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“Tricentenary of Establishing the Rule of Shaikh Sabah I”
Three centuries of harmony, stability and prosperity (3)

Dr. Tarek Abdullah Fakhrel-Deen

Foreword

This year marks Kuwait’s 300th anniversary of the establishment of the Al-Sabah family rule in 1718. 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 has developed from a small port
into an accomplished state priding itself of its reputable status in the community of world nations.

On this occasion, Al-Hawiya magazine presents its readers with a series of articles, providing an outline of Kuwait¢s
historical phases 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 Kuwait¢srich past.The articles merely attempt at presenting the overallimage of Kuwait¢s emergence
as arising star in the Gulf and outline its historical development under the rule of the Al-Sabah family.

Ever since its emergence Kuwait was an Independent Emirate.

[3] A glimpse into the develop- This review aimed at providing the

ment of Kuwait as an outstand- , GAZETTEER larger picture of Kuwait’'s emer-
ing regional entity 1718-1859 wm gence as a considerable indepen-
Episodes 1 and 2 of this series = FERRIAN GULF, dent commercial force and active
looked into the historical scenes | 'OMAR, hub for the flow of merchandize
that dominated Kuwait’s region CENTRAL ARABIA, between the East Indies and South

since the late years of the second b West Asia. Within this context, em-
decade of the Eighteenth Century | phasis was laid on the influence of
until the latter years of the fifth de- the political leadership of Kuwait’s

cade of the Nineteenth Century. Gulf Gazetteer first three rulers, Shaikh Sabah Bin
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Rumaidi p.65).

Delving into the policies of Ku-
wait’s fourth ruler would reveal
that they were characterized by
constancy and continuity of his
predecessors’ statesmanship in all
fields, including his persistence in
protecting Kuwait's sovereignty
and sparing it Ottoman threats,
as well as his policy of sustained
commercial prosperity . This is
evidenced by historical accounts
including political reports dis-
patched by the British political
Resident in the Gulf at the time.

Pelly’s description of the reign
of Shaikh Sabah Bin Jabir Bin
Abdullah: “Kuwait is Gulf’s most
thriving port”.

The era of Shaikh Sabah Bin Jabir,
Kuwait’s fourth ruler, also known
as (Sabah Il) witnessed the coun-
try’s sustained trading boom. He
was over seventy years old when
he assumed the reign, but was well
experienced in matters of govern-
ment which he handled for long
years as an assistant to his father.
During his years, Kuwait was visit-
ed by Colonel Lewis Pelly, the Brit-
ish Political Resident in the Gulf,
who came to the country on two
occasions, 1863 and 1865. In his
reports to the British India Govern-
ment, Pelly stated that Kuwait was
neither subject to the authority of
the Ottoman Pasha of Baghdad nor
the Turkish commissioner of Basra,
and praised Shaikh Sabah for be-
ing well aware of the regional Gulf
politics (Abu Hakimah,Tarikh, p.
235).

He described the city as one of the
most thriving ports in the Gulf re-
gion, having sail ships that were
large and numerous, and trading
with India and the Arabian coasts.
Pelly added that Kuwaiti sailors

3
k

r'}ﬁ. r
g, b g
: Ry
LIS L-‘h..,‘.&_‘- 4
e “ ¥}
e u_‘,:i
] i o

s i g o T e Ll ML el et e e i
- = i - . - o =
i WSl L (e VA ke TH AVTYE e TV

e el e e ) 2] L i L LAN)
Ship ownership deed signed by Sh. Sabah Il

were reputed the best in these
regions with as many as 4000 of
them at sea through the year, sea-
faring to nearby and distant har-
bours. He portrayed Kuwait as an
active city with a large and open
main market, and about twenty
thousand inhabitants.

Kuwait’s commerce was described
as “considerable, importing rice
from shoshster [Persia]l Busreh,
and the Malabar coast, dates from
Busreh and timber for shipbuild-
ing from the west coast of India"
He reported that “On the land side
it barters with Bedouins who bring
down the roughen (ghee), wool
and horses, exchanging these for
coffee, rice and other necessaries”
(Pelly 1865 p.11)

Stating that Kuwait’s economy was
based on two major activities, Pel-
ly mentioned that “The Kowaitees
have a considerable carrying trade
and are perhaps the best boat
builders round the Gulf”. (Ibid).
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While in Kuwait, Colonel Pelly
was guest of the then renowned
horse merchant Yusuf Bin Bader,
who hosted him at his Jahrah fort
which he described that “it lied at
the north-west angle of the bay of
Kowait” (Pelly 1865, p.9). He added
that“It is reported to be a very an-
cient site and bricks and other re-
mains of buildings are still found
in the adjacent soil”. Pelly also re-
ported that “it is here that Yoosef
collects his horses brought down
in small detachments from the
Shummar, the Onyzah, the Najd,
and other tribes, securing them
within the fort walls, and reviv-
ing them after their long desert
marches with artificially watered
lucerne, until the season opens for
export to Bombay, when he passes
them into Kuwait, and ships them”.
(Ibid).

He noted that a mix of curren-
cies were used in commercial and
daily transactions, a matter which
he detailed as “the currency at
Kuwait is in Maria Theresa dollars
Persian krans, and Turkish copper
coin. English sovereigns are occa-
sionally to be found. Bills can be
obtained on Busreh, Bushire and
Bombay”. (Ibid, p.11)

Kuwait Bay: Meeting place of sail
crafts, steamships and neigh-
borly jealousy!

It was argued by a modern histo-
rian that the major value of Pelly’s
reports could be summed up in
his expectations that Kuwait will
have a great future as a place for
steamships anchorage, telegraph
posts, and a navigation hub for
river boats and steamships (Abu
Hakimah-Tarikh, p.236).

On his part J.G Lorimer in his Gaz-
etteer of the Persian Gulf, The His-
torical Part stated that Pelly was

C
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Jabir, Shaikh Abdullah bin Sabah
and Shaikh Jabir Bin Abdullah, to-
gether with revealing their impact
on the formation of Kuwait’s dis-
tinct political entity and stressing
its influential regional role in the
events that dominated the Ara-
bian Gulf.

Moreover, the articles brought to
the fore the active role played by
Kuwait which attracted the inter-
national powers that were pres-
ent in the Gulf region at the time
such as the Dutch, the British and
the Ottomans and led them to ap-
preciate Kuwait’s position as an in-
fluential power in regional politics
and trade.

Thus, both local and international
powers sought to win the support
and sympathy of Kuwait's rulers,
with some foreign officials taking
refuge in Kuwait to escape the
flaring struggles in their areas, as
they felt that this young upcom-
ing country provided a safe haven,
freedom of trade, and justice for
anyone who sought its protection.
This third episode takes a further
look into the impact of that era on
the reign of Kuwait’s fourth ruler
Shaikh Sabah bin Jabir bin Abdul-
lah.

Fourth Ruler (1859-1866): Bal-
ancing Kuwait’s independence
and interests with its foreign re-
lations.

Kuwait’s fourth ruler Shaikh Sa-
bah bin Jabir bin Abdullah (his-
torically known as Shaikh Sabah
1), ruled for around seven years.
Despite the fact that his reign was
described as generally peaceful
(Al-Qinaei p. 16), yet it was an era
that witnessed the emergence of
the Ottoman threats to Kuwait’s
independence which were ada-
mantly resisted by its rulers. This

B

Lewias Pelly

Pelly 1863 “Kuwait is
neither subject to the
Pasha of Baghdad nor
the Commissioner of
Basra”.

The Shaikh and Cazees
sit at city gate to watch
trade and administer
justice.

Shaikh Sabah Il was had
an imposing personality
with unique qualities.

scene is commented on by Talal
Al-Rumaidi who states that “since
its early beginnings, Kuwait was
known as an independent emir-
ate in the Arabian Peninsula. The
Shaikhs of Kuwait had the sole
and undisputed control over their
country’s internal and external af-
fairs, despite rivalry between the
world powers then to take over
Kuwait which was geographically
important and had a thriving com-
mercial port which continued to
flourish over the years ever since
its establishment” (Al-Rumaidi,
Kuwait wa- al-Khalij al-Arabi fi al-
Salnama al-‘Uthmanyah, p.64)
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Moreover, the author infers that
the Treaty of Adherence to Mari-
time Truce concluded between
Kuwait and Britain in 1841, which
was signed by Shaikh Sabah bin
Jabir on behalf of his father, Shai-
kh Jabir bin Abdullah Al-Sabah
(Kuwait’s third ruler) provides a
strong evidence to the fact that
Kuwait’s rulers exercised the right
of representing themselves in in-
ternational conventions. (/bid).

Further, Mr.Al- Rumaidi’s historical
research led him to conclude that
Kuwait had distinct relations with
the Ottoman State which was the
largest Islamic power then (18t
and 19" centuries), having con-
trol over most Arab territories. He
adds: “However, the Ottoman at-
tempts to take control over Kuwait
were doomed to failure”. Based on
historical references the author
surmises that “Kuwait’s policy to-
wards the Ottoman State generally
followed two principal directions.
The first was to resist the Otto-
mans whenever it came to matters
infringing on the independence of
the Shaikhs of Kuwait and their
sovereignty over their homeland”
such as rejecting the Ottoman
Governors’ requests to handing
over some fugitives and refugees
who sought the protection of the
Shaiks of Kuwait. (Al-Rumaidi p.64-
65). The second direction “was to
give support to the Ottoman State
and back up its control over its
territories through providing any
possible assistance such as when
Shaikh Jabir [Kuwait's third ruler]
sent part of his navy to the port
city Basra to help relief the siege
there, as well as his aid to the Ot-
tomans in their endevours to en-
trench their influence over the
port city of Muhammarah”. [both
located in the northern gulf] (Al-
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(Pelly, 1865, p.11). It appears that
Shaikh Sabah Il maintained this
tradition which was observed dur-
ing the reign of his father Shaikh
Jabir bin Abdullah who was re-
nowned as Jabir Al-‘Aysh (Jabir the
Rice Donor).

Pelly described the government
system as “patriarchal with the
Shaikh managing the political and
the Cazee (judge) handling the
judicial departments. The Shaikh
himself would submit to the Ca-
zee's decision. (Abu Hakima, The
Modern History of Kuwait p.75) One
local historical source reports that
the judge of Kuwait then was no
other than Shaikh Muhammad Bin
Abdullah Al-Adsani who had as-
sumed the position in 1857, two
years prior to the ascent of Shaikh
Sabah Il to the rule in 1859, and
continued to dispense his judicia-
ry tasks until post World War One,
therby lasting in the position for
nearly sixty-two years (1857-1919)
during which he was contempo-
rary with five rulers of Kuwait. (Al-
Qinaei p. 34).

The personality of Shaikh Sabah II
was described by Pelly as impos-
ing, charismatic and impressed
anyone who met him because of
his unique qualities. (Yusuf Abdul-
Mu'ti, p. 36) Moreover, the Brit-
ish official praised Shaikh Sabah's
thorough Knowledge of general
political affairs, and mentioned
that he was surprised to know
that the Shaikh of Kuwait was well
versed in the political situation of
distant countries as he regularly
obtained a copy of The Oriental
Paris Gazette of which he was a
keen follower. (Ibid, p. 41). In con-
clusion, Pelly sums up his impres-
sion about Kuwait and its ruler by
stating that a group of maritime
tribes were able to establish a se-
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cure and stable homeland due to a
succession of balanced rulers who
followed prudent policies which
they initiated and continued until
they became masters of a thriving
port which has become a shelter
for the aggrieved, and a home of
peace, security and freedom for
everyone. (Ibid p. 35)

Shaikh Sabah II's short reign came
to an end in 1866, when he died
at the approximate age of 83. His
reign was described by Al-Qinaei
as follows: “the entire era of Sabah
was delightful and prosperous,

"qu” (2018 ssams = yue253) 95 dunyill 40

and during his years trade reached
considerable heights” (Al-Qinaei,
p.16).

Besides achieving Kuwait's pros-
perity, Shaikh Sabah Bin Jabir
Bin Abdullah was able to protect
Kuwait against a grave political
crisis through his intelligent con-
tainment of Namiq Pasha’s threat.
Moreover, Kuwait's history shall
give him credit for initiatives to
build bridges with the modern
world through welcoming steam
boats and foreign press into Ku-
wait for the first time in its history.

E
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able to clearly recognize the fu-
ture potential of Kuwait as a com-
mercial port and a hub for seafar-
ing commerce and other trade,
in addition to its viability, given
special circumstances, to act as a
base for a British telegraph post or
coal storage station, Lorimer also
reported that Pelly has superbly
and precisely stated the neces-
sity of the arrival of steamships to
Khor Abdullah on their way to the
commercial capital of Turkish Iraq.
(cited in Khalid A. Abdul-Mughni
Bidayat al-Kidmah Al-Baridiyah fi
al-Kuwait p.27).

Moreover, Lorimer points out that
Lewis Pelly’s forecast became true
in April 1866, a year following his
second and last visit to Kuwait. It
was then that the vessels of the
British India Steam Navigation
Company started frequenting the
port of Kuwait. However, these
visits had to be suspended soon
after their start, when they were
claimed to be posing a serious
commercial threat to trade in the
Ottoman Basra port. Consequent-
ly, the Turkish authorities in Iraq
became uncomfortable with Brit-
ish commercial steamers calling
on Kuwait. This prompted Namiq
Pasha, the Turkish Governor of
Baghdad to send over two armed
navy ships from Constantinople
to threaten Kuwait's port in 1866.
(Ibid p. 28).

Yet Kuwait was ready to defend it-
self, for it maintained within its city
walls around six thousand fighting
men as reported by Pelly. This fig-
ure was considered to be large at
the time, and compared well to
the number of fighters who were
engaged in wars on behalf of oth-
er Gulf countries, such as Muscat
which had considerable military
might.

D

Namik Pasha

John Gordon Lorimer

In line with his father’s
tradition, Shaikh of
Kuwait gave a daily
dinner to strangers.

Pelly praises Shaikh
Sabah Il for keeping
up with political
developments
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The above army was supported by
another large number of Kuwaiti
tribes’ fighters who wandered
about in its surrounding desert.

Undesirous of engaging in hos-
tilities with the Ottomans, and in
view of the Turkish authorities¢
threats to impose sanctions on
Kuwaiti ships that called on Basra
port, Kuwait’s ruler Shaikh Sabah
Il requested the British authori-
ties” to stop British India steam-
ships calling on Kuwait port. Thus,
steamers no longer transited in
Kuwait except on rare occasions”.
(Ibid). Thus, a serious crisis which
threatened Kuwait's security and
sovereignty was diffused peace-
fully diffused by Shaikh Sabah II.

Pelly: Shaikh Sabah Respected
the Judge’s Decision and Fol-
lowed The Oriental Paris Gazette
In his reports, Pelly painted an in-
teresting picture of the daily life of
Kuwait’s ruler (Shaikh Sabah Il). He
wrote that the Chief Shaikh [the
ruler] and the Kadhees [Judges] sit
daily [at the city gate] to hear the
news, superintend trade, and ad-
minister justice. (Pelly, 1865 p. 11)
Moreover, the British official as-
serted that “the inhabitants, Jews
included, enjoy complete religious
toleration”. He noticed that “there
seems indeed to be little Govern-
ment inference of any kind and
little needed for any”. (Ibid).

In his 1863 report, Pelly noted that
Kuwait had attracted the Arab and
Persian merchants who were keen
on trading with Kuwait because of
fair practices, low customs duty,
and freedom of trade.

On his second visit, the British of-
ficial’s attention was also caught
by Ka large dinner which was pre-
pared daily in an allotted hall for
the entertainment of strangers”
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