements of the population’s standard of living, could only be effected with a considerable time-lag. In the case of Abu Dhabi, this time was too long, because the example of prosperous Qatar had been so near at hand for some years; and parts of the population made it known that they wanted one way or another, in cash or amenities, a share in the money that came into the country. The possibility that some tribes might withdraw their allegiance to the ruler of this state – and thus upset the political balance of the area – might have motivated the British Government not to stand idly by when Abu Dhabi’s Ruler was deposed by his family’s consent in August 1966.


The new Ruler, the young brother Sheikh Zayid bin Sultan, was therefore faced with two tasks. One was to let the money be seen to pulsate in and for the country. This was by then easier to effect, because some foreign consultants had already been to the country and development projects in various fields could be accelerated. The change beyond any recognition that the capital, and to a lesser extent Al Ain in the Buraimi Oasis, have experienced over the last five years, is mostly related to this first task. The other task was to give a new structure to the state. This was necessary to bridge the gap between an originally tribal society in an only loosely knitted state (at times artificially perpetuated by outside influences) and that society’s involvement in international business, politics and institutions, which were thrust upon it.


This bridge has been worked on in Abu Dhabi without touching the central position of the Ruler. As the state became more and more drawn into the complex economy and politics of the industrialized world, and as governmental functions expanded beyond the stage where they could be fitted into the Ruler’s administration through his Diwan, new departments were set up.11 Without formal constitutional changes, more and more of the responsibility that might have newly accrued to the Ruler’s hand was divided among the new advisers and directors and their departments, while the overall authority remained with the Head of State. In this way, the two parallel developments – an increase in essential government functions, and their immediate diversion away from the Diwan as the traditional centre of most administrative actions – secured smooth adaptation to the new circumstances. The foundations of this bridge, therefore, consisted almost entirely of the introduction, expansion and refinement of administrative measures.


The stress has been on the refinement of checks and balances within the executive bodies, without touching the two foundation stones of the state’s structure, that is the authority of the leader, and tribal rather than political representation and consent. Actual changes in the constitutional framework followed recently. A Council of Ministers was formed by Emiri Decree of 1 July 1971, followed by the nomination of fifty members of a National Consultative Council on 31 August. Many of the sixteen Ministers are members of the ruling family, whereas the National Consultative Council consists entirely of representatives of the various tribes inhabiting the Emirate. In terms of Western constitutional theory this new structure leaves legislative and executive powers combined. Laws are drafted by the executive body and, although discussed by the Consultative Assembly, are actually passed and approved by the Council of Ministers; to ratify the law remains the prerogative of the Ruler. This construction should work, because it will be generally understood and accepted, in all its modern garments, as the price to pay for the benefits from oil. It is basically the elaboration of traditional constitutional features, but spelled out in so many words. The forum for tribal – eventually general popular – grievances, is there; so is the traditional method whereby the Ruler consults and makes policy with those groups that are considered to matter in the State; and there is also the Islamic conception of the laws emanating in their final form from the leader of the state, as and when laws are required to supplement shari’a.


Bridging the gap between tribe and oil in Abu Dhabi has meant enormous development efforts, which can be seen almost anywhere in the state, and it has meant the gradual transformation of the basic structures of the state via a prolonged but drastic revolution of its administration. The latter looks in hindsight like a premeditated concept of doing first (the administrative changes) and proclaiming later (the structural, constitutional changes). But Islamic and Arab factors, both social and political, will continue to have a dominating influence in this richest and most westernized Gulf State. They have also much to do with an inherent aversion to change, and a reluctance to trespass on the future with plans.


However, it is no longer enough for Abu Dhabi to shape for itself a fairly workable political structure. Being the richest neighbour of some rich and some utterly poor neighbours, it is forced to decide what role it is to play in the whole area. An active role would not solely mean monetary aid to the poor neighbours.12 All these governments have to decide how the integrity of their tribal states – which is the guarantee of their political continuity – may be combined with abolishing the anachronism of their great differences in size, manpower and resources. The need for a concept for regional politics has never been greater in the Gulf than at this moment, when the British withdrawal leaves many loose ends, which should be tired up anew and in a different way.


Even more urgent is a concept to meet the threat from the Dhofari-based Popular Front for Liberation of the Occupied Gulf – not so much to fend it off physically as to offset it socially. To hammer out workable policies for this purpose needs something like a national state in place of autonomous small units. It might have to be set up as a modern welfare state, with its Islamic roots still intact, in order to make a solid impact internationally. A greater political body such as this could sooner or later form the base for a bridge to the modern world. But to force the creation of it already would merely interrupt those gradual but healthy changes which are enhanced by the nature of the region’s traditional political resources. What is possible now is a union in which the traditional roots of the states – even their strong particularisms – are not smothered, but in which there is also ample scope for closer relations in the future. The draft constitution for the Union of Arab Emirates, agreed upon by the six Rulers last August, is clearly along the lines of compromise with tradition. It provides neither for the pooling of all the economic resources of the area, nor for a generally elected parliament; but if it did, it would not work – if only because in the absence of political parties the electoral decision would lapse back to tribal issues.


Oman and the Gulf States, faced with the impact of socially disruptive economic changes, are beginning to be susceptible to imported revolutionary movements. To bar radical changes of any type cannot be attempted through the institutions of traditional tribal rule, which is so dependent on a delicate system of balances. Traditionalism is thus not a safeguard against such threats to the established society and state; neither is an imported, perfectly democratic constitutional system. Therefore, what matters most at this stage, is at what pace and to what extent the society of these states adapts itself to the new status and the new needs, and to what extent it employs the devices of its inherited, familiar and living political system to effect a smooth transition. A form will have to be found to assimilate all those social and political factors which are winning ground fast but which cannot be accommodated in the traditional patterns. The standards of European political life are of little use in judging the present politics of Oman and the Gulf States, or in shaping their future. Political reality in these countries still seems to be found near the centre of what could be likened to an onion, with Islamic and Arab traditions close to the centre, and less important political factors forming successive outer layers. Influences from outside do eventually penetrate to the centre; but a ready-made Western-type constitution would still form a rather peripheral layer.


This article was first published in Asian Affairs, the Journal of the Royal Central Asian Society in London, vol. 59, February 1972, pp. 14-22. The editor preceded the article with the following note: “Mrs. Heard-Bey, a Ph. D. of Berlin University, works in the Bureau for Documentation and Research in the Emiri Court of Abu Dhabi, and her British husband for a subsidiary of IPC; both are members of the Society. This article is based on a paper read at a session in Oxford of the Seminar for Arabian Studies. It looks at some of the political aspects of transition, with special reference to Oman and Abu Dhabi. Social and economic aspects may be covered in a future issue.”





This meeting became an institution; the venue rotated every year between Oxford, London and Cambridge until it was decided to hold this conference annually in July at the British Museum in London under the name of ‘Seminar for Arabian Studies’. The majority of the contributions are now of archaeological, ethnological and linguistic relevance.





Note by the editor of Asian Affairs: The constitution of the Union of Arab Emirates has since been formally communicated. Bahrain Qatar, Oman and the Union have been admitted to the Arab League and the United Nations.





For 1970 the revenue from oil was in Abu Dhabi ninety-six million pounds, in Oman forty-four million, in Qatar nearly fifty-one million, in Bahrain an estimated eight million and in Dubai an estimated ten million. (Middle East Economic Survey, No. 46 of 1971). Abu Dhabi’s population is estimated at 85,000, Oman’s at half to three-quarters of a million.





See Maurice Flory et Robert Mantran, Les Régimes Politiques des Pays Arabes, Paris, 1968, especially pp.132 ff; H.B. Sharabi, Government and Politics of the Middle East in the 20th Century, Princeton, etc., 1962, pp.11 ff; H. Lammens, L’Islam, Croyances et Institutions, 3ème ed, Beyrouth, 1943, pp.48 ff; and W. Montgomery Watt, Muhammed at Medina, Oxford, 1966.





The purest example of a constitution which is in tune with the Arab and Islamic roots of the state without any superimposed Western democratic features among the essentials is one given in 1926 to the Kingdom of Hijaz, and which serves the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia now, for want of an up-to-date formulation after its foundation in 1932. This constitution states in Art. 6 that the law is solely derived from the Holy Book and the Sunna of the Prophet, but also in Art. 5 that there are no other limits to the powers of the sovereign, in whose hands all administration rests. The specifications for this administration introduced in other parts of the constitution do not infringe on the state’s character as a bedouin theocracy (see Flory et Mantran, op. cit. p.317).





See the report of the British-Saudi conference on this issue in December 1970 in the Middle East Economic Survey, Vol. 14, No. 8, p.8, for the extent of the Saudi claims.





Flory et Mantran, op. cit. p.132.





For the legal situation that existed until recently, see Herbert J. Liebesny, “Administration and Legal Development in Arabia: The Persian Gulf Principalities”, in the Middle East Journal, Vol. 10, 1956, pp.33 ff, and Husein M. Al-Baharna, The Legal Status of the Arabian Gulf States: A Study of their Treaty Relations and their International Problems, Manchester, 1968; see also Donald Hawley, The Trucial States, London, 1970, pp.178 ff.





See for the following e.g. Reuben Levy, The Social Structure of Islam, Cambridge, 1965, pp.242 ff.





See especially Fahim I. Qubain, “Social Classes and Tensions in Bahrain” in the Middle East Journal, Vol. 9, 1955, pp.269 ff, with tables on population breakdown





See e.g. P.W. Harrison, “Economic and Social Conditions in East Arabia” in the Muslim World, Vol. 14, 1924, pp.163 ff





For the steady extension of the influences of the Bani Yas and their rulers in the Buraimi area, see J.B. Kelly, Eastern Arabian Frontiers, London, 1964.





See Clarence Mann, Abu Dhabi: Birth of an Oil Sheikhdom, Beirut, 1964, pp. 114 ff; and Donald Hawley, op. cit. pp. 248 ff, for details on the development of the administration.





Money has frequently been made available for individual development projects in the neighbouring states. Since 1966 the Trucial States Council’s Development Fund has received £11 million (up to the middle of 1970, £8.5 million) from Abu Dhabi, which amounted to 76 per cent of the fund’s budget for 1970; see monthly Newsletter published by the Trucial States Development Office, and Middle East Economic Digest, Vol. 14, No. 23, pp. 669 ff. Abu Dhabi recently instituted a £50 million Development Fund to assist Arab countries over the next six years.
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Social Changes in the Gulf States and Oman(a)


The political changes with which the 1970s opened for Oman, the seven states of the United Arab Emirates, Bahrain and Qatar are to be seen against the background of economic and social changes. It is due to oil that throughout the whole area economic, social and political patterns are being rapidly superimposed on traditional patterns.(b) While the oil-producing countries have sufficient funds to meet the newly realized needs and expectations of their people, their neighbours who lack oil cannot afford this. Yet the awareness of these needs and expectations spreads to the remotest village as a result of the fast increase in means of communication1 and of population movement. Thus standards are introduced into the poorer countries which can only be met with outside financial help, ideally from the richer neighbours. In spite of the wealth derived from oil in the area, serious economic problems exist, and these are now being aggravated because a rapidly rising standard of living and a subsistence economy exist side by side.


This is particularly true of Oman, which will have in 1972 an income of some £50 million sterling for an estimated population of 500,000, (c) as compared with a figure exceeding £200 million sterling for about 85,000 in Abu Dhabi. Oman “reappeared” as it were on the Middle Eastern scene after the accession of Sultan Qabus Bin Said in July 1970. Since then there has been much speculation, at least in the neighbouring countries, that Oman will be the next one in the line of ever more spectacular oil miracle states like Bahrain, Kuwait and now Abu Dhabi. (d) Unfortunately even an oil find several times the present proved reserves could not make Oman’s economic situation comparable to that of Abu Dhabi; nor could Oman solve its future economic problems by emulating Dubai, that is by developing a very profitable entrepôt trade.2


In Oman, with its vast and populous hinterland, as compared to other states, few of the economic problems have been recognized, defined or tackled yet. There were some modest changes already on the drawing board when Sultan Said Bin Taimur was replaced by his son Qabus as Sultan. However, the statistics on any aspect of development show that the population was not accustomed to a modern health service and schooling system or to a centrally planned labour policy. The present Government in the Sultanate of Oman has made considerable development efforts over the last two years, in addition to speeding up and extending the projects which were already in hand, such as the port in Muttrah, road developments, and various surveys.3 Early this year, in addition to the existing three schools, twelve new schools for primary education for nearly 20,000 students, including 1,400 girls, were opened. Since January 1971, management and financing of the only two hospitals in the country, the American Mission Hospitals, were taken over by the Government and the numbers of beds available has been increased to over 300. The plans for the immediate future in the field of social services include the construction of six school hospital complexes at population centres such as Nizwa, Sohar, Bureimi and elsewhere. In this vast and sparsely-populated land these complexes will bring education within the reach of as many children as possible. They will also provide essential medical services for the whole area and above all will be suitable bases when the Ministry of Health needs to act quickly in the event of an epidemic breaking out. While it was difficult a few months ago to persuade some of these remote communities to have such complexes or even a dispensary in their territory, the common experience now is that schools and hospitals simply cannot cope with the demand which the Government has created.


Difficulty in communication, in both senses, is at the root of most problems in Oman. Only about four per cent of the estimated population of the whole Sultanate are within easy reach of Government departments in Muscat and Muttrah. To carry out almost any development project – be it surveys, medical help, agricultural aid, or the construction of schools, child care centres, post offices and administrative centres – miles and miles of tracks through mountainous country, wadi beds, desert or coastal flood plains have to be negotiated. Occasionally, the help of army helicopters has to be enlisted, for instance, in combating localized outbreaks of cholera. Because of the great distances involved the cost of development programmes, particularly in the field of social welfare and administrative improvements, or road construction and maintenance, is therefore usually much higher for the Oman Government than for any of the other states in the area.


Oman’s economic situation can be illustrated by comparing some figures. In 1971 Oman received £44.4 million sterling from oil revenues and a further small amount from import taxes and other revenues. In 1969, under the old regime, £1.8 million sterling was spent on major projects. During 1971 approximately £18 million sterling was spent on development and £3.5 million sterling was allocated to health projects, less to education and other individual public sectors; several million went into the privy purse. The rest of the state income, an estimated £25 million sterling, was eaten up by the defence budget. Unless this latter expense is reduced in 1972 not more than about £25 million sterling will be available for the public budget. This is 20 per cent of the estimated £120 million sterling spent on development throughout the Lower Gulf area during 1971. The Omani budget, however, needs to provide for roughly 60 per cent of the population spread over 80 per cent of the total area of the Gulf States and Oman, including Dhofar.


Abu Dhabi’s comparable figures make the disparities in the economic strength of these countries obvious: Abu Dhabi with a population estimated at 85,000 has spent £40 million sterling on development during 1971.4 In terms of income per head, Bahrain is a fairer comparison, with a budget of £21 million sterling for 1971 and a population of 217,000. But Bahrain has been developing for more years than any of the other States and has long since overcome the financial strain of all those initial development projects such as international airport, port, schools, hospitals, roads, etc., which Oman and the smaller Gulf States have still to face. Bahrain can concentrate on running costs and the elaboration of the existing facilities.5


Until the 1950s the whole area showed a homogeneous social background, with some richer merchant communities as in Bahrain or Muscat being only marginally more conditioned by outside influences. For some groups and for some individuals, chiefly in the towns, the difference between the Gulf and the European world has since shrunk to almost nothing in certain respects. This underlines the fact that other groups still cling to every aspect of their traditional way of life, particularly the tribes in the interior of Oman, and in the remote desert parts of the United Arab Emirates.


During this period of transition, a new disparity in social condition is growing along two planes. Horizontally, the disparity grows between oil-rich countries and poorer neighbours who are becoming aware of their own needs. Vertically, within each state, the social groups are visibly drifting apart, although some of these countries have almost the character of a welfare state. Even before the advent of oil, social groupings existed which were not tribal but yet had a definite class character. Then, the differences between them usually stemmed from a particular grouping of the local political powers, internal or external: for example, a raiding tribe might force a group of settled farmers to cultivate land for them. Now, social differences are graded by the degree to which an individual or a group identifies itself materially with industrial civilization. Certain methods of legal, technical and administrative domination adopted from without may become the means for cementing a new social structure.


The characteristics of these new vertical social groupings are becoming more and more apparent in all parts of the area. At one extreme of the social ladder is the foreign unskilled labour force. This force comprises Pakistanis, Indians, Iranians, Yemenis and now a decreasing number of Omanis, who work as port labourers, on building sites, who sweep the streets and public buildings, collect refuse, clean beaches, etc. Many of them work for the equivalent of about £1-2 sterling per day. However, work around the oilfields, for traditional reasons of prestige, is preserved for Arabs, preferably local beduin.6 The presence of foreign labour recently caused riots – or was used as a pretext for riots – in Muscat and Muttrah, where returning Omanis and some tribesmen who wanted to make use of the new opportunities to obtain employment demonstrated against the immigration of foreigners to fill the few available jobs.


Throughout the UAE and Qatar, nationals are accustomed to being outnumbered by foreign immigrants. The majority of the immigrants are now white-collar workers and semi-skilled workers, mostly from other Arab countries but also many from the Indian subcontinent. This group is divided into two: (1) those who can be considered as an overflow of the workforce in their own countries, and who are likely to return home after having saved for a few years some of their higher pay abroad; (2) exiles from Middle Eastern countries, most of whom have little hope of returning to a comparable position in their homelands, where they used to be the educated, influential group in or near the centre of power.(e) Members of this latter group are the ones most likely to give the best of their skill, to respond to challenging work, and to identify themselves with the aims of the host country. Unfortunately the host countries on the whole fail to capture their lasting loyalty by providing reasonable guarantees for secure jobs, pensions or family allowances, and long-term contracts. The considerable insecurity of foreigners in administrative jobs lies at the root of many a problem in the day-to-day running of all these countries.


Another identifiable group is the Omanis who have been exiles themselves for anything up to twenty years. They left Oman during Said Bin Taimur’s reign to live in various Middle Eastern countries. For most of them it was long enough to obtain an education, a skill, and some professional experience. They have now returned to Oman as civil servants, teachers, doctors, engineers, lawyers, or skilled workers, and they have all learnt some language in addition to Arabic. This group is supplemented in Oman by Zanzibari exiles who remember their ancestral link with the Sultanate. Initially, many Omanis who wished to return did so by sacrificing a secure job and a more comfortable life abroad for patriotic feelings and high hopes in the future of Oman. The young, dynamic and educated people in this group will in the future form the nation’s political conscience; but they could also become disappointed and malcontent over the realities of insufficient funds for the country’s complex problems, and over the greater inconveniences of day-to-day life in a country where there is at present not even enough adequate accommodation. It can only be hoped that – since members of this group are part of the government and administration of the state – they realize how essential it is in this period of transition to intensify communication between the government seated in Muscat and Muttrah, and the people, distant both in miles and in background and therefore in comprehension. There is a very real danger that the unrealistic hopes of instant richness for everybody will seep quickly through to the remotest community in the country. This could be encouraged by the tale of what happened to the brothers across the border in Abu Dhabi, whereas the less attractive realities will not be understood so readily.(f)


Whatever form of government may develop in Oman in the future, it will not be able to govern to the utmost benefit of the people without a decisive campaign to explain the changes and the resulting problems. In view of the expected decentralization of services and administration, the government would also have to generate some form of political response from the more distant communities, by participation in local government. To encourage this communication by all possible means is the specific task of the educated part of the population, which consists largely of former exiles.


Abu Dhabi’s political scene, too, is to some extent dominated by a group of former exiles. They are the sons of families who emigrated in Sheikh Shakhboot’s time to Qatar, where they received primary and secondary education, and learnt the need to strive for success in a rather protectionist host country. While they were still in exile the market value of a good education became very obvious to this group of Abu Dhabians. After 1966 they responded to Shaikh Zayed’s appeal to return, and now about half of them form the core of the local administrative body. Abu Dhabi’s first university graduates are all well suited to their high positions of responsibility; three of them are now ministers.7


In other parts of the Gulf, students who come back from abroad do not always fall into place so easily in their own society. Bahrain in particular has more graduates for white-collar jobs than it needs. The surplus from Bahrain is not always made welcome as wholeheartedly in the neighbouring emirates as the close tribal relationship and their need for administrators might suggest. One reason for this is that - while the discussions were going on for the formation of a nine-state-federation with Bahrain – the other eight states feared being “managed” by Bahrain in the future. That is something which Abu Dhabi’s community, with an acute awareness of its traditional power and importance, and with its new wealth, would not readily accept.


This also applies to the circle of shrewd businessmen who brought about a near miracle when they made Dubai the most modern town on the whole Arabian coast and a rival to Bahrain. Initially this was achieved without exploiting a single drop of oil, but through trade, smuggling, diplomacy and well-chosen sheikhly marriages. In Dubai, most members of the ruling family are themselves engaged in trade and banking. Because of this tradition they have not only a sharpened sense for efficient organization, be it business or the state, but are also less dependent than their counterparts in other countries on having a share in the oil revenues or on occupying a profitable position in the Government. An interesting feature of the Dubai business world is the unusual acceptance by the dominant Arab community (beduin in origin) of a privileged group of Iranian traders.(g) These Iranians are very well established and have put their seal on the town in many ways; their patrician houses with ornate wind towers, as well as the establishment of the best schools in the country, are obvious examples.8


Bahrain, Dubai and Muscat have always had established groups of merchants who maintained a range of contacts with the outside world as far away as East Africa and Indonesia, or even Paris in the case of Bahraini pearl merchants. This was not so to the same extent among the traditionally beduin and seafaring communities in the other Gulf States. Among these, with few exceptions, it is only in the last ten years that the present generation has established business contacts with all corners of the world.


This new social “stratigraphy”, based on external values, is bound to uproot not only all social orders, but also the whole position of the individual within the political sphere: the concept of the State, the leader, the law, and the administration is being changed.


The impact of industrialization on the people of the hinterland is still confined to certain groups and to only some aspects of their lives. Labour drawn from the tribal areas can be divided into two groups. The first consists of people who left home of their own accord, to seek work in the larger population centres, and were at once confronted with a rapidly developing economy. The second group remains in its accustomed inland environment, into which industrialization occasionally penetrates in the form of exploration for oil, road-building and various development projects.


When the oil companies began exploration in the ‘twenties, they found that it was frequently insufficient to sign a concessionary agreement with the ruler of the country. In some areas which are dominated by a particular tribe (called its dar or haram), that tribe would demand recognition of its rights in the form either of financial reward or of the provision of water-wells or other amenities. While most oil companies no longer find it necessary to make payments to individual tribes9, they are still sometimes compelled to recognize tribal boundaries, because the tribesmen claim the right to employment in any industrial activity carried out in their dar. Thus their representative, the sheikh, becomes a labour agent. This increases his stature among his people and is also lucrative, since he is entitled to a commission from the employees. There have even been cases when a sheikh has been bribed to provide employment for an outsider, by passing him off as a member of his tribe.


The wages earned by a tribesman will benefit his own family, and also a large number of his tribe. He might, for instance, save enough to buy a Landrover with which his brother or cousin could run a taxi service up and down the country on his behalf. Grazing land, date gardens, livestock and even vehicles are considered to be not only the property of the individual, but also of the family. Such property is regarded as a common asset which adds to the prestige of the whole tribe. It is because of this notion of at least partial common ownership within the families and groups of families that a tribesman does not find it very difficult to leave his traditional environment for an alien way of life and type of work. He knows that his family, his animals and his date gardens are all cared for by his tribe. (The work site may be only a few miles from his family’s home, but because some of the migratory tribes cover vast distances and lay at least partial claim to large areas, a tribal labourer might be attached to one of the central camps for the oil operations in the interior, while his tribe moves off to faraway grazing grounds or date gardens.)


The tribesman regards regularly paid employment as a welcome opportunity to earn money, where previously he would have counted his wealth almost exclusively in property. He does not consciously consider it a step taken for life, separating him from his accustomed society and forcing him permanently into another environment. However, the “privilege” of employment is guarded jealously by the tribe as a whole. When a tribesman returns to his family after a few months or years, the sheikh ensures that his job is passed on to someone else in the tribe. Thus the traditional economic pattern of tribal society - be it agricultural or nomadic – is not affected. The steady flow of cash could make the difference between the tribe having to live at subsistence level, or being able to buy another date-garden, extra water rights, more livestock or the imported goods in which the markets of the area now abound. However, these still tribally integrated workers and their families are becoming used to buying more imported goods, so they depend increasingly on a regular supply of money from the wage earners.


This dependence was at the root of the strikes and riots which shook the capital of Oman in 1971. The employment of foreigners in jobs which should be reserved for Omanis was the chief issue. These were not the first labour disturbances that Oman has seen, but they were the best organized and publicized. This incident was a symptom of the decreasing strength of tribal loyalty. The concept of national identification is gaining ground in the interior as well as in the coastal towns. Even the tribal labour who obtained their employment through the system of traditional protection refer to themselves as Omanis rather than as members of a certain group – once they live in the camp of, say, the main oilfield of Petroleum Development Oman Ltd., in Fahud.


An attempt to sum up the impact of industrialization on the society of the lower Gulf states leads to one fundamental point. The very uneven distribution of new wealth causes this society (until recently homogeneous) to split up and adopt new ways of life. These ways differ from the traditional way, more or less common to all the people, and also from each other – for the reasons mentioned above. In the field of social development these countries face the same obstacles as every developing country, above all from the lack of specialized and experienced manpower. The additional problem of an extremely uneven rate of social development is bound to weigh heavily in the political field. In the Union of Arab Emirates the process of levelling out this unevenness is well under way now, through a sharing of wealth, manpower and responsibility.


Before the period of British influence, the common links of history welded Southeast Arabia into a socio-political unity regardless of wars and changing allegiances. Nowadays, the links of a common concern for future peaceful development should make all the states realize that they have to share increasingly, in order to level out the social differences of the area. Inequality leads to instability.


This article was published in Asian Affairs, vol. 59, October 1972, pp. 309-316.


The following note preceded the text of the article on p. 309:


Mrs. Heard-Bey works in the Bureau for Documentation and Research in Abu Dhabi. See her first article, The Gulf States and Oman in Transition (page 14 of this Journal, February 1972), which was concerned mostly with the political sphere.





In hindsight it can be seen that from the beginning of the oil-related economic dawn in countries of the lower Gulf, the leading statesmen – sultans, rulers or shaikhs – used their state’s wealth to personalise the developmental processes. Here, ‘welfare’ was – and is – not part of a political system chosen by the population. ‘Welfare’ emanates from the leading personality, who uses the wealth at his disposal to become a revered and loved father figure – unlike some Arab potentates, who used their country’s resources to spread nothing but fear at home and abroad. This manner of ‘welfare’ lavished on the minorities of tribally affiliated nationals helped to safeguard the traditional political system, which in the 1970s was not expected to be still a viable form of government in the 21st century.





Throughout the 1970s population figures in Oman varied greatly. Initially it was assumed that this vast and in places quite fertile country could support a much larger population than its neighbours and the figure of 1.5 Million was quoted by the Oman government. The first economic survey carried out in 1971 by Harold Whitehead & Partner Ltd. estimated a figure of 450,000. At that time the Sultan suggested a figure of 750,000. See: John Townsend, Oman. The Making of a Modern State London, 1977, pp. 17f.





In November 1964 Petroleum Development (Oman), (P.D.O.), announced that oil had been discovered in three fields inland. A 280 km long pipeline was constructed and commercial exports began in mid 1967.





Among them were many Iraqi politicians and professionals, who went into exile; Sudanese judges, lawyers and doctors turned their backs on their country. Some Egyptian professionals found much more scope for their capabilities in one of the Gulf countries than at home. The developing states of the Gulf owe a great debt to more than one generation of educated Palestinians, who served them well in many areas of public and private office.





In the 1950s the Abu Dhabians heard about the amenities, which income from oil had brought to the Qataris, and many families used their tribal ties to migrate to Doha. In the 1960s and 1970s Omanis in turn looked to Abu Dhabi for a better life.





They are the descendants of well-connected traders from Lingah and other ethnically Arab communities on the Iranian side of the Gulf, who moved to Dubai early in the 20th century.



At the end of 1968 there were only 8 miles of tarred road between Dubai and Sharjah, apart from some roads in the towns. Four years later, there is a basic road network of over 470 miles. Between them the states under review have five international airports all prepared to receive aircraft as large as Jumbo Jets, and traditional harbours and anchorages are giving way to new modern harbours capable of receiving ocean-going vessels. In Abu Dhabi the first stage comprising three berths with 32 feet water depth is completed. Eventually the planned 17 berths will compete with Dubai’s 14 berth harbour of which 5 berths are already in operation.





Dubai‘s import and re-export figures are discussed in the Middle East Economic Digest, vol. 15, No. 16, April 1971, and vol. 16, No. 1, January 1972. However, in 1970 rising imports were partly due to a large increase in Government expenditure on four development schemes which cost some £38 million sterling; the figures for re-exports showed a decline.





Some details of expenditure for development projects on hand: £17 million sterling for the extension of the original harbour project to be completed in stages by 1973/74; £2.2 million sterling for the pavement and apron of the airport which is now open for limited operation; £9 million sterling for the main trunk road from Ruwi near Muttrah to Sohar, to be completed in 1973; £3.5 million sterling for the six hospital school complexes; £300,000 sterling for a hydrology survey. Other surveys for power supply, communications and roads, etc., are out for tender. See also Middle East Economic Digest, vol. 15, No. 7, February 1971, No. 164





For details see Middle East Economic Digest, vol. 15, No. 12, March 1971; the term “development” includes capital investment and recurrent expenditure.





See e.g. Sir Charles Belgrave, Personal Column, London, 1960; and Government of Bahrain Annual Reports from 1937 onwards. Since the declaration of Independence on August 14, 1971, Bahrain has even more actively and successfully pursued its objective of becoming the Beirut of the Gulf, by attracting service, maintenance and secondary industries. These industries range from chemical laboratories and the manufacture of artificial limbs to a maintenance centre for gas turbines and the expected construction of the OAPEC dry dock.





Foreign unskilled workers are attracted to the Gulf States in large numbers because – however little money they earn by Gulf standards – the exchange rate still proves very beneficial for a whole family (say in Pakistan) if one of its members succeeds in getting a work permit in Kuwait, Qatar, Abu Dhabi or Dubai. Many more try to immigrate singly or in whole boatloads illegally into the Gulf States.





At the other extreme are youths in some of the states who missed education while they were at the age for it, and now, being maintained by well-to-do fathers, see no incentive to learn. The situation is quite different for the majority of the local children in population centres throughout the United Arab Emirates, who are now of school age. There is no obligatory school attendance yet, but the sedentary population now appreciate the benefits of some years of schooling. In some states a bonus is paid to families who send their children to school.





The Indian merchant communities in Muscat and Bahrain, although prominent, are now not nearly so influential as earlier. Muscat‘s commerce had been dominated by Hindu Banians and Muslim Khojas for most of the nineteenth century; see e.g. Robert Geran Landen, Oman Since 1856: Disruptive Modernization in a Traditional Arab Society, Princeton, 1967, pp. 131 ff.





There are still a number of coherent big tribes or tribal confederations in the area, especially in Oman, which acknowledge the writ of a tamimah chosen by a convention of the sheikhs. About half a dozen of these tribes are to be considered as nomadic, while others have nomadic and settled sections.
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Inside Oman(a)


In the 1960s Oman was a closed country to the extent that archaeologists working near the Buraimi oasis on a site at Hili in Abu Dhabi territory could not inspect tumuli, which were less than a mile away in Oman, for fear of being shot at. Stories circulating in Abu Dhabi depicted the neighbouring country as being deliberately held back from development, but few people had ever been there to see any of this for themselves. On account of its ruggedness Oman had always been a difficult region for travel. Yet the literature available to me in the old fort in Abu Dhabi offered an abundance of older travel accounts, scholarly treatises and British Indian official reports. Oman beckoned, but seemed unreachable!


In the summer of 1971 hope turned into reality when I obtained a visa to visit this mysterious country. Realising that there were hardly any roads and that few people had yet been able to import cars into Oman one year after the old regime of Sultan Sa’id bin Taimur had been overthrown by his son Qabus in July 1970, I did not expect to visit more than the small walled capital of Muscat and the more lively harbour and market of Muttrah. But it all turned out quite differently.


On a very hot and humid morning in the small souk in Muscat I ran into Ali Nasser Al Hajiri, who had been one of only three colleagues in the Documentation Centre in Abu Dhabi’s old fort. He, like many Omanis in Abu Dhabi, had rushed back to his country to be part of the new beginning promised by Sultan Qabus, and was now working for the government in Muscat.(b) He took me to his new boss, the director of the recently created department for labour and information, Sayyid Abdullah Al Tai. The latter had been in charge of the department for information of the state of Abu Dhabi before heeding the new Sultan’s call to join his government. Abdullah greeted me enthusiastically, saying that I must have known that he needed my help – right away: in twelve days time, on the 23rd of July, Oman was going to celebrate the first anniversary of Sultan Qabus’ rule. What was urgently needed was a publication in English – a book if possible, but if not, a more modest offering would do. Could I write it? I drank some more of the local qahwah and agreed to try. It was understood that I had to see a little more of the country than just Muscat and Muttrah, and everything was arranged for me to leave the next day. Ali bin Nasser was to act as the government representative to open all doors, an Australian family friend was invited to be the chaperon, and a driver with his Landrover completed the party.


The trip took us to the heart of Inner Oman: Izki, Sumail, Nizwa, Bahlah, Jabrin and Birkat al Mouz. Wherever we stopped the Omanis of all ages could not have been more friendly, not at all deserving of their reputation for xenophobia. We were made doubly welcome when people realised that our mission was on behalf of the young Sultan’s new government. We had expected to find accommodation in the little guesthouse attached to the experimental farm in Nizwa. But that was already taken by a visiting Pakistani doctor. Instead the wali arranged for bed rolls and blankets to be brought from the souq, and everybody found a convenient spot to sleep in the date garden, which was watered by a fast-flowing falaj. Dinner and breakfast were taken with the wali of the town we found ourselves in at the time. In Nizwa the wali received his guests in a small room at the very top of the massive fort. Windows on three sides at floor level caught the occasional breeze in the intense July heat. The walis’ usual guests all had a khunjah, the curved dagger, in their belts and carried their rifles everywhere, using them as props to lean on while sitting on the floor or striking the carpet with the butt to underline a point in the conversation.


The young wali of Bahlah took pride in the fact that all the food he offered us – dates, pomegranates, grapes, bananas, mangos, honey, flour in the bread, sherbet – came from nearby Jebel Akhdhar, the mountain range that reaches 3000 metres and has a Mediterranean climate. The drinking water we were offered was kept cool in an earthenware jar suspended in the window. We could see the source of the water below at the entrance to the fort, a well with a greenish pool next to it. Nevertheless it was delicious as it ran down the parched throat. To crown his hospitality the wali gave me a length of cloth with a colourful border, made by the weaver we had watched earlier in the day working at his loom in a courtyard in the town. He gave us permission and a guide to visit the fort of Jabrin, and even in its dilapidated state one could see the splendour and sophistication of life in this 18th century palace.


Ali Nasser and his party would have gladly taken me to the important market of Ibri and other places to the west of the big mountain range. But I had to get back to Muscat to collect more material and then return to Abu Dhabi to write the text of the publication for the anniversary celebrations, and get it printed at the one-and-only printing press in the region, the National Printing Press in Abu Dhabi, owned by an erudite Sudanese gentleman.


After a few frantic days in Abu Dhabi I once again boarded Gulf Aviation’s plane bound for Dubai and Muscat. As usual the flight was heavily overbooked. When I was already strapped into my seat in the Fokker Friendship, I noticed that someone was offloading the boxes containing my booklets for the accession celebration; it needed some persuasion to get the boxes put back on board. Even the first British ambassador to Muscat, Sir Donald Hawley, had to make certain that the ground staff in Dubai did not give away his seat. In the end, however, all was well; the new ambassador was greeted with a military band upon his arrival, we all got to see the parade the following day, and the booklets were distributed to the English-speaking guests. But soon afterwards I developed a high fever and ended up with suspected hepatitis in the only hospital in the area. The American Mission Hospital in Muttrah had only one room with air conditioning, and that was already occupied. True to the spirit of the founders of this hospital building, which was established in 1933, the duty doctor Dr. Dorembosh and his wife accommodated me in the only cooled room in their own house, insisting that in the summer the family always slept on the roof like every one else in Oman.


Because it had been almost impossible to visit Oman until the summer of 1971, my experiences there generated a great deal of interest, and also motivated me to intensify my research about that country. The insights, which I gained in the summer of 1971 helped me to evaluate the written material, which I collected in the country and elsewhere and enabled me to write the articles in ‘Asian Affairs’ reproduced above. The following travel account was published in Crescent, the magazine of the Iraq Petroleum Company IPC in April of 1973, accompanied by some black/while photographs.


For anyone who has lived in Abu Dhabi in the 1960’s the mysteries of neighbouring Oman were associated with intriguing stories about the Sultan personally giving the necessary visa to the rare visitor, and for those who are bent on studying the background of the present dramatic changes in society in south eastern Arabia it has been disappointing not to be able to see what this forgotten country was really like. The announcement that Sultan Qabus had taken over the reins of government was followed by the news that visitors were to be allowed into the country, and at last on one hot day in July 1971, I found myself worrying about how close the rocks were to the wings as I stared out of the window of the Fokker Friendship finding its way down a narrow steep-sided valley to land at Muttrah airport. The final approach to Muscat is along a narrow road winding between the cliffs and the sea and then climbing up steeply to a pass, which could only be negotiated by donkey until about two decades ago. From here the view opens out onto the walled city of Muscat nestling between a fjord-like cove and a circle of dark mountains studded with watch towers.


Muscat has some very fine old houses belonging to well established merchant families. These houses rise to several stories and are built around a small inner courtyard. The ground floor is not inhabited and the first floor and upper floors are aired by windows and verandahs with wooden lattices or mudbrick carvings providing privacy from neighbouring houses across the street. Even at the height of the summer I could not resist the temptation to spend a lot of time early in the morning or at sunset on the roof of Zawawi house1 to marvel at the atmosphere of a town breathing history. Dark rocks enclose a glittering bay, which used to afford safe anchorage to ships in need of the fresh water only to be found here in sufficient quantity for the long journey to the next safe anchorage at Mukalla or on the Persian coast. Such a rare combination on this coast of a deep harbour and ample supplies of fresh water had attracted traders from both the east and west for centuries. Invaders too, left their stamp on the town. The Portuguese built two landmarks of Muscat, Mirani Fort which guards the town from the west, and Jalali Fort which overlooks the harbour and its approaches. Both forts were subsequently used by the Persian invaders and the Omani rulers in turn and are maintained up to the present day in excellent defensive condition, one being a garrison and the other serving as the town’s prison. On the very top of Mirani Fort one can distinguish from far away a small cupola; it formed part of the Portuguese chapel. As night falls one now waits in vain for the boom of the cannon which used to announce from a battlement of Mirani Fort that the closure of the town’s three gates was imminent. This daily ritual went with Said bin Taimur.2 Today the ever increasing traffic which now includes motor vehicles, squeezes in and out of the walled city at all times of day and night and winds its way through the narrow streets, passing at arm’s length beautifully carved doors opening into houses constructed centuries before. What looks from the rooftop almost like another fort right at the water’s edge is in fact the British Embassy with its walled compound built of solid yellow stone. Pictures of all the Political Agents who spent part of their lives here, including many who lost their lives due to the climate, and who came from India since a residence was first established in 1792, are displayed along the staircase to the Ambassador’s reception rooms.


Early in the morning one can observe the slender fishing boats rounding the rocks of China Bay a couple of hundred yards to the east of the Embassy’s impressive studded gate. Whilst one of the thin figures pulls the boat through the water onto the shore, his companion, with a paddle over his shoulder from which several tuna are visually dangling, runs as fast as he can to be the first one at the auction in the fish market beyond the town walls.


The souk in Muscat is not very impressive. Muttrah which is only a few miles away, has always been the market place of this twin port. It is the gateway to the interior and could previously only be reached from Muscat by boat or by donkey over the mountain. This is the place where only three years ago the camel caravans ‘disbanding’ outside the American Mission Hospital far outnumbered a few cars which only the army and the oil company, Petroleum Development Oman (P.D.O.) were allowed to run. Muttrah souk is narrow and noisy but well organised. The shops, which are raised several feet off the ground because of occasional floods, are full of head cloths from Afghanistan and cotton fabrics from India, Singapore, Japan or East Africa. There are goldsmiths and silversmiths at work, some of whom also sell second hand jewellery. For the collector most of the old treasures and antique weapons are now extremely expensive. There are very many aspects of the traditional way of life to be seen while wandering through this souk, or along the seafront with its Indian style merchants’ houses, or strolling past the walled town within the city inhabited by an Indian khojah3 community.


The twin capital cities of Muscat and Muttrah awaken new interests at every turn of the road and in every house, be it an impressive old mud-brick building, a barrasti outside the walls or one of the newly constructed ministerial buildings. Last but not the least, it is the small tightly knit European community which can fascinate the visitor. It includes individuals who would find it hard to live anywhere else after having taken such a vivid and active interest in the evolution of Oman. The contrasts visible in Muscat and Muttrah area between interrupted traditions and the first manifestations of a purposeful new government pose many interesting questions for study. However, the utterly unexpected happened and I was given permission to travel into the interior of Oman.


The road from Muttrah leads out of the encirclement of rocks, the mountains receding almost out of sight, in a wide sweep past the well watered ‘garden city’ of Sib and through a part of the dusty Batinah plain. The mountains are finally approached head on and entered through the artery of Inner Oman, the Wadi Semail. There at Fanjah, I crossed for the first time in Arabia a perennially flowing river. Throughout its history the importance of the interior Oman depended on features such as the huge, rugged inaccessible mountains on either side of the Semail valley with its watch towers at Fanjah, strongholds and walls guarding the town on a high embankment above the lush green date gardens. The Wadi Semail has always been the only possible approach to Inner Oman for an invading army. Since early Islamic times there are records of armies coming either from the Batinah or having landed at Ras al-Khaimah on the Arabian Gulf. Where the well-graded road passes above the extensive oasis of Izki a huge graveyard testifies that the inhabitants did not let all of them pass.4


On the first and on the subsequent visits to the interior of Oman I felt almost like an intruder. Not because the people were hostile or made one feel ill at ease, but rather on the contrary; the majority extended a warm welcome to every visitor whether in the company of other Omanis or not. This is where one would like to merge oneself as much as possible into the background; many a wonderful picture remained un-photographed because it might have disturbed the atmosphere of trust and understanding. Travelling in Oman in July is by necessity at a slow pace with many stops for cool water and refreshing ‘qahwah’ in a shady place with hospitable people. One soon understands why the majlis of the Wali in Nizwa is on the very top of the fort, and why the honoured guest is ushered to a place on the carpet where he may benefit from the occasional breeze lisping across the room between two opposite rows of low windows. In every wali’s majlis people are coming and going all the time. He is appointed by the Sultan to even out grievances, which the tribal authorities cannot cope with, to generally administer the area and to listen together with the qadhi of the wilayat to the legal cases. None of the visitors – some of whom just come for a chat – is seen without a khunjah.5 While the wali is sitting at one of the windows reclining on its sill, a distinguished newcomer would be motioned to sit next to him. Others might themselves choose to join the group of retainers who sit further away leaning on a rifle or a camel stick. While traditionally the wali’s task could easily be done without files, desk and a typewriter, the administration of an important agricultural centre like Nizwa has recently undergone a lot of change.


From the top of the monumental round tower of the Fort of Nizwa – about 100 feet in diameter, one begins to appreciate the importance of the town’s social and political position in Oman.6 What looks like a maze of mudbrick compounds and multi-story houses are the well defined quarters of the many tribes represented in the town and the outlying date gardens. One can see the vital aflaj, artificial underground channels which provide water for the agriculture of the area. Nizwa was the capital of the immigrant Omani tribes at the time of the Prophet Mohammed and it was here that in 630 A.D. a congregation of elders under the leadership of the Julanda princes decided to answer a letter from Medina in the affirmative and to adopt Islam. With some interruption Nizwa has held this position of spiritual leadership of the tribal community ever since. Behind Nizwa and the other strongholds of Birkat al-Mouz and Izki stands the huge natural fortress of the Jebel Akhdar, the Green Mountain. The few steep ascents to the plateau, about 9,000 feet high, are easily defended and the villages on the top afford a safe retreat.7


One of the most remarkable towns in Oman is Bahlah,8 about an hour’s drive from Nizwa, and also near the foot of the mountain. It is an extensive oasis, all two square miles of which are enclosed by the city walls. Inside it is quite a long walk from one tribal area to another along shaded alleys between mud brick walls surrounding the gardens. Groups of women, unveiled and in bright yellow, blue or henna red flowing clothes and with water jugs balanced on their heads furtively disappear round the corners of these winding alleys. The children are less shy and the polite male passer-by would always stops and exchange pleasantries. The town is so spread out that there is not much of a town center or a souk, except for a square where a camel caravan could be accommodated under the palm trees. The many mosques are not easily recognised as such, having in the Ibadhi tradition no minarets. Baghlah is famous for its potters whose products are still more safely exported by camel than by the recently introduced Land Rovers. It takes two man days to make a big water container standing about three feet high; a small water jug, however, for hanging in the window is thrown on the wheel in about ten minutes.


The fort of Bahlah has all the characteristics of a medieval mountain castle. Built on a hill within the town walls it is reached by a zig-zag approach through various gates. In contrast to this defensive fort the nearby Jabrin fort is a palace. Although it has suffered badly through neglect and the fighting of the 1950’s, one can still see its Persian inspired splendour. Not only have the principal rooms and the mosque on the roof well balanced proportions and delicately subdivided arched windows, but the so called ‘sun room’ and ‘moon room’ have wooden ceilings which are covered in floral paintings – an unusual feature in Oman. One wonders why this out of the way and now economically unimportant little oasis was adorned with such a jewel on which reportedly no European had set his eyes when the Gazetteer of the Arabian Gulf was printed in 1915.9


Jabrin is a little way from the mountain and from the top of the castle one might imagine that one can see as far as where the gravel plain borders on the Rub-al-Khali.10 It was a great temptation to carry on from there along the established trading route to Buraimi. But having been the second European woman to have visited Bahlah, I had to be more than content. A longing to come back and to continue this route remained for months to come.


Published in Crescent, April 1973; this was the ‘News-Magazine of the Personnel Organisation of the Basrah Petroleum, Abu Dhabi Petroleum and Qatar Petroleum Companies Limited’. The editor inserted the following note: “Dr. Heard, wife of A.D.P.C.’s David Heard, has made a close study of the peoples of the Arabian Gulf and has contributed articles on the subject to a number of journals, as well as special features to Abu Dhabi newspapers.”





On 20 July 1970 Sultan Qabus deposed his father Sa’id bin Taimur Al Bu Sa’id in a palace coup carried out in Salalah, the capital of the Omani Province of Dhofar. Under the regime of Sa’id bin Taimur visas to enter the Sultanate of Muscat and Oman were issued by the Sultan in person, the gates of the town of Musat were closed at night, people moving inside the walls were obliged to carry a lantern, driving licences were issued to oil company personnel and no one else, and development was strictly limited.



The new political and economic climate in Oman brought more visitors to Muscat than the one hotel could accommodate. Therefore visas, which were then still issued by the British Political Agency, depended on having secured a place to stay in Muscat or its twin town of Mattrah. The German oil company Wintershall, which was at the time winding down its operations – an unsuccessful offshore concession – offered me a room in the house, which the company was renting from the influential Zawawi family. This house was situated at the entrance to the isthmus leading to Jalali fort. It overlooked the main bay, where the British Political Agency had been built in the 19th century next to the Sultan’s palace. On the other side Zawawi House looked out over the small China Bay, where the fishermen landed their catch in the morning. This traditional courtyard house later became the American Embassy. It has since been demolished to make room for development within the walls of the old town of Muscat.





The previous Sultan Sa’id bin Taimur bin Faisal bin Turki Al Bu Sa’id ruled the country, then known as the ‘Sultanate of Muscat and Oman’ from 1932 to July 1970, when he was deposed by his son Qabus in a palace revolution in Salalah. Sa’id bin Taimur went into exile in Britain and is buried in the Muslim cemetery in Woking. An insightful description of his life and Oman under his rule can be found in the last chapter of Ian Skeet’s book Muscat & Oman. The end of an Era, London, 1974. As the representative of the oil company Petroleum Development Oman Ltd. between 1966 and 1968, Mr. Skeet was in a unique position to travel in this otherwise forbidden country. He was in his own words one of the “…few people who are able to record what Muscat and Oman was like in those days”. About Sa’id bin Taimur he writes in 1968; “…for thirty-six years he has personally controlled in minute detail everything that has happened in his country…He has worked in this way for so long, that it seems most improbable that he can adjust now to something more attuned to the requirements of the 1960s, let alone of the 1970s. That is one of the great problems of Oman”. (p. 163).





The Khojah community of Muttrah used to be adherents of the Agha Khan, but most have converted to a particular form of Shi’ism during the 19th century. They came originally from Sind or Karachi and like the smaller Khojah communities in Sohar, and elsewhere on the Batinah Coast of Oman, were under the protection of the British Government of India. In Muttrah all the Khojah’s, who were mostly small merchants, lived together in one part of the port, which was surrounded by high walls. Arabs were not allowed to enter this fortress.





This natural access route was used for the first graded track into the interior constructed by the oil company Petroleum Development (Oman) to facilitate travel to its first field of Fahud to the south west of Nizwa. This route was continually upgraded until a completely new state-of-the-art motorway was constructed during the last few years.





A curved knife in a sheath, richly decorated with silver thread.





Nizwa is the most important town in Inner Oman. It is a large oasis situated on both banks of the Wadi Kalbu, which flows from the Jebel Adkhdar massif and is a perennial river at this point. It was built in the middle of the 17th century and served as the centre for many different tribal groups. The description of Nizwa in the Gazetteer estimates that 25,000 date trees and a variety of other crop, such as cotton, wheat, barley, millet, maize, peas, beans, lucerne and indigo were cultivated there by a population of about 6,000 people. (Lorimer, vol. II, pp.1365 f). The principal tower of the fort of Nizwa is an impressive 40m high; the staircase with its trapdoors, portcullises and other defences is tunnelled into an otherwise solid mass of stones and rubble up to the height of five stories. Nizwa has been known as a seat of learning, where many families have collections of manuscripts on the history and geography of the country and the Ibadhi interpretation of Islam, to which at least half of the population adhere.





The Jebel Akhdhar massif dominates northern Oman. It separates coastal Oman and its Batinah plain from the interior of Oman, which extends without further interruption to the sand desert of Oman, the UAE and Saudi Arabia. The summit of the massif, Jebel Shams, is 3006 metres high. But most of the villages are situated close to the steep escarpments of the extensive plateau of Saiq. They benefit from perennial springs; ancient terraces continue to be cultivated with fruit trees, field crops and roses. A famous breed of mountain goats is still now being herded on the extremely rugged terrain.





Bahlah dates from pre-Islamic times. It was the capital of all of Oman for over four and a half centuries until 1560, when the tribal dynasty of the Nabhani became extinct. At the end of the 19th century Bahlah was inhabited by about 3000 people belonging to at least 7 different tribes. See J.G. Lorimer, Gazetteer of the Persian Gulf, ‘Oman and Central Arabia, 2 vols, Calcutta 1908, vol. II (Geographical and Statistical) p. 209. Bahla is described there as “…in appearance one of the most striking (towns) in ‘Oman”. When we visited it, the “distinct villages or walled quarters” spread out among several thousand date trees were still completely surrounded for a distance of about eight miles by a wall, which also encompassed the partly dilapidated fort. In the early 1980s the tarred road linking Nizwa with Ibri and Buraimi breached that wall and now runs through the middle of this ancient town. In the 1990s Bahla was listed by UNESCO as a World Heritage Site.





This statement was not correct, because Samuel Barrett Miles, who was British Political Agent in Muscat intermittently between 1872 and 1886, travelled extensively in the interior of the country and once “camped for the night very comfortably” under a grand tamarisk tree outside the fort of Jabrin. See J.B. Miles, “On the Border of the Great Desert”, Geographical Journal, 1910.





This is the name given to the vast predominantly sandy desert of Southern Arabia, which borders on Yemen, Oman, the UAE, and Qatar and forms a large part of Saudi Arabia.
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Oman Revisited(a)


Luckily, it turned out that I had not caught hepatitis in July of 1971, and Dr. Dorembosh and his wife Margret nursed me back to health in the Mission Hospital in Muttrah. I was back in Oman in spring of 1972, this time with a structured plan to collect material for the “Welt der Parlamente” a project of Heidelberg University to which I referred above in the general Introduction. This involved meeting government officials in the capital, a visit to meet others in Salalah and visits to several walis or governors up country. There were no commercial flights to Salalah, the plane only carried government officials. In the absence of hotels, accommodation in Salalah was in the Sultan’s guest house, where one of the recent entries in the guest book had been written by the manager of the British Bank of the Middle East during his last visit to Sultan Sa’id bin Taimur days before he was deposed. My program was organised by the Sultan’s Court through the office of the Economic Adviser John Townsend. By contrast, the trip, which is described below was altogether more touristic. We were five of us travelling in two old Landrovers: our wonderful friend the late polyglot Paul Bergne, who was at the time with the British Embassy in Abu Dhabi, and his wife Suzanne, my husband David, myself and Prof. Stefan Wild a German orientalist. John Shipman of the British Embassy in Muscat, who had served in Hadhramaut in the 1960s, joined us for part of the trip. We stopped, whenever we came to a particularly interesting place or got engaged in conversation, and there was time to enjoy the hospitality of families we met along the route. We also took time to film and photograph as and when our Omani hosts gave us their permission. In some places people had not seen a camera before, but young and old often begged us to take an “aks”, a picture of them. The editor of ‘Crescent’ used again some of the black and white photos, which I had taken on the first trip to Oman in July 1971 to illustrate this report.


In December 1972 two Landrovers sped along the new road from Abu Dhabi to Dubai. All five of us travelling in the vehicle were eager to put some distance between ourselves and our respective offices and duties, lest some last minute occurrence might call off the local interim leave. When we came to the end of the tarmac road at Dhaid at the foot of the mountains we knew we had made it.


The mountainous part of the transpeninsula road has steadily improved over the last five years since we first ventured on it on New Year’s Day, 1968. One still has to tackle puddles in the Wadi Siji, avoiding boulders which have come down from the rugged lifeless mountains in the last rain. In some parts like at Masafi, the road is asphalted and further east Bailey bridges span the wadi-bed.1


The days are short in December and a camp-site had to be found before five o’clock somewhere in the Wadi Ham to the east of the pass at Masafi. The run down to Fujeirah on the coast seemed much shorter than ever before because of the improved graded road – or perhaps because we were pushing on quickly in anticipation of even more spectacular scenery and the contact with Omanis in their own land.


A spur on the mountains, projecting almost to the sea, divides the Sharjah dependency of Kalba from the Batinah proper. The United Arab Emirate’s border post is still relatively new and the police in their new and practical uniforms live and work in a tented camp. On the Omani side the track through the subkhah leads to a big wooden gate, which was flung open readily to the accompaniment of a shower of greetings by the elderly gate-keeper dressed in a flowing robe and carrying a khunjah.2 Beyond the gate a solidly built customs house from which flies the Omani flag dominates the compound, and here visa formalities were dealt with quickly, particularly considering our unusual case in which we carried a permit to drive through the interior and to leave the country by way of another border post; such a permit remains difficult to obtain as normally one should leave the country by the same route as one enters.


The well-graded and very dusty road along the Batinah Coast skirts most of the settlements which are at one to two mile intervals and perched on dunes along the water’s edge or hidden in the almost continuous belt of date gardens. The plain between the artificially irrigated farmland and the receding mountains is faintly reminiscent of an English park, with groups of big shapely thorn trees everywhere. The absence of small trees and bushes is probably accounted for by the increase in goat population.


Turning off this main highway to go to Sohar we wound our way through some of the gardens typical of the Batinah, thick with the foliage of lime trees, mangoes and bananas beneath the ever-present date palms. The gardens are flooded every so often from a falaj or from a well. The traditional palm beam construction over a well is about three metres high and holds the pulley for the rope which is connected to the bucket. The squeaking noise which resounds through the date gardens while bulls labour up and down an incline lowering the empty bucket into the well and drawing the full one up is now joined in many places by the thumping of a motor-powered pump.


It was 11.30 am when we approached Sohar and school was over for the little boys who came running out, waving at us as we photographed them, swinging their little brief cases, boarding their waiting transport and racing one another – two to the donkey – down into the town. They swarmed around us when we got out of the cars, volunteering enthusiastically that they had all been to school for the last year and certainly enjoyed it.


While a punctured tyre was efficiently dealt with in a barasti garage outside the town we wandered around getting a glimpse of the well-built mud brick houses hidden in the gardens, of beautifully carved doors which might have been brought from India by a sailor in the family and admiring the glittering big fish which were just then being rushed to the homes for lunch. The size of Sohar’s fort alone speaks for the importance of this town throughout the last few centuries. Its souk is well stocked with fruit, dried fish, spices and the traditional commodities such as cloth and tin ware; there is also a great variety of imports catering for the western influenced taste. The sun shining through the spaced barasti construction of walls and roofs in the souk shed intriguing light patterns on the activities in the dark little shops, around the pots of the halwa vendor and in the cafe where we bought wafer-thin bread – about a foot in diameter – baked in front of us on a big hot metal plate.


There was so much to see in this town and so much to investigate, but Muscat was still a long way and the detour to Rostaq was on our schedule for the afternoon. This stronghold, tucked under the Jebel Akhdar’s eastern precipice, has always been one of the three towns of Oman where the Imam, the religious leader and the highest authority of the state, would conduct the Friday prayer. It was the capital of Oman between 1624 and 1649, and during this most prosperous time under the Ya’ariba dynasty, its fort had been rebuilt into an impressive stronghold. In the direction of Rostaq but still in the plain at half-an-hour’s drive off the main Batinah trunk roads stands that solid ‘dependence’ of Rostaq – the citadel of Al-Hazm. The fort has two huge circular towers which are not only remarkable for the lovely plasterwork of the central pillar of each of the top chambers but also for the number of Portuguese and Spanish cannons still in mint condition which are in the windowless rooms. While looking at the few compounds around the foot of the fort and the extensive date gardens watered by one falaj, we could see a huge violet cloud building up over the edge of the mountain. It was getting dark quite early and we were advised not to drive the extra hour to Rostaq since there was a chance of rain and the Landrovers might be swept away down the narrow wadi which provides the only approach to this mountain stronghold. Reluctantly we retraced our steps back to the main road and sped along the tarred highway through the eastern part of the Batinah, past the new international airport at Sib and into Muttrah, bright with lights from newly built areas and industrial activities. That evening we heard in Muscat that there had been a very heavy rain storm in Sohar during the afternoon.


We found Muscat changed somewhat, with a big new palace under construction at the water front and the harbour being more busy. But it was the area around Muttrah that was hardly recognisable, with new roads and roundabouts, new administrative complexes, schools and a new hospital, all sprawling out into the Ruwi valley. Excavations for urgently needed housing projects gnaw at the hills in the vicinity of the garrison at Bait Al-Falaj. The increase in traffic has heightened the congestion on the narrow winding road between Muscat and Muttrah.


Change is even evident in a remote place like Qurayat, half way between Muscat and the most easterly cape of Arabia, the Ras Al-Hadd. The whole coast has only a few coves and beaches; otherwise the rocks of the eastern Hajar range drop vertically into the sea. Therefore there is no direct overland route to Qurayat. One has to approach it through a narrow wadi which echoes the noise of the motor as the Landrover grinds through loose pebbles in a stream. Hidden from sight by the tumbling, odd-angled rock formations of the wadi walls are mountains up to 6,000 feet. Had there been rain from the black clouds which were looming overhead we might have spent an uncomfortable night perched on a rock. However, Saif, our Omani guide was right when he maintained that the wind was the wrong direction for much rain. He even said this during a brief but violent downpour which caught us in a little market place at Qurayat. Before the rain came a strong wind which drove the sand across the broad beach dotted with little dug-outs and bigger derelict rowing boats. While walking the length of the beach with the wind behind us and a crowd of children around us, their loose clothes fluttering like wings, we came across several of the now almost legendary boats of the South Arabian coast, boats that are of roundish basket construction and made of palm bark ropes stitched together.3


We met the rest of the village community later in brilliant sunshine among their houses on a high dune. One elderly man was telling us about going to Muscat for medical treatment, a journey that would have been unheard of two years ago because the track then was only negotiable by camel or donkey. While talking to a group of chatty ladies a helicopter flew overhead; they pointed to it, saying in so many words that such things had come with the new government and that they felt better looked after than ever before. However, there are hundreds more of such remote communities. It will take a long time before they all have their schools, their clinics and their means of earning a regular income. The conspicuous absence of men of working age was explained when a number of the ladies told us that their husbands were working in Abu Dhabi, Kuwait or Muttrah.


The changes of the previous eighteen months are particularly obvious in a town like Nizwa, where a bank has recently opened a branch and where the experimental farm which was in existence for eleven years has recently been given a shot in the arm and enough financial support to more efficiently assist the local agriculturists. The fertile area of the vilayet may one day make Oman self-sufficient in vegetables, and even in wheat. The souk in Nizwa now abounds in imported goods while the silversmiths for whom the town is well known do a flourishing business with the visitors. No less famous is the halwa from Nizwa which is a delicacy made of sugar, ghee, flour and spices; it has a gooey consistency and is sold in little palm leaf containers: it has rather an acquired taste! For all the recent increase in outside influence we could not find a bakery in all of Nizwa and finally had to content ourselves with chappatties made in a Baluchi cafe.


In Baghalah there were not even chappatties to be found and people looked at us in amazement when we asked for a bakery. To sell ready made food is alien to a society in which families grow for themselves almost everything that is eaten, except for the rice. This was also why we could not find vegetables in the market. Yet in other goods there is a lively exchange, even between the towns of Oman, as the example of the locally-made silver rings showed. A different type is made in each town in Oman, and is customarily worn on a particular finger, many of the ladies own the whole collection.4


The road from Jabrin to Ibri and continuing on to Buraimi is even now still an extremely lonely one and it was just as well that we had the Landrovers driving together. There is plenty of water in the falaj outside Jabrin and at a few other places to refill the containers for the nightly camp requirements. The magnificent wild scenery with the huge pink massif of Jebel Al-Kawr, always to the right hand side compensates for the very rough ride. One cannot but envy those bedouins to be seen on this route and who seem to travel rather more comfortably at the slow pace of their camel trains. They, in their turn however, might envy us for arriving at the end of the road so much more quickly.


Although covered in dust from the last stretch of track across the bare plain with Jebel Hafit ahead, we would have loved to linger for a few more days in the vicinity of one of the forgotten little villages on this route or to accept an invitation to stay at one of the well-built mud brick houses in a garden at Jabrin, but time would not allow.


We crossed the border back into Abu Dhabi under the darkening shadow of Jebel Hafit and an hour later reached Al-Ain. The last leg of our journey from there to Abu Dhabi took the first European traveller, the Reverend Samuel Zwemer, several days when he journeyed in the opposite direction, in May 1901.5 After his experience of riding over sand dune after sand dune in intense dry heat, the cool shade of the gardens in the villages of Al-Ain and Buraimi appear to have left a most vivid impression on his memory for he described the view over the plain outside the gardens as being ‘green with grass and shrubs where sheep and camel-herds tell of Arab wealth’. Even today with the comfort of the modern town of Al-Ain near at hand, the charm of these date groves amidst red dunes rolling towards the changing colours of the receding mountain range grows on every visitor. As for Zwemer’s comment on the wealth of the area, there is ample proof of how the basis of it has changed from camel herds to oil, the latter having made possible the dual carriageway road on which we completed our journey in a mere one and a half hours from Al-Ain to Abu Dhabi.


This article was first published in Crescent, June 1973.



This road was already much improved since the first time we were on it in January 1968, when the car was grinding all the way through gravel and water at the bottom of the steep-sided Wadi Ham.





On this occasion and on numerous other occasions on this trip doors were opened and communication flowed easily because two of our group were Arabists, who could hold the Omani’s spellbound with their command of classical as well as colloquial language.





These boats similar to north-European coracles could no longer be found, when Prof. Dionisius Agius researched his book In the Wake of the Dhow. The Arabian Gulf and Oman, Ithaca Press Reading, 2002, p.128.





Omani silver jewellery has been studied from many different angles – who makes it where, how and for whom and what is the symbolism of the objects. Examples for a representative selection of photographs accompanied by particularly helpful text are: Ruth Hawley, Omani Silver, London 1978 or Richardson, Neil and Marcia Dorr, The Craft Heritage of Oman, Dubai 2003, Motivate, 2003, vol. II, pp. 434 ff.





Samuel Zwemer was one of the founders of the American Mission Hospital in Bahrain. He arrived there in 1892 from Mesopotamia and opened a dispensary in 1893. He travelled in parts of Saudi Arabia and Oman in order to assess the health situation of the population; the mission’s first station in Oman was established in 1893. It was in the mission’s hospital where I stayed in July 1971 with suspected hepatitis.
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The Role of Archives in Conjunction with Oral History(a)


This chapter is a reflection on the essence of what I was trying to achieve and the role, which was assigned to the Centre for Documentation and Research, the institution, which I had helped to build up. In the Liwa, Oman, Bahrain, Yemen, and elsewhere in the Gulf region, I had many chances to observe at close quarters societies, which were living their lives in much the same way as had done their forbears even many generations back. There was an ever more seamless fusion between my work in the Centre for Documentation and Research in the Old Fort – using books, articles and the available archive material – and what one might call ‘field work’, spending time in the homes of local friends or visiting offices, where people were involved in many aspects of the development of the Gulf region. Information was pieced together in the villages and wadis, in offices, majalis, taxis, and kitchens, (or sitting fully clothed in a falaj with a group of ladies watching little fish nibbling one’s toes). All this information helped to formulate the analyses, which became available to a wider audience when I eventually published in international journals and books. Here was a bridge between my work as an author and my work for the Centre: The reading helped to formulate structured questions – and then opportunities were sought to find additional or different answers, by extracting specific information from people, who were willing to be ‘oral history informants’. When one is seeking information from the lips of people, it soon becomes obvious that not everyone, who is old can give reliable information about events and circumstances, which happened in his or her environment and lifetime. But some particularly alert individuals do live their lives in such a way that they are always critically engaged with what happens around them. They also remember the importance of key developments and can identify their relevance. However, even the most fluent and motivated of informants usually contributes just to the rounding up of a particular picture – because the person steering the conversation is already on top of the subject by asking the most fruitful questions. The hours of background reading, researching in the archives, comparing notes with others, and thinking about the topic make all the difference, when conducting oral history projects. This duality of approach has always complemented the purely historical process in my own research. Although the following contribution about the role of oral history was written three decades into my association with the Centre and many years after most of the articles re-produced in this part of the book were written, it seems appropriate to insert it here, because it deals with some fundamental questions of historiography, as well as the essence of the aims and strategies to be pursued, when dealing with formal archives. These general observations about the relationship between oral history and archives may be measured against the chapters, which follow on, demonstrating the genesis of research results from the ‘touristic’ stage, to an analysis of the changes for instance in the Liwa-based tribal society over more than a decade and a half.
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