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1
             Introduction

         

         The journey that is described in this book was, in its modest way, the last of the classic journeys of the Arabian peninsula. It was attended by few of the hardships and dangers of its terrible camelback predecessors, for it was undertaken by motor convoy, led by a competent Arab prince entirely within his own domains, and serviced throughout by industrious slaves. But like the greater explorations of the Burtons, the Doughtys, the Philbys and the Thesigers, it opened a corner of Arabia to the scrutiny of the world, it set a travellers’ precedent, and it had its effect upon the course of Arabian history.

         In 1955 the Sultanate of Muscat and Oman was a truly mediaeval Islamic State, shuttered against all progress under the aegis of its traditionalist and autocratic ruler. Few foreigners knew it, and nobody knew all of it, for its immense gravelly hinterland remained for the most part uninhabited and unvisited, and separated one part of the country absolutely from the rest. Our journey opened some windows into this remote and arcane place, but at the same time it admitted some momentous draughts: it was concerned essentially with oil, that irresistible agency of change, and its very accomplishment meant that the territory we were crossing for the first time was changed for ever.

         The enterprise was also nearly the end of an imperial line, for in those days the British Government was still powerful in Arabia, and though I was the only European in those trucks, still the adventure smacked perceptibly of the open cockpits, Rolls-Royce armoured 2cars, proconsuls and spheres of influence of the Pax Britannica. The flag that flew above us was the red flag of Muscat: but the ghosts of Curzon and Gertrude Bell rode with us approvingly.
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5
             Chapter 1

         

         One fine Arabian morning in the middle of December 1955, I walked into the palace of the Sultan of Muscat and Oman, on the shore of the Indian Ocean in Dhufar. Through the great gate of the outer courtyard I passed, and the slaves bowed low; through the gate of the inner courtyard, with the sea glistening beyond the wall; into the polished hall of the palace, lined with bearded and begowned retainers, their rifles in their hands; until there approached me from the darkened recesses of the building a small dignified figure in a brown and gold aba, a turban on his head, a sword by his side, a soft scent of frankincense emanating from his person.

         ‘Goodmorning, Mr Morris,’ said his Highness the Sultan Said bin Taimur. ‘I wonder how familiar you are with the map of south-east Arabia?’

         
             

         

         I was not familiar with it at all, if only because that distant corner of the Arabian Peninsula remained the least known of all the Arab lands. In the atlas it was shown vaguely, a big brown sandy triangle, bounded by the Gulf of Oman on one side and the Arabian Sea on the other, a smudge of mountains in the centre, a howling desert around its perimeters: and it was marked, as if by somebody not entirely sure of his facts, ‘Muscat and Oman’. Where Muscat began and Oman ended, the cartographer did not seem at all certain; and this was not surprising, for nobody else was either.6

         My frankincensed Sultan, descendant of a dynasty which had once ruled Zanzibar, and which had been in office since 1744, believed himself to be the lawful ruler of the whole triangle. Dhufar, the southern coastal province, was certainly his; so was Muscat, on the Gulf shore; so presumably was the sparsely inhabited coastline, running around the horn of the peninsula, which connected the two. But the interior of the country, loosely called Oman, was a very different matter. It was a rough, mountainous territory, isolated by deserts and high ranges, inhabited by tough, unruly Arab tribesmen of varying degrees of peaceability: now squabbling with each other, now combining to repel some common enemy; owing diverse loyalties to tribal leaders and misty historical federations; often fierce, rapacious and xenophobic; many of them devotees of an Islamic sect, the Ibadhiya, which had died out everywhere else in Arabia. Was the travelled and urbane Sultan, a paternal autocrat educated in India, the complete and lawful ruler of these difficult people?

         The British government, which protected the Sultan’s domains for him and largely handled his foreign affairs – in other words, which was still the basic power in south-east Arabia – was convinced that he was, and recognised him in its treaties as absolute ruler of both Muscat and Oman (as his title implied). Elsewhere opinion varied. The frontiers between Saudi Arabia, which controlled most of the Arabian Peninsula, and the various little states along the Persian Gulf had never been properly defined, and there were those who thought that King Saud of Saudi Arabia had, if anyone, legal paramountcy over the tribes of Oman. Moreover, for many generations the Ibadhis of Oman had elected themselves an Imam, originally a spiritual leader, who had in later years acquired substantial political power too. The present incumbent, Ghalib bin Ali, apparently egged on by his ambitious brother Talib, had tried to set up Oman as a totally independent state, even issuing his own passports and applying for membership of the Arab League. In this intent he had won the support of the Saudis, who 7supplied him with money and arms and printed the passports for him, and of Egypt, the most powerful indigenous force in the Middle East, whose rulers were dedicated to the eradication of all Western influence in the Arab world, and who therefore preferred a chauvinistic Imam to a reasonably Anglophile Sultan. Their case was perfectly arguable. In 1913 many of the tribes of the interior had rebelled against the Sultan’s authority and had fought a fairly successful war against him. The agreement which concluded it, called the Treaty of Sib, had pledged the Sultan not to interfere with the internal affairs of Oman. Could he still be its legitimate sovereign ruler, with such a limitation on his authority? At the time of the treaty, some British observers believed it to establish, in effect, two separate states: and the Imam agreed with them.

         Forty years later the British might not have been very interested, were it not for oil: but the search for new oilfields at that end of the Arabian Peninsula revived the whole vexed question of frontiers and allegiances. Higher up the Persian Gulf the demarcation lines between oil concessions were well defined and generally recognised; but the hazy frontier between Saudi Arabia and Oman, the subject of innumerable diplomatic skirmishes, became an economic battle line. For years an American company had been active in Saudi Arabia, bringing that antique autocracy immense wealth and considerable political power; and if Oman could be brought legally within the Saudi orbit, any oil there might also be exploited by Americans. However, the Sultan had already (pace the Treaty of Sib) granted a concession for the whole of Muscat and Oman to a predominantly British company; and though his right to do so was disputed by the Imam, the Saudis, the Egyptians, and many an American oil lawyer, the British government was supporting him strongly. The truth was that the future of the Persian Gulf oilfields might govern the destinies of Great Britain. The northern Gulf fields had already become the mainstay of the sterling area, and it was vital that any new oil deposits should be controlled by sterling companies. Indeed, according to an article in the New York Times at 8about that time, ‘whoever controls these new sources of oil may control the main sources of energy of the world until atomic energy becomes available’. To achieve this the British were even willing to risk antagonising the Americans, and Whitehall backed the Sultan and the British oilmen with uncharacteristic force and decision.

         The most important gateway to these regions was an oasis (more strictly speaking, a group of oases (called Buraimi, deposited on the junction between Saudi Arabia, the Sheikhdom of Abu Dhabi (linked to Britain by treaty) and the Sultanate of Muscat and Oman. The sovereignty of this place was not very clearly defined. The British claimed it on behalf of the Sheikh and the Sultan, each of whom thought himself ruler of part of it. The Saudis claimed it for themselves. A straggling series of palm groves and villages, Buraimi was a centre of communications and political activity: the power that controlled Buraimi was in a fair way to controlling all that part of the frontier. Through it passed the Imam’s gold and arms from Saudi Arabia, and the Saudis did their best to suborn officials stationed there. According to the British, one man was offered twenty million pounds to declare for King Saud (a figure taken by most people with a slight but sympathetic pinch of salt) and largesse was certainly distributed widely among the local tribesmen. In 1952, the Saudi government, using transport provided by the American oil company, sent forces into the oasis and occupied part of it. The angry Sultan was restrained from marching against them by the British government, which did not then want to endanger relations with the United States; but arbitration failed, and in 1955 the British themselves expelled the Saudi forces. When I arrived in south-east Arabia, Arab troops under British command and control occupied Buraimi firmly and unblushingly; and de facto sovereignty was undeniably held by the Sheikh and the Sultan.

         The world, watching these events, and observing the protracted diplomatic squabbles which accompanied them, generally assumed that Buraimi sat bang on top of a fabulous oilfield. In fact, the oil companies and the governments had their eyes chiefly on country 9away to the south-east. Buraimi was a key to this region: but to the oil prospectors the magic word – a name on a large scale map, no more – was Fahud. Where the Empty Quarter of Arabia met the Oman highlands there was a wide semi-desert plain, speckled with sparse shrubbery, inhabited only by poor nomads: a country of gazelle and oryx, where even the cheetah had been seen. In these steppes stood a small symmetrical cirque of hills, pierced by one narrow pass, which seemed to the geologists to offer chances of very great oil strikes. It was called Jebel Fahud. The oil company had established a small camp outside the cirque, and was taking material there by air and by truck across the desert from the southern coast. Soon the drillers would begin work. It was an exceedingly isolated spot, hardly visited by Europeans before; when I flew over it, on my way to Dhufar, all I could see was a speck of huts, an airstrip and a converging mesh of lorry tracks running in from the desert. But it lay on the edge of territory remoter still. The Fahud country was inhabited by the Duru tribe of Bedouin, who had not subscribed to the Treaty of Sib, and who would therefore find it difficult to contest the concession, even if they knew how to; but the entire mountain range which overlooked it was under the authority of the Imam. It was, moreover, a place of notorious turbulence and ill will. The oil company had been obliged to help the Sultan to finance a new private army, the Muscat and Oman Field Force, to protect its interests: and it was distinctly chary of continuing the work with the political future of the country so unsettled. By the summer of 1955 there was a real possibility that the Imam might join forces with his friends the Saudis, and that the oil concession would at best be difficult to maintain and at worst lost altogether to the Americans (quite apart from the fact that until the sovereignty of Oman was determined the legality of the Sultan’s concession could always be questioned). To the British government this was a most disagreeable prospect. First, a great strike at Fahud could do much to shore up the rickety British economy. Secondly, the War Office planners, deprived of most of their Middle East strongpoints, were especially 10interested in Oman oil because it could be piped directly southward to the Indian Ocean, avoiding the strategic dangers of the almost landlocked Persian Gulf. Thirdly, the whole British position in the Gulf area, maintained chiefly by a series of treaties with local chieftains, was being threatened by just such Egyptian and Saudi intrigue as the flirtation those powers were conducting with the Imam. The British authorities, though they disliked talking much about their associations either with the Sultan or with the oil companies, were in fact excruciatingly concerned with the situation in Oman.

         Nor could the Sultan view it with the aloof and unruffled equanimity expected of such Oriental magnates. He was not a rich sultan, as sultans go. His father had been harassed by severe financial troubles, and he was trying to retrieve the state fortunes by careful husbandry. A half share in Fahud oil deposits might, with luck, make him one of the richest men on earth, and his sultanate one of those little kingdoms whose decisions send a shiver around the treasuries of the world. (The Ruler of Kuwait was already the principal single provider of new money for the London investment market, and his income was estimated at one and a quarter million pounds a week.) Moreover, oil apart, the Sultan naturally did not like the idea of a separate kingdom, under foreign patronage, arising within the territories that were his by heredity. He had never been to Oman, but his family sprang from the interior, and his views were therefore at once economic, political and faintly sentimental. Unlike the cartographer, he had very pronounced views on the relative positions of Muscat and Oman: both were his.

         
             

         

         So one day the Sultan, the British government and the concessionary oil company (perhaps in that order, perhaps not) decided that the time had come to settle the matter once and for all. The oilmen were nearly ready to begin drilling in the Fahud cirque. The seizure of Buraimi had, for the moment, quietened the frontier, both the Saudis and the Americans being rather taken aback at so 11forcible an expression of British policy. The sterling economy was shaky, and all over the Middle East, Egyptian and Communist propaganda, allied often with Saudi gold, was nibbling at the British position. Even the need for a joint Anglo-American policy towards the Arabs seemed to the British less important than the need for new oil resources in stable, friendly territory. As for the Sultan, his four separate private armies were now in good shape under their British commanders, and he had already taken over one or two villages, on the edge of the highlands, whose status, allegiance, opinions, value and intentions all seemed equally obscure. The stage was set. In conditions of elaborate secrecy, plans were completed for the Sultan to impose his authority by force upon the inner mountains of Oman.

         Only half a dozen Europeans had ever visited those fastnesses, and even fewer had ventured into the more fanatically xenophobic of the villages. Very little was known about the country. Traders, it was true, did take their wares down to Muscat: there were regular camel caravans from the mountains to the coast; some distinguished English explorers had produced rudimentary maps; aircraft had flown over the range. Politically, though, the region was more or less blank. The local officials were all appointed by the Imam, and the Sultan’s soldiers, judges, administrators, tax collectors and teachers had no writ there. The early European explorers had penetrated the mountains with the Sultan’s blessing, in the days when his authority was supreme in Oman; but the more recent ones had run a decided risk of extinction, and had sometimes travelled in disguise. The Sultan’s strategy, of British inspiration, was therefore carefully considered. Reconnaissance flights were made over Nizwa, the Imam’s capital; the Muscat and Oman Field Force, with its British mercenary officers, was concentrated at Fahud; on the coastal side of the mountains, in Muscat, the Batinah Force (another private army) was alerted. Links were established with friendly leaders in the interior, and a slight coup d’état was encouraged in one of the most influential tribes. 12Wavering dignitaries were enticed to Dhufar, where they were handsomely entertained and sometimes given new rifles as suggestive mementoes. The friendship of the Bedouin on the edge of the mountains was consolidated. It soon became apparent, thanks to such preliminary whittlings and subterfuges, that the Sultan was planning a campaign.

         The scheme was to advance upon Nizwa from the west, driving the Imam and his supporters into the high mountains that lay between that citadel and the sea. If he tried to escape by either of the two practicable passes over the hills, his way would be blocked by the Batinah Force, which would also have disposed of any enemies on the coastal side of the range. Radio communications were arranged; airstrips were made ready; a pair of clumsy mountain howitzers was acquired; the soldiers looked forward to a healthy old-fashioned little war. But so strong were the Sultan’s forces by the standards of south-east Arabia (where, indeed, everybody goes armed, but generally only with elderly and erratic rifles) that it seemed very unlikely there would be much resistance, when it came to the point. In some ways the Omani mountains were among the most backward places on earth – a truck had never yet been seen, nor had a telephone rung, nor even had a machine gun chattered: the mechanised column of the Field Force would, no doubt, have an instant and profound moral effect. So at the same time plans were laid for the Sultan to make a triumphant and dramatic motor journey through his domains, to ride in triumph through his own modest Persepolis. Before the last echoes of the fighting had eddied away through the hills, he would set out secretly from Dhufar across the great gravel desert called the Jaddat al Harasis, an unknown waste. Then he would travel north along the oil track to Fahud, and suddenly, all unexpected, pounce into the mountains to receive the salutations of his defeated enemies. At Buraimi, he would solemnise the restoration of his sovereignty there by a ceremonial meeting with his colleague the Sheikh of Abu Dhabi; and finally, crossing the hills, he would journey down the Gulf coast for a victorious entry 13into Muscat, his capital, so demurely tucked away in rocky coves that the old Greek navigators called it ‘the hidden port’.

         This journey had never been made before, least of all by motor vehicle. No such crossing had been made of the Jaddat al Harasis; nobody had driven from Dhufar to Muscat; the mountains of Oman were almost unexplored; even the Wadi Jeziz, the pass between Buraimi and the sea, had (until a few years before) been described only by the hardiest of Arabian travellers. Taking a truck from Dhufar to Muscat would, for the first time, prove it possible to drive the whole length of South Arabia, from Aden to the Gulf of Oman. It would not be a journey comparable to the old Arabian travels such as the great explorers of Arabia had undertaken in the past – month upon month of perilous camel riding, plagued by climate and hostility – but it would be blazing a trail still and would be a remarkable royal progression.

         So it was that early in December I found myself at Salala, capital of Dhufar, asking permission (in a letter of ornate rectitude) to accompany the Sultan on his adventure. The campaign in Oman was about to begin; we had no news yet from the interior; but one evening there arrived for me the following note from the palace, typewritten by the Sultan himself on blue crested writing paper:

         
            Greetings. I have your letter of today’s date and I thank you for your kind congratulations.

            I was about to write to you when your letter arrived. I am pleased to inform you that you are permitted to accompany me on my journey to Oman. Your interest to write an account of my journey is very much appreciated and I hope you will have a pleasant and comfortable journey.

            Will you please be ready to leave on Monday the 19th December at about 1.45 p.m.

            said bin taimur
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             Chapter 2

         

         In the meantime I was free to explore the delectable province of Dhufar – or almost free. For many years there had been a Royal Air Force landing ground outside the village capital of Salala, but to that day no foreigner might wander about without the escort of one of the Sultan’s armed askaris. My memories of Dhufar are thus coloured by the ubiquitous presence of these agreeable little men. They were mostly natives of Aden or the Hadramaut, all very small, and very agile, and very affable; their beards were black and bushy; their smiles were broad; their customary method of greeting was a sudden raising and lowering of the eyebrows, meant to convey diffident friendly messages, but to the Westerner infinitely salacious in style. The askaris wore indeterminate turbans over long loose gowns, heavy with bandoliers and curved daggers, and when they hastened barefoot over the ground they did so with a strangely attractive trotting motion, as if they had goats’ hooves.

         At the landing ground, where the RAF were my hosts, these gnome-like watchmen occupied quarters near the entrance and sat through the long day waiting to ensnare some ill-informed passer-by for an interminable cup of coffee and an hour or two of unintelligible badinage. At night they were dispersed through the camp, canes and old Martini rifles clutched in their hands, so that when you went to bed you would find a couple of them happily encamped upon your doorstep; and sometimes, in the middle of the night, you would hear one singing a love song to himself – first a deep, throaty, rumbly kind of voice, natural to the askaris, and 16then a shaky and timorous falsetto intended to represent the quavering responses of the virgin. (The Somali tribesman in Africa also converses with himself in different voices, but not simply for fun or for company in the long night; he chatters away in three or four separate characters to convince any prowling enemies that a horde of confident warriors is ready to repel an attack.) The askaris were always alert and always eager. ‘Askari!’ you would bawl, as you drove through the gates in the morning; and out would tumble two or three smiling little men, fastening their bandoliers and brandishing their rifles in sprightly competition for the pleasure of accompanying you.

         One or two other mild restrictions governed your activities in Dhufar. You must not smoke in public, for tobacco was forbidden by the pious Sultan (though by no means unknown). You must not drink alcohol in public, for strong liquors were banned everywhere except in the RAF camp. If you wanted to take photographs, you must do so from inside your car. Dhufar was a little backward paradise on the seashore, and the Sultan (who ran it like a private estate) did not want to see it contaminated.

         
             

         

         For anyone who imagined Arabia as one vast sand desert, Dhufar offered an entrancing surprise. Deserts indeed surrounded it, but the province itself consisted of a mountain range running down to the sea on the east and the west and enclosing a wide and green crescent-shaped plain. This place had once formed part of the Incense Coast, so celebrated by the ancient geographers, and had sustained a rich and talented Sabaean civilisation: the frankincense grown on the inland side of the hills had been the foundation of many a wealthy merchant house, and had been shipped through Dhufar to innumerable distant and exotic markets. (It grew there still, and almost the only artistic products of the province were small, drab incense burners of a yellowish clay.) This was perhaps the most favoured part of the whole Arabian Peninsula. By a climatic quirk the monsoon just touched that particular corner of 17Arabia, and the foliage was therefore lush and semi-tropical. Along the coast were groves of coconut palms and vivid fields of sugar cane, plantains, wheat, millet, indigo and cotton. Across the plain of Jurbaib, behind Salala, ran two fresh and virile streams to water the crops and gardens of the capital. Here and there was an old irrigation well, and two aged camels walked round and round it stolidly, urged by a gleaming barebacked negro, with a creaking of warped wooden devices and harnesses and a bubbling of water and a clanking and clashing of buckets. The plain was gentle and littered with monuments: here was the immense long tomb of some forgotten divine, twenty or thirty feet from end to end, with upright stones to mark its extremities; and here a huge shapeless pile of rubble was all that remained of the preIslamic city of Bálid. There were no roads in Dhufar, but good rough tracks ran along the coast and into the hills, and beside them stood many a bearded ancient, his rifle across his shoulders, trying to thumb a lift into Salala.

         It was no rich metropolis, the provincial capital of Dhufar, but an unpretentious group of three villages infused with a most restful calm. In its centre stood a prominent group of tall square buildings: from the distance they looked like skyscrapers, and they were decorated rather in the style perfected by the Nabateans at Petra; but they were poor, tumbledown structures when you reached them, with no claims to grandeur. The prosperous incense traders had left Dhufar long before, and Salala was now no more than a market town and a modest port, the Sultan’s Balmoral. A strange mixed community wandered through its streets. There were Arabs of several different tribal origins: the men, though small and thin, moving with a certain proud dignity; the women, severely held in check, veiled with a hideous and alarming black beaklike mask, stiff and stifling, which gave them an air at once theatrical and pathetic. Then there were the slaves and freedmen – strapping black men, plump and well clothed, with blank unlined faces; their wives went free and unveiled, and often darted out of their palm frond houses to see the passers-by, immensely vivacious and flirtatious and jingling with ornaments. Dark-skinned hillmen 18wandered in from the mountains, carrying sticks and wearing nothing very definable, their hair fuzzy and their eyes gleaming. A myriad children ran about the alleys chattering, the uncircumcised boys sometimes stigmatised by a grotesque shaving of their heads, upon which only a tall cockscomb of hair was left standing in the middle like an ape’s. Khaki-clad soldiers were occasionally to be seen (in their camp outside the town you could hear them practising the Morse Code on whistles); and sometimes a splendid Bedouin chieftain from the interior stalked through with a company of followers.

         But the palace dominated the place, like the castle at Windsor or the Mormon Tabernacle in Salt Lake City. All these seaside capitals of eastern Arabia had their big fortress-palaces in which the ruler reclined among his dependants and sycophants, his outlook, like his creature comforts, generally depending upon the size of his oil royalties. Kuwait’s was the grandest; Bahrain’s the most stylish; Doha’s the most horrible; and Salala’s probably the nicest. It stood directly on the seashore, a long crenellated building, surrounded by high walls and complicated by connecting courtyards and alleyways. A wide avenue of palm trees led to the double gate-tower at its entrance. In a window above the gates a bearded Sikh in a white turban could often be seen surveying the scene before him or contemplating a chess problem: he was the Sultan’s state engineer. Sometimes a little Indian in a battered trilby hat drove through the gate in a truck: he was the Sultan’s mechanic. Every Tuesday morning a slim young Englishman in uniform marched out of the palace after his weekly conference with the ruler: he was the commander of the Dhufar Force, the Sultan’s local army. Muscular, well armed slaves guarded the gateway to the palace; and in one corner of it stood the prison, where Dhufar’s entire criminal population languished. (‘These are our murder records,’ confided an official at Scotland Yard, when the Sultan paid a visit to London. ‘I expect you have the same kind of problems at home?’‘Let me see,’ said the Sultan, turning to his aide, ‘when did we last have a murder? Was it before or after the war?’) 19

         A little way down the coast the Sultan had a garden palace, and this I remember with delight as symbolic of the voluptuous lushness of Dhufar. It is not often in modern Arabia that the environment echoes that poem of Walter de la Mare’s:

         
            
               Sweet is the music of Arabia

               In my heart, when out of dreams

               I still in the thin clear murk of dawn

               Descry her gliding streams

            

         

         – but here the words occurred to me deliciously, perfectly attuned to the setting, as I lay one morning in the pool outside the little white palace. The mountain water ran all about me, cool and tingling. The garden was full of the scent of flowers, sharpened by a soupçon of the smell of burning wood from some peasant fire outside the walls. Beyond the palm trees, a white-sailed dhow sailed by, bringing dates from Muscat (there are no date palms in Dhufar). My askari sat cross-legged upon the bank, smiling and picking his crooked teeth with a twig; sometimes an animal noise floated in on the breeze – a camel’s cough, a bird, a rustling in the grass; and beneath the coconut grove in front of me an old husbandman was deftly shelling coconuts with a hatchet, now and then limping over with a holed nut and inviting me to taste its milk. I felt like some poor duped traveller of fable, lapped in wine and honey but about to be converted (it seemed inescapable) into a swine.

         
             

         

         Few travellers had wandered in the hinterland of Dhufar, but not all the coastline was as arcadian as that pleasure house. To the east of Salala the soldiers drilled in their battledress; to the north of it was the landing ground, a staging post for aircraft going east and west, where even jet fighters had recently landed; and to the west there was an oil camp, for the ceaseless search had reached even this cherished and conservative corner of Arabia. Some ten miles along the shore there was a small cove called Risut. It was a rocky inlet, like 20a bay in Cornwall or northern California, and on the cliff above it there were the remains of a Portuguese fort, built in the days when those imperialists were masters of the Arabian shore, and placed their castles and factories all down the Persian Gulf, west towards Aden and east to India: ‘Lords of the Conquest, Navigation and Commerce of India, Ethiopia, Arabia and Persia’. Upon this cove, four centuries later, an American oil company had built a camp, surrounded by the queer convoluted implements of the trade – cranes and rigs and derricks. It was an international community. The camp manager was English. The doctor was German. There were Frenchmen, Italians, Indians, Arabs, Americans, and they all ate together in a long comfortable hut beside the sea. At Risut material was shipped in from Aden, to be conveyed in heavy trucks across the plain and over the hills to the desert beyond, practically unknown to Europeans, where they were drilling. Their physical conditions were excellent, but in some ways (they said) their life in this exotic place was something short of idyllic. There were no women, for one thing, and they complained of various petty oriental restrictions. The Sultan’s officials, they thought, were overcharging them on customs dues and being awkward about visas; one man who had arrived from Aden with an incorrect visa had been sent all the way back again, the kind of thing you somehow do not expect to happen upon such shores of felicity. They were strictly forbidden to have alcohol in the camp, and when they wanted a drink they had to go to the RAF mess at Salala. ‘You have to be British to get anything down here,’ they sometimes remarked, without much rancour.

         The story of the concession, however, was a singular example of American enterprise. A young adventurer-archaeologist named Wendell Phillips, chiefly famous for an ill-fated expedition to the Yemen, had visited Dhufar to investigate the remains of the Sabean cities. In the course of his stay in the province he had caught the fancy, to a remarkable degree, of the Sultan, and he eventually acted as a go-between in negotiating an oil concession for that southern 21province, to be exploited by one of the big American oil firms. This was more than just a personal coup. The British and American oil companies working in the Middle East were largely interlocked by connecting share structures: but competition between them was still sharp, and geographically there were fairly well-defined divisions of predominantly British or American responsibility. It was true that the Americans had gradually encroached upon former British preserves. In 1939, the American share of Middle East oil production was thirteen per cent and the British sixty per cent; fifteen years later the American share was sixty-five per cent and the British thirty per cent. Whereas Middle East oil had once been virtually a British monopoly, by 1954 British companies were left with no more than majority holdings in the Persian, Iraqi and lower Persian Gulf fields, and a half share in Kuwait. Oil prospectors for predominantly British companies were, however, working all over southern Arabia, from Trucial Oman to Kamaran Island in the Red Sea. In these areas British oil interests remained paramount. They had explored in Dhufar unsuccessfully and had abandoned the concession; and Wendell Phillips’s astute move meant that for the first time Americans were in competition for southern Arabian oil.
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