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Sabah I reigned for 44 years. His rule

was based on wide consultation and
independent judiciary.

“Tricentenary of Establishing the Rule of Shaikh Sabhah I”
Three centuries of harmony, stability and prosperity (1)

Dr. Tarek Abdullah Fakhrel-Deen
Foreword

This year marks Kuwait’s 300th anniversary of the establishment of the Al-Sabah family rule in 1817. It has
maintained its steadfastness since that time through prudent leadership, popular consensus and solidarity
on home front, supported by wise initiatives and policies that crystallized the distinctive Kuwaiti identity and
preserved it against external ambitions. Throughout the centuries, Kuwait town was developed from a small
port into an accomplished state priding itself of its reputable status in the community of world nations.

On this occasion, the Al-Hawiya magazine presents its readers with a series of articles, providing an outline of
the historical phases that the country has undergone over the past three centuries (1718 - 2018).

It should be noted that due to the limited space assigned for these articles, they do not cover all historical details
and issues of the rich past of Kuwait. The articles merely attempt at presenting the overall image of Kuwait'’s
emergence as a rising star in the Gulf and its historical development under the rule of the Al-Sabah family.
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of the population however worked
at sea as seafarers, fishermen, and
pearl divers; consequently they
were absent from Kuwait for long
periods and that is why they chose
Sabah as their ruler. He agreed to
assume the reign following their
pledge and consent to obey his
decisions should they be just and
rightful”.

The rule of Shaikh Sabah I last-
ed for 44 years, and ended on his
death in 1762. Shaikh Yusuf bin
‘Issa Al-Qina’i describes the reign
of Kuwait'’s first ruler as follows: “It
is agreed by narrators that his reign
was praiseworthy and popular. This
account is supported the fact that
his people have chosen him for the
reign because of his sound judge-
ment, favourable character, and
righteousness”.

On the other hand, Al-Sham-
lan describes the nature of the
Al-Sabah rulers of Kuwait as: “Nei-
ther Sabah | nor the Al Sabah rul-
ers who succeeded him could be
seen to have been different from
their people in any way, for they
were greatly similar to clan chief-
tains who were equal to any of
their fellow clan member. The ruler
consulted with the town’s notables
on major matters, and would take
any decision without seeking their
consultation and asking for their
opinion”.

Thus, it could be inferred that
during the reign of Shaikh Sabah |,
which lasted about 44 years (1718
- 1762), the governance was based
on the principle of shura (consulta-
tion), which was supported by an
independent judiciary that was ad-
ministered by Shaikh Muhammad
Bin Fairuz who practiced his duties
as judge of Kuwait until his death
in 1722. Historical sources do not
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mention the name of the judge
who succeeded him.

Shaikh Sabah I also maintained
goodrelations with Kuwait's neigh-
bors. Harold Dickson, who was
close to the ruling family of Kuwait
from whom he seems to have de-
rived his accounts of Kuwait’s his-
tory, mentions that the notables of
the families who migrated to Ku-
wait, headed by the Al Sabah and
the Al Khalifa, decided to send an
envoy to the Turkish governor of
Basra to inform him that they had
settled in Kuwait “to try to eke out
a living there and they meant no
harm to anyone. The man selected
for this mission was called Sabah.
Having age, experience and what
the Arabs call Hadh [good fortune]
he was successful”.

Emergence of the independent
Kuwaiti entity

During the reign of Shaikh
Sabah |, Kuwait was characterized
by its independent entity which
was since its inception outside the
domain of the Ottoman Empire.
This is evidenced by the escape
of Frans Canter, Principal Resident
of the Dutch East India Company
from Basra for fear of being pros-
ecuted for embezzlement. Canter
took refuge in Al-Grain in 1749
wherefrom he dispatched a letter
to Aleppo. B. J. Slot comments that
“Canter’s flight to Grain is a typical
manifestation of a basic character-
istic of Kuwait. Its essential function
in the life of the Gulf at that time
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was that it was an area outside the
sphere of the Ottoman Govern-
ment of Basra. In this way it could
serve as a refuge for both persons
and trade when, for one reason or
another, there was a risk of trouble
in Basra. This little desert trading
town was born and continued to
grow because of the simple fact of
its being outside the troubled area
of Ottoman of Iraq.”

Consolidation of inland and
maritime trade

During the reign of Shaikh
Sabah |, Kuwait's land and sea
trade grew considerably, reinforc-
ing its status as a hub for caravans
traveling between Aleppo and the
eastern parts of the Arabian Penin-
sula where “Kuwait became an im-
portant port of call for desert cara-
vans to and from Aleppo. These
caravans carried goods imported
by Kuwaiti vessels from India and
passengers who wanted to trav-
el from the Arabian Gulf, via the
desert to Aleppo in Syria".

On the other hand, Baron Tid-
do Frederick Van Knipphausen,
Chief Resident of the Dutch India
East Company in the Arabian Gulf,
wrote a report in 1756 describing
the economic activities of the peo-
ple of Al-Grain (Kuwait) and their

strength. He states that they
had “some 300 vessels but almost
all of them are small because they
employ them only for pearl diving.
During the bad monsoon, pearl
diving and fishing are their only
occupations. They amount to 4,000
men all armed with swords, shields
and lances. They have almost no
firearms”. In another report dat-
ing back to 1758, Knipphausen
mentioned the existence of a
sulfur mine in “Green” [Grain]. He
sent to the Netherlands a sample

C
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1- The first nine decades of the
emergence and rise of the State
of Kuwait

Preface

More than three centuries ago,
historical sources including maps,
travel books and historians - have
confirmed the existence of a town
on the northwestern tip of the Ara-
bian Gulf region called “Kuwait”. Dr.
Abdullah Yousuf al-Ghunaim states
that this area was “first known as
Kadhima until the late 17th centu-
ry, after which it was also referred
to as “Kuwait” or “Grain”.

But no detailed discussion of
the early origins of Kuwait shall
be covered by this series of arti-
cles, as the primary concern here
is to deal with the emergence of
Kuwait’s distinct political and eco-
nomic entity, which is certain to
have started with the election of
Shaikh Sabah Bin Jaber as ruler of
Kuwait in 1718. This date has been
established according to Historical
Photographs of the Rulers of the Gulf
States, a book published by the Al-
Diwan Al-Amiri Historical Research
and Libraries Centre of the State
of Kuwait, and collected and au-
thored by Shaikha Mona Al-Jaber
Al-Abdullah Al-Jaber Al-Sabah.

This book notes that: “Histori-
cal sources indicate that Kuwait
emerged in 1613. However, these
sources mention nothing about
the rulers of Kuwait who governed
it prior to 1718, the year which
marked the start of documentation
of Kuwait’s rulers and their achieve-
ments, beginning with Sheikh
Sabah Bin Jabirwhois referred toin
modern sources as Sabah the First”.
This research relies the approved
Rulers Tree by the Amiri Diwan,
cited in the aforementioned book,
which establishes the year 1718 as

B

the beginning of the rule of Kuwait
by the Al-Sabah family. This date is
very close to 1716, when Al-Utub
families selected their first chief to
rule Kuwait, according to Francis
Warden, an official of the British
Government of India.

- The first ruler: Shaikh Sabah
Bin Jaber (Sabah 1) the founder of
traditions of governance based on
justice and consultation (Shura)

Modern historical sources agree
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on the circumstances in which
the Kuwaitis have elected Shaikh
Sabah I in 1718 as Kuwait’s ruler.
Perhaps the most detailed account
is that of Saif al-Shamlan: “After the
expansion of Kuwait into a quasi-
village, it attracted migrant groups
who became part of its popula-
tion. Therefore, Kuwaitis deemed
it necessary to appoint a man of
their own who would lead them,
solve problems, resolve their dif-
ferences, manage the affairs of
the town, and assume other such
responsibilities. Thus, they select-
ed Sabah |, grandfather of the Al
Sabah family. Al-Shamlan goes on
to explain: “It is said that their rea-
son for choosing Sabah was due to
the fact that his father was leader of
his people since they were in Najd”
area of Central Arabia, and that:
“Sabah stayed in Kuwait or around
it throughout the year because his
business was inland. The majority



® AL-SABAH

Carsten Niebuhr

Kuwait. He apparently collected
information about Kuwait based
on reports he had received from
those he met in the region. Thus,
he provided an account on Failaka
Island population whom he said
that they lived on pearl-diving.
He also described Kuwait: “This
town is reputed to own 800 ships.
Its inhabitants occupy themselves
chiefly with pearl-diving on the
Bahrain banks and with fishery.
The number of its inhabitants is
commonly estimated as 10,000. In
the hottest season ... a large part
of them stay in the region of Bah-
rain and many others travel with
camels for the caravans to Damas-
cus, Aleppo and other places”.

The number of ships and popu-
lation mentioned by Niebuhrreveal
a remarkable increase compared
to those reported by Kniphausen
ten years earlier. This is indicative
of the fast growth experienced
by Kuwait during the late years of
Shaikh Sabah | rule and the early
years of the reign of his son Shaikh
Abdullah I.

*Creation and development of
wealth

The economy grew consider-
ably during the reign of Shaikh

Sabah |, as described by Al-Qina‘i:
“Kuwait developed considerably in
his days and its trade extended to
India, Malabar, Yemen and Iraq"

This picture is complemented
by Dr. Al-Hijji: “Having occupied
such strategic locations and over-
come the stiff competition of
their rivals, the ‘Utub established
their maritime sway over the Gulf,
emerging as rivals to Muscat in the
regional carrying trade and, by the
end of the18th century, reaching
and trading with the north-west
coast of India. None of this could
have been achieved had the ‘Utub
continued to sail in the small ves-
sels recorded for earlier decades.
Indeed, it is around this time that
one sees the development of
maritime technology among the
‘Utub, including the building of
battils and baghlahs — large cargo
dhows - of around 400 tons. The
commercial prosperity of the'Utub
of Kuwait soon came to rival even
that of the port of Basra, then un-
der Ottoman Turkish rule, where
high customs duties - sometimes
as high as 8.5 percent — drove a
number of merchants to set them-
selves up in Kuwait/al-Qurain,
which was close enough to Basra
to allow for the overland carriage
of goods between the two, and
where customs duties were low or
even non-existent”,

Perhaps the most important
event that contributed to the
growth and expansion of Kuwait's
trade was the Persian siege of
Basra in 1775 and its consequent
occupation it in 1776, which re-
sulted in shifting considerable
commercial resources from Basra
to Kuwait. Abu-Hakima describes
this scene: “The circumstances of
the siege and occupation of Basra
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by the Persians had a far-reaching
influence on Kuwait and Zubara. In
the first place, direct relations were
established between Kuwait and
the English East India Company’s
representatives in the Gulf. Kuwait
became important as a centre for
nearly all caravans carrying goods
between Basra and Aleppo from
1775 to 1779. Because of the enmi-
ty existing between the British and
the Persians, goods coming from
India which could have been sent
to Abl Shahr for conveyance to
Aleppo via Basra, were instead un-
loaded at Zubara and Kuwait. This
led to the accumulation of wealth
at the two ‘Utbi towns".

In addition, since 1775, Kuwait
acted the main station for receiv-
ing and sending English mail be-
tween the Gulf and Aleppo. This
mail was called Arab desert ex-
press, which was operated by the
English East India Company. Its sig-
nificance was not confined to mail
from India, for it was also used for
commercial purposes.

Moreover, the English East India
Company expressed great interest
in the Kuwait’s harbour. In Novem-
ber 1777, it sent its ship Egal to re-
port on it. The harbour was found
suitable for anchorage, and the
town “has a slight Wall calculated
for Musquetry. However, it serves
for the caravans for Aleppo and
Bagdat to assemble with some se-
curity and free from Persian extor-
tions”.

During the reign of Shaikh Ab-
dullah 1, there were prominent
merchs who had accumulated con-
siderable personal wealth, such as
Shaikh Ahmad Bin Rizk, who was
famous for pearl trade. He enjoyed
high esteem with the tribal leaders
and Ottoman government officials,

E
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weighing 300 pounds of Grain sul-
fur for marketing purposes. Knip-
phausen had always remained on
good terms with Kuwait. In 1758,
he sent a Dutch vessel from the
Island of Kharj which he governed
(south of Abadan in Iranian waters)
to Kuwait to transport its shaikh
(probably Shaikh Mubarak, one of
Shaikh Sabah | sons) to the Island
to meet an English mission which
included Dr. Edward Ives. The mis-
sion planned to travel overland
by caravan from Grain to Aleppo.
The Shaikh met with the members
of the mission and expressed his
readiness to arrange their trip with
a convoy heading from Grain to
Aleppo. For this service, he asked
a fee which was forgotten. Com-
menting on this episode, Slot men-
tions that “Shaikhs of Kuwait are
quite mobile individuals, travelling
to Syria with their camels”.
Knipphausen had explained to
the English mission that their cara-
van journey to Aleppo via Kuwait
“could be covered in twenty-five
to thirty days thus saving two and
four weeks as compared with the
time required by boat to Basra
and Baghdad. Moreover, it was re-
vealed to the English mission that
by accompanying the Crane cara-
van they should be able to avoid
many dangers and expenses” Ku-
wait must have benefited greatly
from the trade in sea-borne and
overland carried goods. Abu-Hak-
ima states that the “Operation of
the desert-route no doubt had its
effect on Kuwaiti trade and togeth-
er with the sea-borne cargoes, was
vital to the expansion of Kuwait
as a power in the region” Goods
destined to the surrounding areas
in the region-and beyond- were
unloaded in Kuwait rather than

D

Kuwait city’s first wall
was built during the
reign of Abdullah I. The
city’s trade and culture
continued to flourish,
as it became the main
hub for the “Desert Mail
Express”.

Basra-in order to avoid customs
payment. Abu-Hakima judges
that “the growth of Kuwait in the
Eighteenth Century was a result
of that enormous trade in the Gulf
in which Kuwait played an active
role”.

* Continued traditional culture
and development of maritime pro-
fessions

Thus, in less than half a century
of Shaikh Sabah | rule, Kuwait’s
trade was well established and the
town had flourished, making it the
focus of European trading powers
in the Gulf in the first half of the
eighteenth century, including the
Netherlands and England. Moreo-
ver, Kuwait had formed its defen-
sive force, established peaceful
relations with its neighbours and
exchanged commerce with them.
The emergence of this remarkable
political and commercial entity co-
incided with the continuation of
cultural manifestations which are
inherent in the Arab-Islamic herit-
age. Among this era’s most promi-
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nent works was the copying of the
traditional manuscripts such as Al-
Risabah Al-Fighiyah [Jurisprudence
Treatise] by Al-Qairawani which
was copied by Abdullah Bin Ali
Bin Saeed Bin Bahar in 1726. This
latter also copied in 1743 Kitab Al-
‘Arab’in [Book of Fourty Hadith] by
Al-Nawawi.

Dr. Yacoub Al-Hijj describes this
phase of establishing of modern
Kuwait under the Rule of the Al
Sabah with whose “participation
and protection, the economic ac-
tivities of the area began to flour-
ish: pearl diving, shipbuilding and
commerce all developed under
the rulership of one of the ‘Utbi
families, the Al-Sabah, who effec-
tively established a system of jus-
tice and fair dealing in a secure
environment, giving merchants
the confidence to undertake com-
mercial risks and enjoy the fruits of
business”.

- Second Ruler: Shaikh Abdul-
lah Bin Sabah (Abdullah 1): New
prospects for Kuwait’s prosperity,
financial and moral power

After the death of the found-
ing ruler Shaikh Sabah Bin Jabir | in
1762, he was succeeded by his son
Shaikh Abdullah Bin Sabah (Abdul-
lah 1), who ruled

Kuwait for 51 years until his
death in 1813. He was keen to sus-
tain the traditions of governance
founded in the era of his father,
and was described by historian
Abdul-Aziz Al-Rushaid as “coura-
geous, fair, prudent, generous and
compassionate”.

In 1765, three years after the
start of his rule, the German-born
cartographer and explorer Carsten
Niebuhr, who was in the service
of the King of Denmark, passed
through the Gulf but did not visit



hands free to dispense your duties,
even if it is required that | should
be personally penalized. Thus, Al-
Sharikh accepted the position”.

On the other hand, the manifes-
tations of cultural activities under
the reign of Shaikh Abdullah | have
continued to be rooted in religious
culture, with the emergence of
classical poetry and rhymed prose
biographies. Dr. Al-Wagayan states
that the manuscript of Al-Tayseer
Ala Madh hab Al-Shafe'i [Facilitat-
ing the Shafi‘i Doctrine] was cop-
ied by ‘Uthman lbn Ali Bin Muham-
mad Bin Sari Al-Qina‘i in 1798, and
that Shaikh Yusuf bin ‘Isa Al-Qina’i
mentioned that he found a small
book copied by the same tran-
scriber containing a number of
poems and the dooms day story
as well as some fairy tales of which
the writing date was 1798"

Moreover, the people of Kuwait
took keen interest in scholarship
and honored the scholars who vis-
ited their country, including Shaikh
Abdul-Rahman Ibn ‘Abdullah Al-
Suwaidi, a jurist traveler and his-
torian from Baghdad who visited
Kuwaitin 1772 where he described
his stay of one month: “Kuwait is a
town on the coast ... whose people
were greatly hospitable and gener-
ous to me. They are characterized
by their integrity, decency, and
devoutness. Kuwait has fourteen
mosques and two prayer halls;
all of them are filled with worshi-
pers during the five daily prayers.
| stayed for a month during which
| was not asked about sale or pur-
chase transactions and the like,
but | was specifically asked about
fasting, prayer, and charity. Moreo-
ver, | have noticed that the women
of Kuwait are extra-ordinarily reli-
gious”.

Folio 10 verso of the Kniphausen report of 1756.
The name Mobarek Eben Saback is Clearly
recognizable halfway down the page.

The era of Shaikh Abdullah |
also produced one of the most
prominent Kuwaiti scholars, being
Shaikh ‘Uthman Bin Sanad (1766-
1827), who was born on Failaka
Island, and later moved to Kuwait
town and where he was taught by
its scholars, including Shaikh Ab-
dullah Al-Sharikh. He also traveled
to Basra in 1802 and later to Bagh-
dad, Al-lhsa, Mecca, Aleppo and
Damascus, where he completed
his education.

Dr. Al-Wagayan enumerates
twelve works by Bin Sanad includ-
ing biographies and Arabic gram-
mar books. He also states that
Bin Sanad was considered to be
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“a leading scholar, accomplished
writer and a great poet”.

Dr. Al-Waqgayan also reports
that ‘Uthman Ibn Sanad was much
“appreciated by Kuwait's Second
Ruler Shaikh Abdullah Bin Sabah. It
is said that Shaikh Abdullah visited
the Sanad family in Failaka, where
he was their guest overnight, and
next morning he asked Bin Sanad
to join him on a cruise to Khor
Abdullah in the northern Arabian
Gulf”.

* Paternalistic Ruler and leader
of the Gulf

In 1793, Harford Jones Bridges
described Shaikh Abdullah Bin
Sabah and his relationship with
his people: “The Shaikh of Grain
was most venerable old man, of
commanding figure, and almost
adored by the inhabitants of the
town, for he was more to them as
a father than a governor”.

With self-confidence and crea-
tive energy, Kuwait has assumed
a high position among the cities
of the Arabian Gulf, according to
Malcolm's report who described
Kuwait as the head of the ‘Utub in
the Gulf.

This enabled Shaikh Abdullah
| to strengthen Kuwait's role in
the region and gain the respect
of its neighbors. He succeeded in
consolidating his country’s inde-
pendent decision, establishing her
security and stability, expanding
her economy and making Kuwait
a safe-haven for those who sought
protection and residence in order
to practice their profession and
commerce in a secure and promis-
ing environment.

-To be continued in the next
issue.
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and was described as having com-
bined wealth with literary pursuits
and generosity.

*Loyalty to Principles and un-
compromising determination

It is historically reported that
the Kuwait’s wealth and prosperity
was coveted by its jealous neigh-
bours, particularly the powerful
Bani Ka‘ab tribe who alternated
their loyalty between the Persians
and the Ottomans.They decided
to invade Kuwait using their large
ships, but the skills and courage
of Kuwaitis in the naval battle that
took place between both sides in
1782 near the island of Failaka,
known as Al-Riggah Battle, ena-
bled them to overcome the Bani
Ka'ab and burn their large ships
despite Kuwait's small vessels and
their inferior arming.

This was one of the events that
made Shaikh Abdullah | decide to
build a naval force to protect the
Kuwaiti merchant fleet. Kuwait’s
naval force had a decisive influ-
ence on the balance of power and
battles that were taking place in
the Arabian Gulf waters.

He also built the first wall
around Kuwait town to protect it
from invasions coming from the
desert. Sir Harford Jones Brydges
a British official of the English East
India Company described this wall
during his visit to Kuwait in 1793. It
is remarkable that during the reign
of Shaikh Abdullah I, Kuwait man-
aged to repel all attacks against
it whether in land or at sea. This
clearly indicates its military power
in those days.

Kuwait has always maintained
its independence and has re-
mained able to resist Ottoman
pressures. A point in case is when
Shaikh Abdullah | insisted on pro-

F

-

-

Letter by Kniphausen and his deputy Van der Hulst
of November 11, 1758, containing a proposal for
trade in sulphur with Grain, the first mention of
trading activity of Europeans in Kuwait.

Kuwait was outside

the Ottoman domain
and always maintained
friendly relations with its
neighbours.

tecting a number of refugees flee-
ing to Kuwait after their abortive
rebellion against the Ottoman
Pasha of Baghdad, who in turn
demanded that Shaikh Abdullah |
hand them over to him. The British
resident of the English East India
Company in Basra also sent an let-
ter to the Shaikh Abdullah inform-
ing him that the Pasha intends to
attack Kuwait if it refused to hand
over the refugees. However, the
Shaikh of Kuwait replied that he
was ready to fight the Pasha in or-
der to protect his guests if the lat-
ter were to attack Kuwait.

Dr. Abu-Hakima evaluates this
firm response of Shaikh Abdullah
| as: “The determined behavior of
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the Shaikh of Kuwait shows plain-
ly that the power he could exert
against any meditated attack on
his territory was strong enough to
repel any aggressor. It has already
been seen how he defied the Bani
Ka'b and Shaikh Nasr of Abu Shahr
in 1782, and how his fleet led the
attack on Bahrain [which was un-
der Persian

* Integrity of the judiciary and
appreciation of the scholars

Besides Kuwait's economic
strength and military power dur-
ing the reign of its second ruler,
Shaikh Abdullah Bin Sabah, his
era witnessed the consolidation
of the estate of the judiciary. Dur-
ing his long reign, four successive
Shari‘ah judges assumed Kuwait’s
judgeship: Shaikh Muhammad
Bin ‘Abdul-Rahman  Al-‘Adsani
(1756 - 1782), who became judge
prior to the death of Shaikh Sabah
| by about six years. He was suc-
ceeded by Shaikh Muhammad
Bin Muhammad al-‘Adsani (1782-
1793); Shaikh Muhammad Saleh
al-‘Adsani (1793-1810) and Shaikh
‘Ali Bin Sharikh (1810-1813).

These judges have enjoyed
great respect by the Kuwaiti soci-
ety. Dr. Khalifa al-Waqayan cites a
story that reveals the high esteem
given to the judges of Kuwait.
When Shaikh Abdullah | offered
the position of judge to Shaikh
‘Ali Al-Sharikh, the latter replied to
Shaikh Abdullah I: “This is a high-
ly sensitive position, one whose
most important conditions is the
unhindered administration of jus-
tice, and | am afraid that my hands
would be tied at it, especially
when it comes to the notables”. It
is reported that the ruler of Kuwait
made this task easy by assuring
the would be judge “I shall set your
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There, above noise and danger, Sweet Peaceis crown’d with smiles
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