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This volume is dedicated to those local heroes of
Middle East and North African cities who, across the
millennia, have defied killing solidarities and conventional
boundaries to embrace the humanity and potential of
“the other” in their midst.
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Preface

This volume is motivated by a simple premise: Cities
need to be brought back into the analysis of the Middle East
and North Africa (MENA). Long obscured by a focus on the
empire or the state, their agency denied and curtailed, cities
can and should receive greater attention from those inter-
ested in the region. There are many reasons for advocating
this position. One of the most telling is the depth of involve-
ment cities have with conflict and violence. As the last details
on the production of this volume are being accomplished,
Beirut and Tyre are exchanging bombs for rockets with Tel
Aviv and Haifa. Whole districts of Beirut have been reduced
to rubble, access to Tyre has been cut off, major energy and
transport networks crucial to urban functioning have been
destroyed, hundreds of thousands of displaced persons are
on the move, while almost half of Haifa’s population has fled
the city.

Other cities in the region are also experiencing ongoing
conflict as well: Baghdad and Basrah are torn apart by daily
violence; Istanbul has experienced another explosion;
Mogadishu has been conquered by forces of the Islamic
Courts. It is hard to escape the conclusion that conflict among,
about, and directed towards the cities of the Middle East, ongo-
ing for five thousand years, remains a fundamental component
of contemporary urban life in the region. Such events draw our
attention to the cities of the region, and force us to admit that
any attempt to understand the region’s current dynamics
without considering the urban, at least as a site for conflict and
violence, misunderstands the MENA.

There are, however, many other reasons to divert attention
from states and empires to cities in the Middle East and North
Africa other than the fact that regional security is now pri-
marily urban in its location, incubation, and management.
Fundamentally, the processes and dynamics of conflict trans-
formation in the region are also urban based and urban driven
in their requirements. Post-conflict development, as well as
sustainable economic development, also crucially depend on
the vitality and involvement of cities: Just ask the people of
Haifa, Beirut, Mogadishu, or Mosul. The alleviation of poverty
and exclusion can not ignore the inhabitants of the shanty
towns, gecekondu, and bidonvilles of Port Sudan, Algiers, [zmir,

or Nouakchott or they will not succeed. The expansion of polit-
ical space in the MENA can only start from acknowledging that
civil society is urban based and urban dependent, and must
be nurtured by the city.

Long-term analysis of the regional future also forces an
urban sensitivity. Whether it is global warming, and its impli-
cations for agriculture, urbanization and migration, or water
scarcity and declining aquifers, the effects in the MENA city
will be profound. Population growth, and the in-migration to
cities, will dominate urban politics and the search for a voice
for the disenfranchised.

Another reason to recenter the city in our understanding
of the Middle East and North Africa is the obvious vitality of
the region’s cities. The everyday of MENA urban life drives the
economy, politics, and social development of this disparate
region. Young people in Cairo and Manama queue up to hear
Nancy Ajram, despite the dire warnings of religious leaders
and politicians about the imminent demise of society as we
know it. City residents still flock to the beaches of Aqaba/Eilat,
Baku, Gaza, or Casablanca for family time away from the heat
of the city. Suitcase smugglers continue to ply their trade
between Bandar Abbas and Dubai, Istanbul and Varna, Tang-
ier and Tarifa despite state boundaries. Religious broadcasts
from Qom are sold as DVDs on the streets of Manama, Dji-
bouti, Marseilles, and Zanzibar. Flights still converge on Dubai
and ships full of sheep leave Berbera. Architectural restoration
continues in the kasbah of Nablus, on the medieval high rises
of Aden, or the mosques of Timbuktu. Human rights activists
still protest in Tunis and in Tabriz. The Middle East and North
African city is humming, providing the buzz and hope that has
always marked its city system.

It is this undeniability of the role of the urban in under-
standing the Middle East and Africa, no matter the policy hori-
zon, which has stimulated the production of this volume.In a
context where the power of the MENA city has tended to be
ignored, misunderstood, or downplayed, the editors wished to
redirect attention, to “bring the city back in,”to the discussion
about regional agency, decision making, and policy.

Equally, however, we felt that the city was being excluded
from the historical narrative. Analysis of the Middle East and
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North African city has often been disjointed, focusing on
particular periods in the trajectory of a city rather than tak-
ing a perspective over the longue durée of a single city or of
urbanism’s place in regional development. Few cities in the
region have been approached as a conceptual whole, and we
wanted to make a statement about the usefulness of such a
perspective. Likewise, the region is often framed for students
through its religious or ethnic differences, obscuring the plu-
ralistic urban reality lived by its people. A city perspective thus
begins to subvert such traditional framings of the region,
opening up an alternative spatial vision and approach. By
examining cities as a whole, a different relationship and
dynamics is revealed.

Within this volume the reader will find two primary per-
spectives on “the city” One stresses a city’s historical unique-
ness, autonomy, particularistic heritage, and trajectory. The
other looks to the networks of flows and ties that link one city
to another, and thus views the city through the lens of its

embeddedness and ties. Both are essential to understanding
the role of cities in the Middle East and North Africa.

This volume, like the urban itself, begins each narrative
with human creativity, and should end with human potential.
The MENA urban story contained in these pages includes sig-
nificant misery, destruction, political folly,and the dominance
of the powerful, but it also affirms the regenerative power and
transcendence of the human spirit. Out of destruction can
come renewal, learning, creativity, and openness. It is this story
that the MENA city can also tell.

This story would not be told if not for the work of the won-
derful production team at ABC-CLIO. Martha Gray has been a
jewel, overseeing the complicated final process with under-
standing and skill. Alex Mikaberidze kept the project moving
during its vital middle phase with kind encouragement. Anna
Moore and especially Kristine Swift stepped in to keep the
project from falling behind. Our thanks to them.

—The editors
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Foreword

This is an unusual contribution to the literature on cities
in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region—
deserving much applause for its ambitious decision to cover
100 cities by essays that are remarkably sophisticated and his-
torically embedded and for the skills and energies of the edi-
tors, who have written different dovetailed introductions and,
between them, have authored more than half the entries. (The
rest have been written by trusted colleagues chosen for their
specialized knowledge of particular subregions.)

The limited number of contributors provides a rare bal-
ance between unity of purpose—manifested by writing styles
that maintain comparable levels of serious scholarly sophis-
tication and the flexibility to vary the contents to emphasize
the successive cultures and periods of greatest importance to
their individual formations and transformations. Unlike the
city chapters in other encyclopedias (Britannica’s specialized
urban encyclopedias such as the 2002 massive four-volume
Grolier Encyclopedia of Urban Cultures), where unity is
achieved by requiring individual authors to follow similar out-
lines, relevant or not, the present format provides an unprece-
dented opportunity for the authors to capture the depth and
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diversity of cities located within a common but hardly uni-
form region.

This collection strongly resists the temptation to reduce its
intellectual demands on readers to their lowest common
denominator. Each entry presumes some knowledge of the
geographical setting and some familiarity with the long stretch
of shifting imperial control, religious sects, and even dynasties.
While this limits the number of its potential users, it offers rich
rewards to its readers, dedicated students and scholars alike,
who seek to widen their reach, to develop comparisons, and to
hone better, if more limited, generalizations about cities in the
MENA region.

I am particularly excited by the promise that the encyclo-
pedia will be available on the Web. With a comprehensive index
to link and sort entries into geographical, historical, and func-
tional categories of the user’s design, this book is an extremely
valuable tool, not only for searching specific entries but for for-
mulating creative and synthetic scholarly hypotheses.

My congratulations to the editors and authors for this
excellent work.

Janet L. Abu-Lughod






Reevaluating the Past, Rethinking the Future

The cities of the Middle East and North Africa (MENA)
evoke many vivid and colorful images. Bustling market areas
and crowded caravansaries are found alongside lush, watered
gardens or spacious mosque courtyards. Gray-walled and fea-
tureless twisting streets suddenly reveal a vista of an impos-
ing mosque with the blue-and-gold ceramics of its domes and
minarets flashing in the hot sun. The noise and press of heav-
ily clad humanity and overloaded beasts can immediately give
way to quiet and secluded residential areas where old men on
wooden stools play backgammon with their neighbors. Next
to rooftops and open spaces blistering with the dry summer
heat are dark alleyways with high walls throwing a blanket of
cool shade across their paths. Beside the hilltop madinah, there
is a modern suburb with motorways and shopping malls. The
city of the MENA region is kaleidoscopic in its range and vari-
ety. As one of the cradles of world civilizations, it boasts some
of the most ancient cities of the world—]Jerusalem, Baghdad,
Cairo, Jericho—and some of the most modern—Riyadh, Tel
Aviv, Dubai.

Despite this richness and color, the reality is, and has
always been, more prosaic. Cities in the MENA region, long the
center of social, economic, and political activity, are undergo-
ing a profound crisis of growth, of service provision, and of
internal social, political, and architectural change. The reality
is that amid the vibrancy and variety, city officials are also
struggling with overcrowding, poor infrastructure, changing
economic means of production, and grand but often inappro-
priate attempts to ameliorate these problems but that only add
to the burden and the debt. The pageantry of the cities of the
region is mixed with poverty and pollution. Yet, however one
wishes to perceive them, these cities are fascinating and wor-
thy of greater study.

The study of MENA cities has also been characterized by a
wide range of opinions and perspectives. To illustrate the
variety of views and different points that can be emphasized,
the editors have chosen to write two separate but comple-
mentary introductions. This first part of the introduction,
“Reevaluating the Past, Rethinking the Future,” attempts to
show how the study of cities in the MENA region can be struc-
tured. It outlines the different ways in which cities in the region
have been studied, examining the various phases in which dif-
ferent disciplines contributed to our understanding of them.

xvii

It then highlights some of the common architectural forms and
environmental or logistical factors that have influenced the
development of cities and, finally, some of the profound ways
in which they are being transformed. The second part of the
introduction, “The Wonders of Cities and the Marvels of See-
ing Cities Comparatively; clarifies a range of ways to compare
and contrast cities contained in this volume, offers some alter-
native ways beyond the geographic for thinking about the
urban, and ends with a call to link the historical city with the
urban world order of today.

Before looking at these issues, however, we need to first
clarify a number of terms and definitions. First, what do we
mean by the Middle East and North Africa? For the purposes
of this volume, the editors have generally chosen to define the
MENA region as stretching from Morocco to Iran and from
Turkey to the Horn of Africa. This definition thus includes the
twenty-two countries of the Arab League (including the Pales-
tinian Authority enclaves in the West Bank and Gaza Strip),
Turkey, Israel, Iran, and Cyprus. In adopting this definition,
we need to point out some of the difficulties inherent in its
usage. The usage of the term Middle East and North Africa,
although seemingly straightforward, has been quite prob-
lematic. Why should these two distinct geographical regions,
the Middle East and North Africa, be brought together as a
single region? The first is in Asia, and the second, part of
Africa. Surely those areas that share the Mediterranean
seaboard have more in common with other Mediterranean lit-
toral areas than with those that cluster around the Persian or
Arab Gulf. There are considerable climatic and topographical
differences in addition to significant linguistic and historical
ones.

Part of the problem in defining the region and justifying
its study as a coherent unit lies in the evolution of the term
Middle East as a Eurocentric definition. Historically, the east-
ern Mediterranean seaboard and the Balkans were known as
the Near Fast, in contrast to the Far East, defined as areas east
of India. The Middle East was seen as the area in between.
Then, during the First and Second World Wars of the twenti-
eth century, Britain, the dominant power in the region at the
time, established a military administration with responsibil-
ities stretching from Iran to Libya, with its “General Head-
quarters Middle East”in Cairo. The term became increasingly
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used outside the military establishment to refer to this area
and was even recognized within the region itself. By the Cold
War, it had global currency. (The U.S. State Department has
persisted with earlier connotations by combining two terms,
with its Near and Middle East divisions, and the U.S. military
has divided the same region into European, Middle East, and
African commands.)

A further problem is the high degree of differentiation in
the region when it is studied at a lower level, such as city level.
Superficial similarities in culture, religion, and history across
the region are quickly replaced by a number of subareas dif-
ferentiated by geography, climate, and economy. For the pur-
poses of studying contemporary urban change in the Arab
countries of this region, Janet Abu-Lughod has delineated five
types of countries whose economic makeup has a direct
impact upon the functioning of cities."

1. The economically marginal countries that have stag-
nating agriculture, little industry, and export labor
(Sudan and Yemen)

2. Neocolonial countries whose economies are tied to
Europe to the extent they have economic satellite status
(e.g., Morocco and Tunisia)

3. The confrontation states that border Israel and whose
economies have been distorted negatively from the long-
running conflict (Egypt, Jordan, Syria, Lebanon, Pales-
tinian areas, and, to a certain extent, Iraq)

4. The “Semi-0il” states that moved from extensive agri-
cultural production to an oil-based economy but whose
development was affected by a decline in oil revenues
(Algeria and latterly Iraq)

5. The rentier oil states whose oil-based economies inte-
grated them into the world economy but that have suf-
fered from price fluctuations affecting planning and
diversification (Libya, Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, Qatar,
Kuwait, United Arab Emirates, and Oman)

If one were also to consider the very different economies of
Israel, Cyprus, and Turkey, the list of types and subregions
within the MENA region would be very much extended. To
what extent, then, is there any value in delineating a region so
differentiated internally as a unit of study, and what impact
does this have upon the study of its cities?

Like other area specialists of the MENA region, the editors
contend that despite such internal differentiation, despite the
collapse of a unitary framework like the Ottoman Empire,
despite the increased hardening of borders in the twentieth
century, despite the recent intrusion of Israel, despite the lin-
guistic, ethnic, and religious differences, the MENA region is
still sufficiently interlinked and shares a core of religious, lin-
guistic, and historical experiences to offer a coherent unit of
study. Clearly, the Arab core consider themselves a cultural and
linguistic community sharing some collective myths and val-

ues, some experiences of resistance to colonialism, and exter-
nal pressures. The reasons for including non-Arab countries
(Turkey, Cyprus, Iran, and Israel) in the MENA unit are also
valid. Since the rise of Islam and its spread, first through the
Umayyad Empire, then the Abbasid Empire, and proceeding on
to the Ottoman Empire, areas outside the core Arab areas were
often integrated politically, militarily, and socially, which
resulted in the region comprising a relatively homogenous cul-
tural and political heritage. More important, perhaps, than
these political structures is the shared religious tradition of
Islam, a legal framework derived from a single basic source,
the Qur’an, and for a time a lingua franca in the Arabic lan-
guage among the commercial, political, and religious elites. In
addition, the countries of the region experienced a similar pat-
tern of economic relations with the rest of the world. Iran,
Turkey, and Cyprus have much more in common with coun-
tries inside the MENA region than those outside it. The only
exception is Israel, but it is a very recent arrival. Many of the
cities of Palestine have a rich history prior to 1948 and con-
tinue to evolve in ways similar to those of cities of the wider
Arab-Islamic hinterland today.

This introduction seeks to answer a second question: what
is a city in the MENA region? Our initial response would be to
respond that a city is a large urban settlement of a given min-
imum number of inhabitants with presumably some large his-
torical monument such as a cathedral or mosque and with
some administrative functions to indicate its importance as a
national or regional center. With this flexible definition, it is
clear that the size of population is only an indication, and other
specific features need to be considered. The problem even with
this broad definition is that it does not take historical change
into account. Some cities were not always cities, while others
no longer exist. Most readers would soon reflect that ancient
and historical cities would not have the same population totals
as a contemporary one and therefore could be excluded from
the list when at points in their past history they were of great
importance. Similarly, buildings decay or are demolished,
rebuilt, or renovated over time; therefore, monumental features
that were once important are overshadowed. In the same way,
acity’s role in the life of the region will change over time as new
trade routes are developed or natural resources are exploited
or rival cities become the seat of administration, governance,
and power. The definition of what is a city, therefore, has to be
flexible to take into account these changes and yet not be too
broad as to make the term meaningless. This encyclopedia
encompasses cities from the ancient period to the modern.

Moreover, there is a further complexity to consider. This
encyclopedia is edited by two academics trained in a Western
academic tradition, with contributions from people also
trained in that tradition, and produced and marketed by a
publishing company that also works within that tradition.
Does our collective understanding of what constitutes a city
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reflect the patterns of urban settlement in the MENA region,
or are there subtleties or refinements that also need to be
included in the definition we work with? To what extent do our
Western notions of city life encapsulate the urban tradition in
the MENA region? Can our notions of municipal responsibil-
ities and civic institutions be replicated, and are there other
forms of organization or ways of expressing the urban that we
would miss if we did not take care?

Here we touch upon an important discussion in academic
circles that has been underway for half a century. The start-
ing point for the academic debate around how best to under-
stand and study cities was the work of the nineteenth-century
German sociologist Max Weber (1864-1920). His notion of a
city was based upon an ideal European type in which there
was a “commune” comprising such institutions as craft guilds
and chambers of commerce that “mediated” between organs
of the state, such as a governor, and the populace. The debate
among academics can be simply put: to what extent are cities
of the MENA region like European ones, and to what extent
do cultural factors such as the role of Islam as an organized
religion or continuing tribal structures account for differ-
ences?

There are four main phases in the evolution of this debate.
The first two focus on what the Japanese political scientist
Masashi Haneda has termed the “hardware” and “software” of
cities.” By the hardware of cities, Haneda is referring to the
urban infrastructure, physical layout, and architecture.
Research by academics in these fields has focused upon empir-
ical studies of layout to identify what may be intrinsically
Islamic or culturally specific to the MENA region. The results
of surveys, or distillations of architectural plans, have been
interpreted in a way to provide a contrast with the Weberian
European model. Attention is drawn to the zigzagging narrow
streets, blind alleys, the separation between the public and pri-
vate space, and ethnically and vocationally segregated market
areas.” Later academics noted that it was more than a coinci-
dence that these studies took place during periods of colonial
rule and accompanied the embedding of colonial administra-
tive structures. And while they were empirically valuable, con-
taining much useful basic data, their perspectives have been
criticized for their loaded use of Orientalist concepts portray-
ing the European model of a city as rational and dynamic
while that of the MENA region as chaotic and stagnant. For
example, R. Le Tourneau’s study of the great North African city
of Fez is marred by his manifestly inaccurate observation that
“Fez has not changed for thousands of years.”* This approach
also saw the beginning of the academic quest for an all-
encompassing definition of an Islamic city to match the
Weberian European model.

The software of cities in the MENA region refers to people
and their interaction. In the main it encompasses a range of
political and social networks. These include tribal, religious,

or military affiliations; religious practices such as pilgrimages
to tombs of holy personages or the extensive endowment sys-
tem, or awqaf; trading patterns of the locality; and the eco-
nomic interactions between the inhabitants of the city and the
hinterland. Interest in these aspects was seen as an important
corrective to the earlier essentialist view. Much work was car-
ried out in identifying institutions such as guilds or networks
that could be seen as “Islamic” and therefore likely to have
fashioned the character and dynamic of the city.” These his-
torical researchers still concerned themselves with the Weber-
ian dichotomy but began to adopt a more textual-based
methodology—that is, they were less concerned with draw-
ings and maps but more concerned with data derived from
Ottoman files; registers of the sharia, or Islamic court system;
and wagqfiyya, or endowment deed, documents. While some
of the work by scholars such as Ira Lapidus was method-
ologically very rigorous, much of the work suffered from too
general an extrapolation from historically specific studies. The
studies of the bazaars of Aleppo in the Ottoman period did
not and cannot necessarily tell us much about the suq of Mar-
rakesh during the Al-Moravid period in Morocco.

The third main phase of debate among academics is the
discussion around the usefulness of the term Islamic, both as
an adjective and a concept, in the study of cities in the MENA
region. It marks the entry of the social sciences into the debate
in the 1960s, particularly the sociologists and cultural anthro-
pologists. Their approach is to argue whether the Islamic city
exists or existed at all and whether it was merely a construct
devised by Western scholars that resulted in an illusory and
romanticized depiction of urban forms in the MENA region.
Instead, they turned to alternative terms and models to explain
the pattern of relations and physical layout of cities in the
region. Notable among these scholars were J. Abu-Lughod, K.
Brown, and D. E Eickelman.® Those adopting this third
approach believed that an examination of Islamic cultural val-
ues such as qurba, or closeness, and their role in social net-
works and the distribution of residences, or the presence of
Islamic law as a permeating principle in the organization of
public and private space, was a more fruitful way to under-
stand the growth and dynamics of cities in the MENA region.
They, however, have been criticized for not going far enough
in their rejection of the notion of an Islamic city. Their
approach merely sought to be more culturally attuned to
reveal the underlying rationality in the patterns of urban
hardware and software derived from such sources.

The fourth approach, the anti-Orientalist critique, is more
trenchant in its rejection of the idea of the Islamic city concept.
As one who straddles the third and fourth approaches, Abu-
Lughod has written:

How is it that we have a large body of literature about an intel-
lectual construction of reality called the “Islamic city” while
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we have few or no articles, books, and conferences about the
Christian city, the Buddhist City, the Hindu City, or the Pagan
City?”

This position is that the values and discourses of academe
in the Western world have been conditioned and framed by
the monopoly of power of the Western states. In turn, the dis-
course has framed research that is used to consolidate and
justify the West’s domination of other cultures and to present
the latter as defective and in opposition to those of the dom-
inant culture. The result has been the construction of an Ori-
ent and an “ideal” of cities of the MENA region along essen-
tialist lines that overlook, on the one hand, commonalities
between the Arab-Islamic world and the West and, on the
other, internal differentiation.

This view has been widely accepted by mainstream acade-
mia, and the current period in research has seen its consoli-
dation and a process of reflection as to whether the anti-
Orientalist critique is the final word in the quest of the Islamic
city. Recently, there have been a number of reservations
expressed about how the anti-Orientalist critique has resulted
in a tendency to minimize the value of the outside perspective
and the detached observer.! However, there is at present a per-
ception that the variegated nature of the MENA region has
been accepted and that comparative work with European
cities can be useful to some extent but should not be the tem-
plate upon which an understanding of cities of the MENA
region be based.

Almost in parallel with these debates existed another
closely related debate, one that has recently come into promi-
nence. This latest phase is derived from two sources. First, there
is the growing awareness for the need to conserve the ancient
and traditional parts of many of the cities in the MENA
region. As will be discussed below, the rapid changes to the
infrastructure and use of cities has led to transformations in
the hardware ranging from the wholesale demolition of city
walls and quarters to severe neglect and inappropriate use
leading to dilapidation and slum conditions. A growing aware-
ness developed that the loss or misuse of these structures
would deprive the cities of certain irreplaceable aesthetics and
a sense of history and belonging. Second, there is recognition
that much of late twentieth-century construction and planning
has atomized society and created huge problems of alienation
and dissonance. There is thus a growing interest in reviving
traditional techniques of design and construction and the use
of local material.

As a result, a new generation of professionals, town plan-
ners, and architects has begun to see the old quarters of the
cities in the MENA region as a reservoir of knowledge of build-
ing techniques and responses to changing climatic, sociolog-
ical, and logistical conditions. Akin to a seed bank, they were
essential to preserve if future generations were to respond to

new challenges. Assisted and to some extent prompted by
international conventions on architectural conservation and
United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organi-
zation (UNESCO) programs, and on the work of the Aga Khan
Foundation, a body of technical literature (but often contex-
tualized by socioeconomic and political data) has arisen and
added to the debate.

To some extent, by focusing upon architectural issues and
having to make assumptions about what values are being con-
served both in the structures and the society they frame, this
contribution by conservation architects reopens questions
about the Islamic nature of the city. It is now widely recognized
that the process of celebrating and restoring a heritage is not
value free. The identification of what is the heritage of a city
is usually carried out by educated professionals, bourgeois
elites, and national and international funding agencies. In
many cases, they will have internalized Western conceptions
of an ideal city of the MENA region or at least be at variance
with the needs or aspirations of the usually impoverished
inhabitants of the quarters being conserved.

These, however, are micro-level policy issues that are the
subject of many debates at conferences and in the literature.
What is of greater relevance to this introduction is the attempt
to identify certain common approaches that have confronted
builders, architects, and planners in the MENA region over the
ages but in a way that does not weigh it down with Oriental-
ist baggage and dichotomies. Thus, there is recognition of the
influence of the climate on both the design of the quarter or
suburb and of the structure itself. Hence, the many high walls,
domed roofs, covered arcades and bazaars, courtyards, rooftop
terraces, wind catchers, slatted windows, and gardens are all
designed to both keep out the heat and collect cooling breezes.
Similarly, there is recognition of the role played by Islamic
jurisprudence in determining the layout and structure of
buildings. For example, the degree to which neighbors are per-
mitted to overlook each other’s houses has affected the posi-
tion and style of windows as well as points of access to the
house. The twisting, winding streets, with archways, cul-de-
sacs,and overhanging windows, are an expression of such reg-
ulatory principles in some cities. Finally, there is awareness that
modes of transportation, generally pedestrian and pack beast
of burden rather than cart or coach, has been the key factor in
determining the width of access routes and the nature of entry
points to the city.

As has been already implied, this reevaluation of the past
and how it may help in rethinking the future of the cities of the
MENA region has been brought about by the rapid changes in
the region since the last World War. In less than fifty years, the
urban population of the MENA region has increased from 20
percent to more than 70 percent, leading to the growth of huge
conurbations and megacities. In addition, there has been a dra-
matic increase in the population of small and medium-sized
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towns. Likewise, the primacy of certain cities within their
states has grown tremendously. Egypt, for example, continues
to be dominated by Cairo, with 12.6 percent of the total pop-
ulation and nearly one-third of the country’s urban popula-
tion. Nevertheless, regional towns such as Port Said, Suez, and
Minya are becoming cities with annual growth rates of 3 to 4
percent. This pattern is replicated across North Africa and the
Levant. In contrast to the mid-twentieth century, life, society,
and politics in the MENA region in the twenty-first century is
becoming urban life, urban society, and urban politics.

Such an accelerated process of change involves a wide
range of stresses on the structural fabric of the city and the
pattern of social and political behavior. It is true that increases
in urbanization can be correlated with increases in per capita
income, as the examples of Kuwait and Israel confirm. Never-
theless, this can be an abstract comfort for those living in sub-
standard housing without piped water or electricity and in
areas of high density. Most of the inhabitants of contemporary
cities in the MENA region are experiencing not only the
trauma of migration but also difficulties associated with inte-
gration as new residents and with the attendant problems of
orientation, acculturation, and unemployment. This, in turn,
is leading to the creation of new political and religious affili-
ations and constituencies that shift the balance of power and
coalition of interest groups.

These all combine to produce a fragmented and possibly
deeply alienated population whose demands have to be
accommodated by state systems that are, by and large, defec-
tive and not up to the task of absorbing such changes. The
adoption of Western planning, design, and construction tech-
niques and values to establish mass-housing complexes on the
outskirts only exacerbates the sense of dislocation. In addition,
the flight of the traditional families from the old quarters of
the cities to be replaced by new rural immigrants creates an
environment where the congestion and overcrowding is not
ameliorated and diffused by old family ties and strong com-
munal bonds. All these processes combined have fed much of
the Islamic radicalism and militancy in the MENA region. The
overall result can be large squatter settlements on the margins
of big cities bereft of government services and infrastructure
and over which government control is weak or mediated
through powerful family or religious interests. In these cir-
cumstances, the prospect for heightened conflict and tension
is very likely.

Michael Dumper
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The Wonders of Cities and the Marvels
of Seeing Cities Comparatively

There are many alternative approaches to studying the
cities in the MENA region. An encyclopedia is one convenient
and comfortable mechanism for gaining an overview and for
beginning such an investigation. The traditional way of using
an encyclopedia is to look up a single entry of interest and then
move on, returning at a later date to consult another entry.
However, the very presentation of information in this type of
format frames the understandings of cities in the Middle East
and North Africa one acquires in four crucial ways. The first
is that cities are presented as discrete entities, ordered alpha-
betically, which delinks them from other cities with which they
may be tied in vibrant networks. The very act of looking up a
city alphabetically disconnects the student from the city’s his-
torical patterns of flow and exchange with other cities, stress-
ing instead a vision of the city as an autonomous actor,
bounded and self-contained.

Such framing does offer substantial benefits, in particular,
being able to see the target city across time and to compare any
one point in its history with any other subsequent or prior
period. A city as a changing and resurgent actor, experiencing
its own cycles of highs and lows, comes to the fore. The expan-
sion and contraction, the failures of elites and leaders, the
everyday of the city are nicely exposed in viewing the city as
bounded and contained within itself. The ancient Sumerian
word for wall or fortification (uru-as or duru) evolved into
their word for a city (uru); from the very beginning of human
civilization, cities have tended to be seen in this way as
bounded, contained, discrete. It is important, therefore, that
one approaches each city and its trajectory aware of this
inherent bias toward separation and the backgrounding of
connectedness. John Friedmann calls this the “historic city”
perspective.' In fact, looking across the full trajectory of a city
does provide considerable benefits not usually found in most
studies of a city: what is readily available in the literature usu-
ally emerges from a concern for a particular time period or
context. For example, numerous studies of Mamluk Cairo
exist, but it is rarer to find a complete review from a city’s
founding to the present; in fact, many of the cities in this vol-
ume have never received a comprehensive study such as that
available for a city such as Cairo.

The second result of presenting cities of MENA in an ency-
clopedia is that it is difficult to carry out comparative analy-
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sis. The cities are not framed in a comparative fashion, and
so the student must do the heavy lifting to compare cities with
others in the volume. If a student can transcend the limits of
the encyclopedic format, however, numerous insights await
him or her via the comparative process. A first simple level of
comparison is, of course, provided by grouping cities of the
geographic region MENA together into one package. Yet, as
mentioned in the first part of this introduction, even this is
not without controversy or challenge. What are the geographic
boundaries of the MENA region? What insights get lost if we
choose a particular geographic conceptualization of the Mid-
dle East and North Africa over some alternative? Are there bet-
ter ways to define this collective that are beyond territorial and
that may be more useful for analytical purposes? This is where
comparison comes in, and comparison is somewhat difficult
to accomplish given the encyclopedic format. The inquisitive
student will want to read any particular entry with an eye out
for comparisons with other cities or to approach the whole
volume in a more analytical fashion to squeeze greater ben-
efit from the work. For example, one conventional approach
would be to compare cities in a particular subregion: cities
around the Red Sea littoral or those in the Persian Gulf, along
the Nile, or on the Mediterranean. Such an approach should
highlight a range of similarities within the subregion that are
obscured by a MENA perspective. Another comparison would
be to seek out those commonly affected by large-scale historic
events: for example, those cities incorporated into the Roman
Empire in the East after 60 BC, or the cities destroyed by
Temiir, or those that entered the twentieth century as colonial
cities. Alternatively, comparisons on the basis of roles should
be particularly instructive: port cities, pilgrimage cities, cap-
ital cities, security cities. The comparison of cities caught up
in particular commodity chains or transshipment networks
(the Silk Road, spice trade, salt cities, drug cities, slave cities)
could be insightful, as would be comparing a number of cities
across time (why did Ebla and Ugarit die but Nippur, Izmir,
and Baghdad continue to come back to life after destruction?).
Thus, comparison of various types can take the student of
MENA cities well beyond the limits of the encyclopedic for-
mat.

Third, the presentation of cities in an encyclopedic format
makes it easy to lose a sense of the common themes that
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cities share at particular points in history: Under globaliza-
tion, what is changing for all cities in the region? How did the
introduction of European economic and military power in
the Indian Ocean and the Mediterranean after 1500 begin to
shift political power and lead to imperialism? Why has
Islamist mobilization been more effective in some cities than
in others? How did the split between Rome and Parthia or
Byzantium and the Sassanians hurt the cities along the
Euphrates? The astute reader of this encyclopedia should be
able to achieve some initial insight into such questions by
reading multiple entries.

Fourth, limiting one’s reading to discrete city entries misses
the opportunity to begin investigating fundamental questions
for which we need some explanations: What forces lead to the
creation of city coalitions (such as the Philistine, Ionian,
Decapolis, Shia Triangle, or Phoenician city systems)? Why are
certain cities more able to resist the overlordship of empires
or states than others (Tyre and the Assyrians) and to retain
some agency in the face of significant pressure? What factors
bring a city into global prominence almost overnight while
leaving others as dead ends in the world economy? What hap-
pens to cities when technology shifts their long-distance trade
routes? How can cities reclaim their primacy over the hinter-
land once it is lost? Where does a city end and its hinterland
begin? Perhaps there is no longer any such thing as a “city” that
can be distinguished as separate from the regional or global
political economy or the “urban.”? Are the flows and exchange
networks of cities more important than the built environment
in the way people live the everyday city?

Many of the well-known travelers in history passed
through cities presented in this encyclopedia, sometimes
recording their impressions and comparisons. Ibn Battuta
(1304-1368) is one of the best known and most widely trav-
eled. He lived in a globalized world order, conceptualized as
the Dar al-Islam, which was grounded on a network of cities
stretching from his home in Tangier to Makkah, Zanzibar,
Timbuktu, and Samarkand. In his Rihla (full title, A Gift to
Those Who Contemplate the Wonders of Cities and the Marvels
of Traveling), this fabled traveler records how he passed from
one urban center to another in the company of clerics, pil-
grims, merchants, and princes. Like a spider’s web, the cities
that were encompassed within his understanding of his world
lay before him, and serendipity often drove his decision to
choose one path over another. One way to understand the
selection of cities in this volume is to ask whether Ibn Battuta
visited this city. If he did, the city belongs in the encyclope-
dia. Although not every city he visited is included, and
although not every city in the volume is a “Tangerine city; the
theme remains significant. Ultimately, a powerful alternative
to conceptualizing the MENA as a geographic or state-based
concept is that of process geography, where flow and action
create the boundaries rather than having them decided arbi-

trarily on a reading of rivers, seas, mountains, or temporary
state regulations.’ Thus, within this encyclopedia is imbedded
an alternative conceptualization of the MENA that sees the
region as emergent from an armature of cities connected by
various flows of exchange, ideas, and effect. The region can be
conceived as the result of lived cities and flows, connected
across a range of networks, rather than seeing the region as
determining the cities to be included. Thus, this volume
includes a number of cities that may produce a fairly strong
response: those are not MENA cities, one might say of Tim-
buktu, Zanzibar, Samarkand, and Baku. Yet from a flow point
of view, it can be argued that they were “edge cities” for the
MENA: nodes where flows of trade, religious training, credit,
or guns ended or were transformed into something else. A
careful comparative reading of the entries in this volume can
reveal a moving set of edges to the MENA across time cycles
of ebb and flow where boundaries shift as cities become
included or excluded from patterns of exchange. Marco Polo
cities, those mentioned by Strabo, cities visited by Leo
Africanus, and Richard Burton’s exotic destinations are all
other ways to see edges to the MENA regions underlying city
structure. One could argue that Dubai and Tel Aviv are not
Middle Eastern cities because of their tight connections
beyond the region rather than within its geographic defini-
tion; or that Baghdad was, during the 1990s sanctions,
excluded and cut off from being a Middle Eastern city, exist-
ing in a black hole.*

The careful reader will also find examples of cities actively
pursuing their own power and agency within national and
imperial frameworks, despite our general assumptions of lim-
ited municipal control and domination. Municipal foreign
policy, where cities reach out transnationally to shape and form
their own destiny, has existed throughout recorded history.
Examples of aggressive, proactive elites pursuing the interests
of their own cities are in strong evidence in the current global
context, but a comparative analysis using this volume demon-
strates that this is not just a twenty-first-century phenomena
related to “globalization.” The reader could actually come away
from this encyclopedia affirming the ongoing power of cities
to overcome layers of bureaucracy and domination rather
than accepting conventional wisdom that frames the histori-
cal record as one of imperial or national control over local
elites. This encyclopedia is full of examples of resurgent, cre-
ative, and dissimulating cities whose actors struggle against
their loss of control over their own destiny and often win. In
fact, the volume might be read as a hymn to urban resilience,
perseverance, and continuation, despite all the examples of
violence, destruction, and restriction it contains.

There certainly is a disturbing record of violence, pain,
hatred, and destruction contained in these 100 stories. Read
from the point of view of conflict and conflict management,
there is not a city contained here that has not been besieged,
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invaded, sacked, raided, or forced to offer ransom. Interest-
ingly, some cities are more prone to destruction than others,
and it is not always just the luck of the draw. Rather, political
savvy on the part of local leaders, available wealth and
resources, location, arrangements with other cities for protec-
tion, or depth of hinterland and water are often determinative.
Read from another direction, however, many cities experienced
long periods of peace and prosperity, and not just by domi-
nating their neighbors or through naked power. Particularly,
the cult or Holy Cities drew strength from a different source
than did mercantile, security, or capital cities for their
longevity. Vanity cities, created by emperors or kings as mon-
uments to their glory, have various histories: some disappear
without a trace after a generation or two; others are able to
build a broader role and to exist into the future when the power
slips away. Security cities seem, interestingly, to remain secu-
rity cities across much of their trajectory; is this simply loca-
tion or something more complicated? Ultimately, cities are at
the core of the struggle for power in human society, and it is
within them and about them that conflict occurs and where
conflict transformation must also take place. This was as true
in the Uruk of 3000 BC as it is in the Baghdad of 2006. If the
cities of the Middle East and North Africa are to live up to their
history as the central core of human civilization, they must be
the sites where humans discover ways to overcome inevitable
human conflict, to handle it, and to transform it into a viable
urban future.

These 100 cities do not claim to represent the “top,” most
important, or “critical” cities in the region. Of course, there is
some of that justification in the selection of many of them. But
many “less important” cities are included here as well. In fact,
one of the realizations that emerges from reading all these
entries is that each city has a fascinating story to tell, and its
trajectory is just as interesting as that of its neighbor. There
are “8 million stories in the Naked City,” and presented here
are just a few of them; likewise, these 100 stories could be
combined with 1,000 more, and it would still be enlightening
reading.

So, choose to take a journey back 4,000 years to the foun-
dations of a single historical city and watch it grow, SimCity-
like in its evolution and development. Or start from the urban
present, with its poverty, illegal cities, gray economies, and
hope, and look for shared struggles. Jump from the ports of the
Atlantic to the shores of the Arabian Sea, or from the oases of
the central Asian steppes to the banks of the Niger Bend.
Uncover dead cities forgotten by those who build houses
within their ruins, explore boomtowns that appear where
humans have never lived before, or watch phoenix cities
reemerge again and again across millennia of human history.
But remember, as you read, the people living their lives in this
place and using these networks, those who built the city and
called it home. Lewis Mumford, in his magisterial volume The
City in History, looked both forward and to the past:

If we would lay a new foundation for urban life, we must
understand the historic nature of the city, and distinguish
between its original functions, those that emerged from it,and
those that may still be called forth. Without a long running
start in history, we shall not have the momentum needed, in
our own consciousness, to take a sufficiently bold leap into the
future.’

Bruce Stanley
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Abadan
Population: 350,000 (2005 estimate)

Abadan lies on a small island just off the Iranian coast of the
Shatt al-Arab just in from the head of the Persian Gulf. Until
recently the site of the largest oil refinery in the world, this
small city was originally known for its role as the guardian to
the Shatt al-Arab and as home to Sufi monasteries and holy
shrines. For the last 100 years, Abadan has been a ‘company
town,” created initially by the Anglo-Persian Oil Company
(APOC) and now run by the National Iranian Oil Company
(NIOC) to house the labor employed in the extraction and
processing of Iranian oil. One of the most famous ports in the
world, Abadan is home to a significant Arab minority and
remains caught up in regional tension and conflict.

Abadan (Arabic, Abadan) lies in the southeastern province
of Khuzistan, Iran, in the delta of the Shatt al-Arab. It is the ter-
minus of major oil pipelines and is a key oil-refining and ship-
ping center. Abadan Island is about forty miles long and be-
tween two to twelve miles wide, depending on the height of the
tide. Abadan is not a natural island but emerged when the
local rivers were linked to the Shatt al-Arab by a canal. Largely
covered by salt marshes in the past, Abadan’s soil remains
highly salinated, and native crops are limited to dates and
henna. The city lies some forty miles from the open Gulf and
eight miles south of the port city of Khorramshahr (Muham-
mara). Until the late 1800s, there were no islands south of
Abadan in the Shatt al-Arab; those that now exist have been
created by silt deposits since that time.

There is little agreement on the source of the name
Abadan. Tt may derive from the Arabic abbad (worshipers),
referring to the shrines and holy sites that dot the island. An
alternative foundational myth is that the town was founded
between AD 695 and AD 714 by Abbad b. Hosayn Kabeti as a
garrison town and subsequently was named after him. A
third suggestion, by Iranian etymologists, points to the deri-
vation of ab (water) and the root pa (to watch or guard), from
which they eventually arrive at “coast guard station”” As early
as the campaigns of the Assyrian Sennacharib (ca. 700 BC)
there is reference to an island at the mouth of the Euphrates,
and Ptolemy refers to the island of Apphana. Pliny refers to
the island in the first century AD, as does the great Arab geog-
rapher Yaqut (1179-1229), who mentions Abadan as the port
at the mouth of the Euphrates. By the fourteenth century,
Abadan was six miles from the open sea. By the 1900s, it was
twenty miles from the open Gulf.

Reflecting a similar trend as its neighbor Basrah, Abadan
was the site of the first Sufi khaniga (guest house) and
madrasa in Persia, established in 767 by Abd-al-Wahid ibn
Zayd and his followers. The island remained an important
center of Sufism for the next 100 years before the monastery
was destroyed in 874. Despite losing the main monastery,
Abadan continued to attract pilgrims to its remaining
shrines, monasteries, and pilgrim hostels. As a result, the is-
land became known as the Island of Khidr (in one version of
the story, this name refers to the prophet Elias who was re-
puted to have lived here), and thus became a site for holiness
and contemplation. The city’s most imposing monuments to
this day remain its shrines. Ibn Battuta, who visited the island
in 1326, found a small religious community, including her-
mits and religious students, and considered spending the rest
of his life there as a student of a master.

Abadan also played a role as a garrison town to ward off
attacks by pirates or to control access into the Shatt al-Arab.
For the Abbasids with their capital in Baghdad, it was one of
their ports leading outward to the riches of the world. Its im-
portance to navigation and shipping goes back to the earliest
period after its founding, with the building of a wooden
lighthouse in 951. Abadan’s role as guardian of access into
and out of the Persian Gulf has continued up to the recent
Gulf wars.

In medieval times, dates formed the major crop and re-
mained until the twentieth century the primary source of in-
come for Abadan’s inhabitants. This was backed up by the ex-
port of henna as a secondary crop, but Abadan first found
international fame as a maker and exporter of cheap but
high-quality straw mats (hasir), which were sought after as
far abroad as Egypt.

The area near the mouth of the Shatt al-Arab came under
Ottoman control after 1546, and the Ottoman naval base at
Basrah affirmed their security interests in the area. The re-
gion was contested from 1600 to 1639 between the Safavid
Empire and the Ottomans, but in the Treaty of Zohab (1639),
the two empires reached the first of a series of agreements
concerning their borders along the Shatt al-Arab. In 1847,
within a context of increasing British and Russian political
interest in the region and the modernization of the empire’s
central administration, the cities of Muhammara (Khor-
ramshahr) and Abadan, despite their majority Arab popula-
tions, were deeded from the Ottoman dynasty to the Persians.
The British, through their Political Resident in Basrah, re-
tained a key interest in their hegemonic role in the Shatt al-
Arab and by 1913 were reaffirming the Iranian rights to
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Abadan. Again in 1937, Iraq and Iran were encouraged to
clarify the eastern coast of the Shatt al-Arab as Iranian and
Abadan as part of their territory. In 1975 a further agreement
marked the boundary between the two states as the middle of
the Shatt al-Arab, thus retaining Abadan for Iran.

Throughout most of its history, Abadan remained a small
town on an island covered in hamlets and palm groves. In
1900 the island housed around 24,000 Bani-Kaab Arab
tribesmen. With the discovery of the Khuzistan oil fields, and
in the wake of the D’Arcy Concession of 1908, major expan-
sion and economic growth began. With its position at the
head of the Tigris and proximity to the Persian Gulf via the
Port of Muhammara, Abadan was ideally suited as a site for
an oil refinery and for the direct importation of equipment to
supply the oil fields. APOC initially leased one square mile of
the shoreline from Shaykh Khazal of Muhammara but even-
tually extended this to five square miles and opened a refin-
ery in 1912, with an initial annual capacity of 120,000 tons.
During World War I, two-thirds of the refinery’s production
went to the British Admiralty. By 1918 the capacity of the re-
finery increased to 1 million tons. By 1930, although the tech-
nology of the refinery was by this time seriously out of date,
its capacity rose to 5 million, and by the end of World War II
the recrafted Abadan oil refinery was producing more than 17
million tons annually. This culminated in 1960, when it offi-
cially became the world’s biggest oil refinery, producing 21
million tons per year.

The centrality of Abadan for oil production has resulted in
numerous political crises concerning control of its chief
product. The first was in 1921, when Standard Oil of New Jer-
sey, an American company, obtained an oil concession near
Abadan. This threatened the British monopoly there, causing
Lord Curzon to complain to the Americans about this “un-
friendly” act and ask for the concession to be disqualified.
Later, in 1951, what became known as the “Abadan Crisis”
centered around the nationalization by Iranian Prime Minis-
ter Mossadegh of the APOC refinery at Abadan. This led to
British contingency plans for a military attack on the refinery,
British warships threatening to bombard the city,and a global
boycott of production from the refinery, and in 1953 the
United States supported a coup against Mossadegh in sup-
port of the Shah.

The demographic development of Abadan is inextricably
bound up with the discovery and rise in importance of oil.
The needs of the boomtown for young male migrant workers
attracted thousands of new immigrants, including a new
community of 5,000 Armenians. This company town saw the
APOC and then the NIOC providing segregated housing and
supplies for the workers and also attempting social engineer-
ing via control and security. In 1943 there were 25,000 em-
ployees of the oil company, representing one-quarter of the
total population of 100,000. By 1950 there were more than
40,000. Almost overnight the new city of Abadan became the

fifth-largest city in the country and the model of the modern
industrial city in the Middle East.

This pool of oil workers meant a key political and social
source of unrest and agitation. In 1929, for example, the
“Abadan strike” by oil workers was the first major industrial
action in the country’s history, took on a decidedly anti-
British and pro-nationalist tinge, and was repressed by mili-
tary force. Similar themes appeared during the lead-up to the
Iranian Revolution in 1979, when Abadan’s 12,000 oil workers
led the country’s workers in the repudiation of the shah’s au-
thority. The Abadan oil workers were well organized into self-
confident workers’ committees, with a long tradition of trade
union organizing, and they stood up to the provisional gov-
ernment in Tehran. The subsequent cycle of strikes, killings,
and repression in Abadan played a significant role in mobiliz-
ing other cities in resisting the army and bringing on the Is-
lamic Revolution.

One unique contingent of oil workers in Abadan during
World War II were 400 Jews from Palestine who arrived in
1941 to fulfill a contract to build one part of the oil facility to
supply the British war effort. Many members of this contin-
gent were Zionists, and they used their three-year presence in
Abadan to begin the first systematic effort of the Zionist
Movement to proselytize the Jews of Iran and Iraq to move to
Palestine.

This centrality to Iranian oil refining was not the only rea-
son for the city’s success. It also served as a shipping center
for loading oil and a site for petrochemical production. After
the 1960s, however, the Iranian government diversified its
shipping and production sites along the Iranian coast, costing
Abadan its centrality to Iranian oil. Even by the early 1920s,
the APOC was having trouble with silting restricting access to
the refinery, since fully loaded tankers could no longer reach
the docks. Ultimately, the shipping center was relocated to
Karg Island, and the refining of petrochemicals was moved to
Bandar Imam Khomeini. This economic challenge to Abadan
was staved off in 1966 by the creation of a joint company,
Abadan Petrochemical Company, between the National Petro-
leum Company (NPC) and B. E Goodrich for the production
of polyvinyl chloride, dodecyl benzene, and caustic soda.
Other employment opportunities appeared, courtesy of com-
panies such as Nippon Petrochemical, or with various gov-
ernment and municipal services. This allowed Abadan to sur-
vive as a viable economic contributor to the Iranian economy.

From the late 1950s until the 1970s, life in this NIOC “com-
pany town” was very enjoyable for the professional elite.
Dances at the Yacht Club and parties in the Caravanserai
Hotel meant that some called it Iran’s “Paris” The Abadan
Band Club, the only jazz band in the country, played for the
shah and the local elites at their events. The Braim district of
the city, a gated community for foreign workers, offered luxu-
rious grassy living for the managerial elites. In the other part
of this “dual city; large housing tracts for the male workers in
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one-story yellow-brick houses spread out into the suburbs,
with types of housing linked to the employment hierarchy.
Such spatial division of labor, the formal public spaces, and
the ultramodern structures marked Abadan off from almost
all other Iranian cities. The Abadani accent, along with nu-
merous English loan words, marked a local culture that was
very cosmopolitan.

It was in Abadan that the infamous Cinema Rex, the ac-
knowledged site for the beginning of the Iranian Revolution,
was located. In August 1978, the cinema was locked and set
on fire, resulting in the death of more than 400 people. Believ-
ing that the shah’s secret service was behind the fire, mass
demonstrations quickly engulfed the nation, leading to the
shah’s flight early the next year.

During the Iran-Iraq War (1980-1988), Abadan was a cru-
cial early target for the invading Iraqis because of its oil pro-
duction capabilities, and they sought to occupy the city. The
defenders halted their advance, however, and for all of 1981
the city was under siege and bombardment, with the refinery
destroyed and most of the city leveled. Iranian forces tried in
January 1982 to lift the siege but failed; a second Iranian
counterattack in September 1982 succeeded, at the cost of
more than 10,000 casualties.

After the war, the Abadan Refinery only returned to its
prewar levels of production in 1997. Thanks to the extensive
damage suffered by the refinery’s infrastructure, and a lack of
investment by the government, Abadan no longer can be clas-
sified as the primary oil refinery in Iran. Nevertheless, by the
beginning of the twenty-first century, it did seem that a re-
vival was in progress. The first oil well dug in 1908 was still
producing oil, and the area continued as a site for significant
production. A special petrochemical economic zone was cre-
ated in 1998 to boost local industries, increase trade, and en-
hance profits, and it was having a revitalization effect on the
city’s fortunes. Abadan produced more than 10,000 tons of
goods per month, most of which were exported. The bulk of
these goods was made up of oil derivatives, as might be ex-
pected, such as tires, plastics, and tar. The refinery was also
increasing its production of intermediate goods, such as
naphtha, destined for the petrochemical complex at Bandar
Imam Khomeini.

In addition, the port of Abadan was increasingly a trans-
shipment site for loading and off-loading of goods, and
there was growth year after year. Passenger traffic via the
city has also increased. The city is now shipping many
goods to Basrah (vegetables and motorcycles, for example),
and in early 2005 the government endorsed plans to estab-
lish a free-trade zone around Abadan and Khorramshahr to
balance out similar processes occurring under U.S. leader-
ship in Iraq (see also “Basrah”). The Petroleum University of
Technology is attracting students, and the Abadan Museum
is recovering from the theft of its treasures by Iraqi soldiers.
Chic shops and restaurants give the appearance of develop-

ment and progress, although the “Paris” days of the period
before the revolution have not returned. Since most of the
city had been leveled in the fighting during 1980-1982, the
government did move to redevelop the built environment of
the city, particularly giving the rebuilding of homes an im-
portant priority. The upgrading of the Abadan refinery, the
oldest in the Middle East, is currently in process, and an
agreement was reached in 2005 to build an oil pipeline from
Basrah, in Iraq, to Abadan. A new cross-border rail link has
also been proposed.

Despite the economic upswing seen in Abadan and in the
rest of Khuzistan Province, the city’s redevelopment has
been seriously hampered by a lack of available drinking
water, and there have been many riots and demonstrations
on this matter. July 2000 saw violent protests, brutally sup-
pressed by the Revolutionary Guards, over the lack of avail-
able drinking water, as summer temperatures reached 125
degrees Fahrenheit.

There are still minefields around the city that have not
been cleared, however, and on the edge of the city lies a huge
cemetery dedicated to the martyrs of the battles to lift the
siege of the city. Heroin addiction is on the increase, and ba-
bies are still born with deformities from the remaining effects
of chemical weapons used in the fighting. AIDS, poverty, and
unemployment remain significant problems, leading to fur-
ther unrest and recent deadly confrontations with security
services in the city. Some of the tension arises from the con-
tinued ethnic tensions in the city between the Arab minority
and the Iranian majority. Other difficulties arise from the re-
maining gaps in the city’s infrastructure caused by the war.

James Hartley
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Acre
Population: 46,000 (2005 estimate)

Since ancient times, the gateway to Palestine has been
considered the magnificent harbor at Acre. Now a small Israeli
city with a mixed population of Palestinians and Jews, Acre
has for more than 4,000 years served the hinterland of
southern Syria with access to the long-distance trade routes of
the Mediterranean. For a millennium a Canaanite city often
under the direct rule of the pharaohs in Thebes, the city was
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subsequently besieged, destroyed, and rebuilt by the likes of
Ramses I1, King David, Ashurbanipal, Ptolemy II, Salah ad-
Din, Richard the Lionheart, Napoléon, and Ibrahim Pasha. Its
golden era was the two centuries it served as the key entry port
and then capital of the Kingdom of Jerusalem, when Franks
and Italian traders made it their link to Europe. Today its
varied antiquities and monumental buildings attract many
tourists, but the small fishing boats drawn up in front of its
seaside restaurants are a poor substitute for the hundreds of
pilgrim and grain ships that used to moor below its gates.

Acre (Canaanite, Akko or Akka; Greek, Ace-Prolemais;
Latin, Saint Jean d’Acre or Acre) is an ancient port city lo-
cated on the eastern Mediterranean littoral. It sits on the
northern corner of the large bay of Haifa (formerly the bay of
Acre) on a small peninsula that juts out into the sea where
the river Belus drains the plain of Akko; eight miles to the
south, at the southern tip of the bay, lies Haifa. The city has
an excellent harbor, usable under any sea conditions at any
time of the year, unlike other ports, such as Jaffa, further
along the coast. Thus, the site was valued for its safety and
access as early as the second millennium BC. Historically
Acre was the regional port for the western Galilee and its
largest city. Around Acre, the coastal plain is intensively cul-
tivated, and to the southeast stretches the fertile Jezreel Val-
ley; directly south there were coastal marshy areas toward
Haifa. Many transportation routes conversed on Acre,
whether those along the coast to Lebanon, inland to Damas-
cus, or southeast to Megiddo and the Palestinian highlands
at Jenin. The great port of Tyre lies twenty-five miles to the
north. Acre’s walled city, surrounded on three sides by the
sea, its central citadel, and the fortified harbor all helped give
Acre an important military and commercial position on the
coast, thus making it also a strategic prize for successive local
warlords and imperial armies.

Acre is one of the oldest continuously inhabited cities in
the world. Habitation on the Tel Akko site dates from before
2500 BC, and the city, known by its Canaanite name of Akko
(perhaps meaning “hot sand”), appears in numerous Egyp-
tian and Ugaritic texts over the next 1,500 years. There was
strong Hyksos influence here during their domination of the
coast and trade ties to Cyprus. Pliny the Elder (AD 23-79) ar-
gues that glassmaking was accidentally invented here where
the river Belus runs into the Mediterranean; the river was
long famous for the quality of its glass sand. Ramses II de-
picted his destruction of the city (ca. 1275 BC) on a relief at
Karnak. By this period of the Late Bronze Age, Akko was the
most important port city of central Canaan, involved in ex-
tensive trade networks around the eastern Mediterranean
and with Egypt. The city was a crucial security city for the
Egyptians during this time; Ramses II established a royal
naval base in the city and shipped grain from the royal estates
in the region. Excavations, however, demonstrate strong cul-

tural ties to Ugarit as well during the fourteenth to thirteenth
century.

The archaeological record suggests a dramatic shift in the
city’s population after 1100 BC. It seems as if the city then be-
came an outpost for the Sherdan Philistines at the beginning
of the Iron Age, perhaps serving as mercenaries for the Egyp-
tians or Sidonians. Canaanite cultural indications remain,
and Israelite indicators start to appear as well. Thus, Akko
was caught between various local and regional powers vying
to control the region around Akko.

The city fell to David and the Israelites in the beginning of
the tenth century. Phoenician influence returns, however, for
most of the period from 900 to 700 BC. The town was cap-
tured by the Assyrians around 700 BC and virtually depopu-
lated under Ashurbanipal; Assyrian texts note that at the time
of these campaigns along the coast, Akko belonged to the
King of Sidon. The city housed foreign traders and was an im-
portant cultural, commercial, and administrative center, even
so.A few years later, Esarhaddon granted Akko to the Tyrians.
During the sixth and fifth centuries, under the Persians, Akko
was again considered the territory of a resurgent Sidon, and it
played a security role for Artazerzes II; in 374 BC his cam-
paign against Egypt was organized from Akko. Archaeologi-
cal excavations demonstrate strong trade ties with Greece at
this time, and Tyre remained the overlord of Akko.

In 332 BC, Akko was incorporated into the empire of
Alexander the Great without a fight. Subsequently Ptolemy II,
King of Egypt, seized the city in the third century BC and re-
named it Ace-Ptolemais; he also relocated the city away from
the ancient tell to its present site. The Seleucids and Ptolemies
fought for control of this key port, and the city changed hands
a number of times during the third and second centuries, fi-
nally falling to the Seleucids after the battle of Panias (198
BC). The Seleucids renamed it Antiochia and granted the city
the privilege of asylum. It was repeatedly besieged, and in 142
BC Jonathan Maccabeus was captured in the city by the Seleu-
cid Trypho and executed. Some sixty years later, the city,
bizarrely, was attacked by Tigran II (95-55 BC), king of the
Armenians, during his attempt to conquer Syria. By this time
the city was autonomous and operated as an independent
city-state, although Phoenicians made up a core elite, and
they looked to Tyre for cultural direction (see also “Tyre”).

In 48 BC, Julius Caesar incorporated the city into the
Roman Empire, and, under the influence of Cleopatra, the
name reverted to Ptolemais. Some coinage minted in the city
continued to carry the Akko name in addition, indicating that
the ancient traditions of the city had not been forgotten. The
Romans improved its harbor, and the city grew into an im-
portant seaport, trading center, and glassmaking site. At first
it was incorporated into Greater Syria but later was made a
colony of Rome by Claudius ca. AD 54, perhaps because of its
significance for grain transshipped from the Jezreel Valley to
feed the citizens of Rome. To mark its new status, the bound-
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aries of the city were ceremoniously plowed, and the name
was changed again, this time to Germanica, to honor the de-
feat of the Germani.

After the permanent division of the Roman Empire in AD
395, the city, having reverted back to the Ptolemais name, be-
longed to the Eastern (later Byzantine) Empire, and by the be-
ginning of the fifth century the city hosted a bishopric. The
Arabs seized it in 636 as part of the early campaigns in Is-
lamic expansion, and its port became known for its military
usefulness to the Umayyads and for its shipbuilding industry.

It was under the rule of the Crusaders, however, that the
city dramatically increased its regional importance. In 1104
King Baldwin I of Jerusalem captured it following a long
siege, and then, for nearly 200 years, Acre became the point of
entry for European penetration into the region and the most
important military stronghold and base for the Frankish
armies. The purpose of the Crusades may have been to secure
access to Jerusalem, but the bridgehead was frequently Acre,
given that the port was so secure. The city prospered from the
influx of wealth and from being used as a base by powerful
Crusader personages and orders, such as the Hospitallers and
the Knights of Saint John. During truce periods between the
Franks and the Muslims, its port was a center for commercial
exchange between the lands of the West and the East. The
multicultural nature of the city can be seen from coins, bear-
ing both Arabic and Latin (Christian) inscriptions, discov-
ered in its ruins. Nevertheless, political life in the Crusader
domains was characterized by conflicts within and among
the diverse commercial, religious, and national interests
crowded together in Acre, and the constant threat to stability
prevented Acre from developing into a large urban center to
rival Cairo or Istanbul.

The Franks called the city Saint Jean d’Acre, which, gradu-
ally, for Westerners, evolved into Acre. The city initially was
ruled from Jerusalem, but after 1191, for the next 100 years, it
became the center of the rump kingdom when Jerusalem was
lost. During Frankish rule, the city housed a royal mint and a
royal quarter next to the port, and the walls were substantially
reinforced. A new, outer harbor was constructed. Various Ital-
ian city-states established their own communes or quarters
throughout the city (Genoese, Pisan, and Venetian), substan-
tially altering its layout and built environment. The Hospi-
taller compound included the Palace of the Grand Master, a
church, a Knight's Hall, and a rib-vaulted hospital. The Tem-
plar palace was a huge fortification and the last holdout when
the city was taken in 1291.

Emigration schemes were offered to attract settlers to Acre
and to its hinterland, and construction projects reshaped the
city’s urban plan. The landed elites often built two- to three-
story plazzi (apartment blocks) and then leased some of the
rooms to visiting merchants. It is recorded that the prices for
the apartments closer to the pig market were lower than those
elsewhere in the city.

By the early thirteenth century, Acre was one of the richest
ports in the Mediterranean and a key center of international
commerce. It may have had as many as 40,000 inhabitants.
During Frankish rule, the city attracted many visitors. Abbot
Nikulas, a cleric from Iceland, landed in Acre on his way to
Jerusalem in 1151. Benjamin of Tudela visited Acre around
1159 and was impressed by its large harbor and the number
of pilgrims arriving by ship. Maimonides was brought to the
city as a boy and stayed for five months (1165). Marco Polo
passed through on his way to see the Great Khan (1271). The
most popular purchase for the pilgrims was special ampullae
containing holy oil, all manufactured and sold in the city.

Salah ad-Din, sultan of Egypt and Syria, captured Acre in
1187. The besiegers used “Greek fire” in the attack and huge
mangonel stones to batter down the walls. Richard the Lion-
heart subsequently recovered the city for the Franks four
years later and massacred more than 3,000 of its inhabitants.

The final collapse of Crusader Acre came in 1291 after a
long and bloody siege by the Mamluks. To deter any subse-
quent Frankish attempt to return, the Mamluks reduced the
port, citadels, churches, and most other structures to rubble.
In addition, they transferred district administration to Safed
in Galilee, and when they eventually permitted visitors and
pilgrims to visit the Holy Land, the required point of entry
was the port of Jaffa, which was closer to Egypt and, because
of its poorer natural defenses, easier to control. These actions
ripped the heart out of this ancient city, and its population
and significance declined precipitously.
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The siege of Acre, 1191. From Chroniques de France ou de St. Denis,
1375-1400. (Erich Lessing/Art Resource)
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The Ottomans succeeded the Mamluks as the dominant
power in the region (1517) and took possession of Acre. A
colony of French merchants subsequently built and managed
the Khan al-Faranj (Inn of the Franks), one of seven such
privileged trading posts that King Francis I of France founded
on the coast of Syria and Palestine under the so-called Capit-
ulations with the Ottomans.

A semi-independent governor of the province of Sidon,
the Druze amir Fakhr ad-Din (1595-1634), began to revive
the city by attaching it to his province and building a resi-
dence there. Yet the accounts of contemporary travelers agree
that apart from the French merchants’ khan and the Ottoman
fort, the seventeenth-century city was little more than a “vast
and spacious ruin”

By the middle of the eighteenth century, an Arab shaykh
from Galilee, Dahir al-Umar, challenged the central Turkish
government and carved out an autonomous entity with his
headquarters in Acre. Acre’s inner walls, a mosque, and the
grain market are monuments to his rule. Christians were per-
mitted to settle in the city to stimulate trade and manufacture.

However, the Ottoman central government reasserted its
control over the Levant through the leadership of an Albanian
Mamluk named Ahmed Pasha al-Jazzar, “the butcher;” nick-
named thus for his cruelty. Dahir and his family were slain in
1775, and al-Jazzar chose Acre as his residence. With funds
obtained through trade monopolies in grain and cotton and
control over the countryside, al-Jazzar enhanced the forti-
fications of Acre with elaborate walls and moats. Bazaars,
mosques, public baths, and a new main street lined with spe-
cialty shops were all built to cater to the expanding popula-
tion, which during his rule reached 40,000. The Greek Ortho-
dox and Franciscan churches and European-style hotels also
date back to this period. One result of the growing prosperity
of Acre was that al-Jazzar became increasingly independent
of the Ottoman central government. His position and that of
Acre was further enhanced when Acre repulsed a siege by
Napoléon Bonaparte in 1799, which forced the French general
to retreat ignominiously back to Cairo.

Al-Jazzar was succeeded by Sulayman Pasha, who, during
his fifteen-year term, advanced the fortunes of the city and
managed it well with the aid of his principal minister, a Jew
named Haim Farkhy. Commercial life was invigorated through
the construction of the Suq al-Abyad (the White Market).

However, the troubles of the region once more impinged
upon the fortunes of the city when Ibrahim Bey, son and heir
of Muhammed Ali of Egypt, besieged Acre in his campaign to
conquer Syria (1831). The city was forced to surrender be-
cause the Ottomans were unable to send relief troops. Nearly
ten years later (1840), the British organized a coalition with
the Austrians and the Ottomans to end Ibrahim’s Syrian ad-
venture and put Acre under siege to force him out. During the
siege, a powder magazine between the inner and outer ram-
parts was hit by seaborne guns, and the explosion resulted in

great casualties for the Egyptians, who surrendered, and Acre
was restored to Ottoman rule. Although Acre’s defenses were
repaired and commercial life was reestablished, the condi-
tions of unrest had made their mark. In the latter part of the
nineteenth century, the city’s population declined to 10,000.

Acre was captured from the Ottomans by British troops in
1918 toward the close of World War I and included in the
British Mandate of Palestine (1922-1948). Under the British,
Acre took on new significance as the site of their central
prison in the Middle East. The prison itself was housed in a
citadel that had been built by the Crusaders in 1104. Many
members of the Jewish Underground were imprisoned in the
Acre citadel, including Zeev Jabotinsky, and over the course of
British rule, nine people were hung there. Today the prison
houses a Museum for the Jewish Resistance Prisoners, partic-
ularly stressing the dramatic escape from the Acre Prison of
twenty-seven Irgun and other resistance fighters in 1947.

The first modern construction of the town began outside
of the ancient walls and took place during the Ottoman pe-
riod. In 1909 the German engineer Schumacher prepared a
plan according to which new houses would be built outside of
the town to create space for an increasing population. His
plan was based on a gridiron system, and therefore construc-
tion of housing was carried out in long and narrow roads.
During the British Mandate, very little construction occurred
in Acre, and the rapid growth of Haifa hampered Acre’s devel-
opment (see also “Haifa”). During the same period, Zionist
settlements sprang up in the surrounding area, and the town
was enclosed from all sides with agricultural lands, thus pre-
venting the possibility for further enlargement.

The city was captured by Israeli forces during the fighting
in 1948, and most of its Palestinian Arab inhabitants fled and
were prevented from returning. Although Acre was originally
assigned to the Arab state in the United Nations (UN) Parti-
tion Plan for Palestine, it was subsequently incorporated into
the State of Israel in 1949. Of 15,000 Palestinians in Acre be-
fore 1948, only 3,500 remained after the war, many of these
refugees from other areas in Israel.

The city’s Jewish population quickly grew following the
end of hostilities from a few hundred in 1948 to 27,400 a
quarter of a century later. Israeli planners saw the post-1948
period as an opportunity to change and replan the town, and
two neighborhoods were added to Acre—one in the north
and one in the east. But for the most part, residents preferred
to live in the areas constructed during the mandate. Since
1948 Palestinian Arabs have been concentrated within the
walled Old City.

Acre is listed only as a medium-sized town in Israel and is
likely to remain so relative to the much more significant
Haifa. The city’s ancient port has silted up and has become
secondary to Haifa’s modern container port across the bay. It
is used only by small fishing boats. Industries in modern Acre
include a steel-rolling mill and match, tile, and plastic plants.
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However, the city remains the major retail trade center for
Arab settlements in western Galilee.

Today the city’s main claim to fame is as a tourist attrac-
tion. The city hosts many landmarks from its long history and
has been designated a United Nations Educational, Scientific,
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) World Heritage Site.
The Ottoman citadel and walled fortifications are among the
finest outside Istanbul. The slender minaret and shady court-
yard of the al-Jazzar mosque are in good condition and still
open for public worship. There are several churches dating
from the Crusader period with ornate interiors. Visitors are
also drawn to the tomb of Baha Allah, the prophet of the
Bahai faith; he was exiled to the city with many followers by
the Ottomans in 1868, served nine years in Acre Prison, and is
buried in the city.

The underground Crusader ruins, in particular the
Knights’ Halls, are one of Acre’s major sights. Accidentally ex-
posed by a bulldozer conducting roadwork, the long-buried
Crusader hall, with its dramatic vaulted ceiling, has been re-
stored and is now the jewel of Acre’s attractions. Built by the
Hospitallers, the great hall’s wonderful acoustics allow it to be
used for a range of cultural events. Another impressive site is
Khan al-Umdan (Inn of the Pillars), an eighteenth-century
structure where camel caravans once brought grain and pro-
duce from Galilee to the city’s market and port.

Generally speaking, economic conditions have not been
good in the city. Acre is one of Israel’s mixed cities, with one of
the highest proportions of non-Jews, at roughly 25 percent
(Christians, Muslims, Druze, and Bahais). Government at-
tempts to consolidate a large Jewish majority in the city have
been set back by a constant out-migration of discouraged Jew-
ish residents. By the early 1970s, severe overcrowding prob-
lems had developed among the 9,000 Arab inhabitants of the
0ld City, where many houses were on the point of collapse. The
Palestinian Arab inhabitants of the Old City are mostly em-
ployed in commerce, services, and fishing, while the Jewish in-
habitants find most of their employment in the industrial zone
of Haifa. Acre has experimented with joint housing for Pales-
tinian Arab and Israeli Jews with limited success.

Michael Dumper
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Ad-Dammam
Population: 1.1 million (2005 estimate)

Ad-Dammam was little known before the discovery of oil in
the eastern province of Saudi Arabia in the 1930s. It played a
small role in conflict over the leadership in Bahrain in the
1800s, when one of the protagonists took refuge there. Despite
this brief prominence, the area remained only sparsely
populated, with date palms providing one of the mainstays for
inhabitants. Since oil has been discovered, the population in
the area has increased tremendously, and with it the
infrastructure and facilities there. Today ad-Dammam is the
capital of the eastern province and is part of the conurbation
including the towns of al-Khobar and Dhahran (where Saudi
Aramco has its headquarters), which have also grown up as
the oil industry has flourished.

Modern-day Dammam (Arabic, ad-Dammam) is part of
the conurbation of ad-Dammam, al-Khobar, and Dhahran.
The cities are located in the eastern province of Saudi Arabia,
near the coast of the Persian Gulf. The area around ad-
Dammam is desolate and, apart from oil, largely lacking in re-
sources. It is surrounded by unremarkable sandy desert that
is interspersed with sabkhas, or salt flats.

The lack of resources meant that ad-Dammam was not a
prominent town, and so it does not feature widely in histori-
cal accounts of the region. The Ottomans held power there
for a period in the sixteenth century, but their influence
gradually declined. In the late 1700s, the as-Saud family from
the Najd region made military intrusions into what is now
the eastern province of Saudi Arabia as part of their efforts to
spread the fundamentalist Wahhabi interpretation of Islam.
At various times, the as-Saud held sway in al-Hasa, Bahrain,
and Qatar, thus encompassing what is today ad-Dammam.
Their influence in the area waned, however, in the first part
of the nineteenth century, as the Saudi-Wahhabi alliance fo-
cused efforts on the Ottoman challenge to their authority in
the Najd region.

Subsequently, in the early 1800s, what is now ad-
Dammam was the site of a fort built by Rahmah bin Jabir al-
Jalahimah, who was involved in a dispute over leadership of
Bahrain and took refuge in the ad-Dammam area. The Khal-
ifa tribe, which rule Bahrain today, eventually defeated
Rahmabh al-Jalahimah and took control over the area in 1826
(see also “Manama”). They ruled the region until 1844,
when the as-Saud again moved in and conquered the
Dammam area.

By the 1850s, some of the Khalifa tribe returned to the ad-
Dammam area. The British intervened in 1861, attacking ad-
Dammam in defense of the members of the Khalifa tribe,
based in Manama. Foreign machinations did not end there—
the Ottomans reasserted their authority over the eastern
areas of the region, including ad-Dammam, in 1871.
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The area does not appear to have subsequently thrived.
When the famous J. G. Lorimor surveyed the area in the early
part of the twentieth century, his Gazetteer of the Persian Gulf
indicated that there was little in the Barr ad-Dhahran area
aside from a few wells and some date groves, the latter of
which were owned by members of the Bani Hajir tribe. Ad-
Dammanm itself he described as deserted, although remains
of Rahmah al-Jalahimah’s fort were still visible.

The eastern territory of the country was nonetheless at-
tractive to the as-Saud, who had reasserted their authority in
the Najd at the turn of the century and were turning their
sights elsewhere as they sought to expand their holdings. The
eastern area subsequently came under the control of Abdul
Aziz as-Saud in 1913, when he captured Hofuf, taking control
of the town from the Ottoman dynasty, which had stationed a
garrison of Turkish troops there. The capture of the town gave
the as-Saud effective control of the eastern region of what is
now Saudi Arabia.

The eastern province, and with it ad-Dammam, became
a part of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia in 1932. But ad-
Dammam remained a backwater until Standard Oil Company
of California moved in during 1935 to search for oil around
the Dammam Dome area. Six wells were drilled and six came
up dry. But on 4 March 1938, No. 7 struck oil in commercial
quantities. “Lucky No. 7" as it became known, produced over
32 million barrels of oil during its forty-five-year iconic life as
the model Saudi oil well.

The flow of oil was accompanied by growth in the number
of foreign oil workers, who settled in what was then known as
Dammam camp. That camp was the beginnings of Dhahran,
which is now the headquarters of Saudi Aramco, the largest
oil company (measured by reserves) in the world. At the same
time that Aramco was expanding its housing and facilities,
the local towns were also growing, with al-Khobar coming of-
ficially into existence in 1942, when it was established as a
municipality.

The arrival of oil money also meant that the country had
the necessary funds to address the problem of water scarcity,
which had until then acted as a brake on both population and
economic growth in the area. Today, the ad-Dammam/
Dhahran/Khobar area benefits from the governments mas-
sive investment in desalination technology, which includes
the al-Khobar Desalination and Power Plant run by the Saline
Water Conversion Corporation. The additional water, com-
bined with the economic expansion and job opportunities
that were created because of the country’s oil industry, has
been accompanied by a massive construction boom. The
character of these buildings reflects their modernity—most
buildings were constructed in the latter half of the twentieth
century as the oil industry became more established.

That construction boom has been fueled in part by in-
creased demand for housing. Population in the three towns
has expanded from a very small base in the 1930s to, accord-

ing to many estimates, more than 1 million. Although census
figures are out of date, this growth has almost certainly made
the ad-Dammam/Khobar/Dhahran conurbation the largest
population center in the eastern province, and ad-Dammam
is now its regional capital. Politically, the post of governor of
the province is important, not just because of the oil sector
but also because the eastern province is home to most of the
country’s Shi’i population.

The growth of the oil sector has also encouraged other
parts of the local economy to expand. Ad-Dammam’s impor-
tance as a transportation center has grown, and the city is
served by the King Abdul Aziz Port in ad-Dammam, which
handles non-oil cargoes for the eastern and central provinces
of the country. Air travel to the city is through the King Fahd
International Airport, located in al-Khobar. That facility has
capacity for up to 7 million passengers per year and is the
largest airport in the kingdom by area. In addition, the city is
served by the King Fahd Causeway to Bahrain, which allows
car travel between the two countries.

Despite the expansion of the area in recent years, the three
parts of the modern conurbation have remained culturally
distinct. Ad-Dammam is by far the most traditional area,
while al-Khobar has a large Western population with abun-
dant compound living. Dhahran is home to Saudi Aramco
and its large and generally modern-housing gated commu-
nity. Dhahran’s focus on the oil sector is further emphasized
by the presence of the King Fahd Petroleum and Minerals
University, one of the top learning centers in the kingdom.

Angie Turner
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Aden
Population: 510,000 (2005 estimate)

The Yemeni port of Aden has long been one of the major
entrepots of the Middle East. With its starkly beautiful natural
harbor nestled within an extinct volcano and its access to the
highlands of Yemen and its products, the city called the “Eye to
Yernen”would already have been significant. But given its
location at the entrance to the Red Sea and its easy connections
to the ports of East Africa, Aden has, for more than 3,000
years, attracted imperial attention. Whether it was the
Sabaeans, Romans, Aksumites, Ayyubids, Ottomans, or British,
this gateway to and from Arabia has always been open.
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Aden (Arabic, Adan) is located on the northern littoral of
the Gulf of Aden near the southern entrance to the Red Sea.
Close to the southwest tip of the Arabian Peninsula, the city
lies on the narrow, fertile coastal strip backed by high moun-
tains. Access to the highlands of Yemen is via Wadi Tuban
and Taiz, and to the Hadramawt along the coast to the east.
Sanaa is some 260 miles to the north. By sea, Aden is an ideal
starting point for overseas journeys to India, given the west-
east monsoon winds, or to East Africa, with the Somalia
coast and Zanzibar easily accessible. Through the Bab al-
Mandab awaits Egypt, Palestine, and the Mediterranean via
the Suez Canal: the port authority likes to make the point
that Aden lies an equal distance between Europe and the Far
East.

The city is located within a large crescent-shaped bay cre-
ated by the crater of an extinct volcano. The arms of the cres-
cent that enclose Bandar at-Tawahi (Aden Harbor or Crater
Bay) are large hilly volcanic promontories, essentially islands,
each with its own small harbors and bays but connected to
the mainland by a narrow, sandy isthmus. The one on the
right of the entrance to the bay is known as Aden Peninsula
and contains the old town of Aden on its western side; the
town is nestled at the base of Jebal Shamsan and has its own
small harbor guarded by the rocky island of Sirah. The town
has now expanded around the whole northern base of Sham-
san so that it faces both outward and in toward the bay at at-
Tawahi (Steamer Point) and the expanded modern harbor at
Ma’alla. The western peninsula, Adan as-Sughra (Little Aden
Peninsula) is the location of the oil refinery and oil harbor,
Jebal Muzalgam, and was the major British military base. The
mainland is an open plain backed by high mountains; to the
north some six miles is the district of Shaykh Uthman, the
source of the city’s water.

The port of Aden is protected by these promontories from
both the northeast and southwest monsoons, which allows
Aden to operate 365 days of the year. As opposed to many of
the Red Sea harbors, Aden has no coral reefs blocking the en-
trance. Billed as one of the world’s top natural harbors, it of-
fers protected anchorage to hundreds of ships. Wadi Tuban,
on the mainland, is a perennial stream, and its fertile delta
may have been the area of first settlement on the bay. One
possible meaning for the city’s name is that of residing, or
preparing a place for cultivation.

The Aden of today is thus a conurbation composed of var-
ious anchorages and settled districts that once were separate
villages located around the bay or on the peninsulas. The
eastern peninsula, Aden Peninsula, contains most of the city’s
population and the old city. Little Aden Peninsula, to the west,
has the city’s main industrial zone.

The prehistory of the site is obscure. However, if its history
is similar to that along the western Tihamah, fishing and
hunting, particularly of the wild donkey, would have sup-
ported impermanent settlements starting in the Neolithic

(8000 to 3000 BC) well into the Bronze Age (3000 to 1200 BC).
Occasional Egyptian sea voyages to Punt (northern Somali
coast) and Harappan voyages to southern Arabia during the
second millennium must have stimulated interest in nearby
ports with regular water and incense to sell, which Aden had.
Pottery finds near the city show similarity to the Tihamah
Cultural Complex, which tied the Gulf of Aden, the Eritrean,
and the Red Sea Tihamah coasts together culturally about
1500-1200 BC. The growth of urbanism and political states
in the highlands, particularly those of the Sabaeans, starting
in the late second millennium BC, must have stimulated Aden
along with it, and the city emerges into history with the early
Iron Age.

It is unclear when the city was actually founded. The coast
of the Gulf of Aden appears to have come under control of the
Awsan confederation, an early south Arabian kingdom whose
center was in Wadi Markha, ca. 900 BC, and it is around this
time that Old Testament records mention the city as being a
trade partner to King Solomon and to the Phoenician port of
Tyre. The city may have been the main harbor of Awsan for its
connections with the east coast of Africa: this may explain the
fact that part of the East African shore was still called the
“Awsanian Coast” long after the destruction of the Awsanian
Kingdom by a Sabaean invasion after 685 BC.

Authority over Aden then appears to have passed to the
nearby Qatabanians, who dominated the Wadi Tuban and the
trade into the Indian Ocean as the Sabaean Empire faded. The
focus for these southern Arabian kingdoms was primarily on
control of the inland caravan trade, moving incense and
spices from the Hadramawt into the Red Sea circuits via an
inland road system: sea-based, long-distance trade was still
secondary to trade by land. However, Aden may have been a
major transshipment site in the cinnamon trade by this time,
which is why classical writers assumed cinnamon originated
in Yemen when in fact it was brought to Aden from India and
the Far East.

A major shift in the significance of the south Arabian
ports begins to occur during Hellenistic times, and by the
first century BC, power in southern Arabia depended on a
combination of highland kingdoms promoting seagoing
trade via client coastal ports. Greek (Ptolemaic) and Roman
demand for incense, with their power over Egypt and Pales-
tine, facilitated this trade via the Red Sea. Another reason for
this shift was the Greek and Roman realization (via Hip-
palus, ca. 100 BC) of the monsoon cycles in the Indian Ocean
and their increased interest in dominating south Arabian
trade to India. Greek coins and amphorae continue to be
found in Aden, confirming the city’s far-flung ties during this
period.

By the time of Ptolemy’s Geography (ca. AD 140), the to-
pography of Aden and the land around it were very well
known, and general trade had increased substantially. As a
result, during the first century AD, the people of Yemen were
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much more prosperous, because of, according to Pliny,
Rome’s export of millions of sesterces to pay for their insa-
tiable demand for incense. In that context, the rise of the
Himyarian state marks a turning point for Aden’s fortunes.
The Periplus Maris Erythraei (Circumnavigation of the Ery-
thraean Sea, late first century AD) implies the centrality of
Eudaemon Arabia (Aden) to the Himyarite state; through
Aden Himyarite ties to Rome, East Africa and the Indian
Ocean trade prospered, with a great diversity of cargo trans-
shipped through the port. The importation of horses via
Aden may have been one factor in Himyarite power and their
ability to unify southern Arabia under their control by the
late third century AD. Certainly Aden was more important in
the movement of myrrh than frankincense, since the former
was found in the area or along the opposite Somali coast and
so was brought to Aden for shipment, whereas frankincense
primarily came from the Hadramawt and generally took
other routes to market. Long-distance sea trade brought the
Himyarites and the Aksumites together into an alliance at
the end of the century, and this may have helped with the
conversion of the Himyarites into monotheists (both Chris-
tian and Jewish) early in the fourth century.

With the conversion of the Roman Empire to Christianity,
the demand for incense decreased, and this, along with inter-
nal chaos in the highlands, weakened Himyarite rule, opening
the country up to Sassanian conquest around 570. Badhan,
the Persian governor of southern Arabia, converted to Islam
in 628, and this began a new era for Aden.

Yemen first came under the Umayyads of Damascus, and
their rule was punctuated by a number of revolts. After 750
the Abbasids in Baghdad assumed authority over Yemen, al-
though by 850 their power over Aden had devolved to more
local authorities. It is from this time that a significant doctri-
nal split between the coastal port populations and those in
the highlands begins to appear: the coastal areas remained
more Sunni, with the highlands and tribes expressing more
Alid and Shi’i sentiments. This may be related to the type of
connections, access to resources, and diversity of population
within a port like Aden.

In general, the late ninth and early tenth centuries was a
period of expanding trade and connections for the city, and
this attracted any political power stirring in the highlands.
For example, the highlands attracted Shi’i missionaries, who
sought to convert the tribes and establish a political state. At
about the same time the Ismailis were spreading the faith in
North Africa in what was later to become the Fatimid Empire,
their early missionaries were also at work in Yemen. In 881
two missionaries traveled to Aden, where they posed as cot-
ton merchants, using the cover of trade in the city’s market to
identify possible tribal allies. Soon they had moved into rural
areas under tribal protection, from where they cultivated a
movement. By 904 one of the two, Ibn al-Fadl, had raised an
Ismaili movement in the south, captured Aden, and then

marched on Sanaa. Once in power, he rejected the Ismailis
and held on to power for himself until he died.

A later dynasty was the Sulayhids (1047-1138); under Ali
al-Sulayhi, Aden was added to the kingdom. One indication
of the contemporary prosperity of Aden was that when Queen
Arwa Bint Ahmed was married to Ali’s son, she received, as a
dowry, the yearly revenues from Aden, which amounted to
100,000 gold dinars. Subsequently, the port was placed under
the rule of the Bani Zurraye to administer for the Sulayhid
state. It is from this time that slaves from East Africa were im-
ported to cut rock for a new round of urban construction;
they built Aden’s extensive walls, along with five castles on the
hills. These battlements protected the city until Ottoman
times.

Business letters concerning Aden and its trading relations
with India and Cairo during this period have been found pre-
served in the geniza (synagogue storage vaults) of Fustat
(Old Cairo). Letters concerning the dealings of one Madmun
ben Bundar (d. 1151), the wakil (trustee of the merchants or
head of the Jewish marketing guild) of Aden, are revealing of
city dynamics of the period. Madmun must have held great
power over Aden’s trade with the ports of the Indian Ocean
but also over what was shipped by land to Cairo. The records
show that he started a joint venture with the Muslim wali
(governor) of Aden to create a shipping line to run between
Aden and Ceylon and that he even tried to settle Jewish gold-
smiths in that faraway island. His dar (storehouse) contained
goods left behind by those shipwrecked as well as what he
had bought and sold under the direction of other merchants.
Madmun was a banker for the Jewish merchants of Aden,
paying and receiving debts and loans. In one of his own ven-
tures, he shipped sixty camel loads of semiprecious stones to
Cairo—along with 100 fashionable robes to cover the cost of
customs in ports along the way—and eight camel loads of
pepper to pay for Egyptian customs and the transport of his
goods to Cairo.

The Ayyubids conquered the city in 1173. Under their rule,
the city was their key gateway to the Indian Ocean, and they
developed a highly regulated system of rules and procedures
for administering the harbor. The transparency and fairness
of these regulations helped attract trade. The Ayyubids also
developed a coastal fleet, the al-"asakir al-bahriya, which they
used to guard the coast and make it safe from pirates.

Gradually, Ayyubid power declined, and their local rulers,
the Rasulids, were able to break away and start their own dy-
nasty (1229-1442). The Rasulids, Shafi Muslims, originally
ruled from Aden but then shifted their capital inland to Taiz.
Aden, however, remained their primary port, a mint, and the
source of most of their revenue. This dynasty continued and
expanded the Ayyubid regulations for the port and published
a set of specific tax and customs duties, the Mulakhkhas al-

fitan, which garnered international fame and envy from mer-
chants and rulers around the Indian Ocean. All ships entering
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the port were required to produce written manifests, all goods
were searched, and passengers were body searched as well.

Aden was a global emporium, cosmopolitan both in its
population and in the goods it handled. Merchants from
around the Indian Ocean flocked to the city. By the late four-
teenth century, for example, one quarter in the city was just
for the Hindu Gujarati baniyan (merchants), while merchants
from Aden lived in the ports of China, Ethiopia, Zanzibar, and
Malibar. Slaves shipped from Mogadishu were sold in its slave
markets: slave girls would be prepared with frankincense and
perfumes, wrapped in fine linen, and then paraded through
the market by their owners, with the Rasulid Wali taking first
pick for the sultan in Taiz. Horses were shipped in from
Berbera for the annual horse fair; there was a government
monopoly on horse sales, with the sultan getting first pick and
the rest usually sold for shipment to India. Yemeni honey,
grain, rose water (from Sanaa), and raisins were exchanged
for pepper from Malibar or cloves, cinnamon, ginger, saffron,
musk, or laudanum and opium from India, the Spice Islands,
or China. Sandalwood from Java joined every kind of textile
product in trade for silver, diamonds from Kashmir, coral
from Libya, or rubies from India.

The area around Aden on the mainland was an important
conglomeration of industrial production of glass for export;
bricks, oil, and sugar were also produced for trade. Archaeo-
logical remains demonstrate regular and substantial ties to
the Far East, with numerous thirteenth- to sixteenth-century
Chinese celadon and blue and white porcelain. Jealous com-
petitors, including the Mamluks in Egypt, desperately tried to
redirect trade to ports under their control: after 1382 there
was an intentional policy to lower customs and taxes in Jed-
dah to attract merchants away from Aden.

The Chinese geographers knew well the reputation and
position of Aden: the city appears on the maps of Chao Ju-kuo
in his famous geographic work Chu-fan-chih (1226). This
knowledge helped the eunuch captain Zheng He visit Aden
three times with his fleet during his numerous voyages for the
Ming dynasty between 1417 and 1433.

Marco Polo may have visited Aden around 1293, and Ibn
Battuta spent time here (ca. 1330) during this golden age. Ibn
Battuta left from here for his trip down the East African coast,
and it is clear he enjoyed the city. Along with his discussion of
the various destinations of the ships in its harbor, he men-
tions the water scarcity that constantly affected the city, its fa-
mous water tanks for storing water, and the wealth of the
city’s shipowners.

The Tahirid dynasty controlled Aden after 1454. They con-
tinued the policy of having a fleet at Aden to guard the coast
from pirates. Even so, they could not stop smuggling from the
numerous small harbors around the bay, a perennial problem
that haunted all rulers of the city. Twice the fleet was able to
protect the city from seaborne attack, once in the 1450s and
again in the 1490s.

Vasco da Gama rounded the Cape of Good Hope in AD
1497. As a result, the city quickly became enmeshed in a new,
global set of economic and political dynamics. The first Euro-
pean to offer a personal account of Aden was the Italian Lu-
dovico di Varthema, who published his Itinerario in 1511. He
was impressed by the significance of the port and the way
ships from all over the world, including Ethiopia, Persia, and
India, sheltered in its harbor and traded for goods. Arab au-
thors, of course, such as Ibn Majid, with his guide to naviga-
tion in the Indian Ocean, had already published excellent in-
formation about the port.

In 1513 the Portuguese captain Alfonso de Albuquerque
attacked the city as part of his plan for strategic dominance in
the Indian Ocean. The attack failed. Alarmed by the Por-
tuguese threat, the Egyptian Mamluks occupied the Yemeni
Tihamah and attempted to take Aden for themselves, but they
too failed to capture it. The Portuguese attacked again but
failed a second time.

Aden finally fell in 1538 to Sulayman Pasha, the com-
mander of a huge Ottoman fleet. The city’s fate then became
shaped by the dynamics of imperial strategy crafted in far-
away Istanbul rather than by its own commercial interests,
and this had profound implications. The Ottomans, who had
many emporia through which to trade, saw the city primarily
as a barrier to European penetration of the Holy Cities rather
than as an entrepdt to be promoted. Over the next century, al-
though Aden remained involved in trade, it began to decline.
The Ottomans were hated by the locals, and their governor,
anticipating trouble, passed regulations stating that Arabs
were not allowed to own weapons, visiting sailors were not al-
lowed to sell their weapons to Arabs, and any Arab who
bought weapons would pay with their life.

The Zaydi state in the Yemeni highlands began its rise in
the sixteenth century and was able to expand into Aden, dom-
inating the Sunni there and kicking out the Ottomans in 1630
(see also “Sanaa”). Local tribal chiefs divided up southern
Yemen to rule as Zaydi representatives, and Aden came under
tribal control. By the early 1600s, Aden was also in serious
competition with a range of boomtowns located along the Ti-
hamah and controlled from Sanaa. Ports like Mokka, with its
easier access to the coffee-growing regions of the highlands
and its ties to Sanaa’s rulers, better served European trade in-
terests. English ships shifted toward Mokka, and in 1628 the
East India Company (EIC) set up a factory there.

Aden did remain central to the pepper trade, and cottons
from India on their way to Egypt passed through the port; so
did Egyptian opium bound for India. Aden also retained its
ties with the Somali coastal towns, and a thriving trade in
meat, butter, and slaves kept the Aden-Zeila and Aden-
Berbera ties strong. With the rise of the Adal state along the
Somali coast, and its expansion under Imam Ahmad Ibrahim
al-Ghazi or Imam Gran (1506-1543), the number of
Ethiopian slaves available in Aden’s slave market increased
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Seventeenth-century engraving of Aden. (Art Archive/Marine Museum Lisbon/Dagli Orti)

dramatically; most were shipped on to Zabid or Sanaa (see
also “Berbera” and “Djibouti City”).

After 1728 the Sunni population of Aden expelled the
Zaydi dawlah, the imam of Sanaa’s representative, and the
chiefs of the regional tribes carved out their independence.
The Abdali confederation took over Aden and declared the
Sultanate of Lahj. The Zaydis did not give up the city easily,
however, besieging it in 1745 for three months. The city grad-
ually declined in importance so that by the end of the century,
it was a fishing village of less than 800 inhabitants.

Mokka remained the key regional port in the late 1700s,
and it served as the primary British link to Bombay. Yet, with
conflict in Europe forcing the European powers to think glob-
ally about their strategic interests, the British, fearful of grow-
ing French activities in the Indian Ocean, sought a stronger
foothold around the entrance to the Red Sea. Combined with
their desire to gain a stronger economic position in Yemen,
along with the Ottoman vacuum in the area, the British
moved to establish treaty ties with the imam in Sanaa. They
initially sought from him strategic control over Mokka. After
1820, when it was clear Mokka was not an option, the British
shifted to the sultan of Lahj,looking for an option in Aden, al-

though they received little satisfaction. By 1837, as the forces
of Egypt's Muhammad Ali pacified Yemen for Istanbul, the
British were finally goaded into action, fearing that all their
options in the area might disappear.

Consequently, the Indian government trumped up charges
against the sultan of Lahj, Shaykh Muhsin ibn Fadl, for sup-
porting piracy. They then sent their agent, Captain Stafford
Haines from the Indian navy, to take the town. After bom-
barding Aden from his ship on 19 January 1839, Haines
forced the sultan to pay for “insults to the British flag” and
then to sign a treaty accepting an annual cash payment for
Aden. Aden’s modern history thus begins with the British oc-
cupation of the harbor and the sultan’s palace.

Resistance to the occupation began almost immediately.
In November 1839, 5,000 tribesmen attacked the walls but
were driven off, with 200 killed. The following May a similar
attack produced similar results. These attacks were led by the
Abdali. Other attacks during the 1840s were led by self-
proclaimed Mahdis (messianic leaders) who appeared among
the tribes, promoting a jihad to drive the Christians out of
Muslim holy lands. Framing the occupation of Aden as a first
step toward European-Christian control over Makkah and
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Madinah, and given the firepower of the British, the logic re-
quired a Mahdi to drive them out. Sometimes their followers
were told that they would not be harmed by Christian swords
or shot. It has been argued that the subequent period after the
occupation of Aden by the British produced across Yemen a
messianic response, with movements within all three reli-
gious communities, Sunni, Shi’i, and Jewish, appearing until
the turn of the century.

Attacks and violence continued into the 1850s, including
murdering British officers and civilians, firing at British
ships, and enduring periods when the town was cut off from
the interior and no supplies arrived. Gradually, however, the
British constructed a patchwork of agreements with tribal
and subtribal leaders into a shaky edifice of protection agree-
ments that allowed the British Political Resident in Aden to
manage the city’s hinterland. Particularly critical was protect-
ing caravan passage into the interior, given that this sector
had grown to become as important for the British in Aden as
the port’s role as a coaling station. By the end of the century,
the Political Resident was intervening in intertribal conflicts,
for example, forcing one of “the British tribes” to give eighty-
five camels back to another tribe across the line in Ottoman
territory to keep the peace with Istanbul.

Within a few years, the population of Aden increased to
some 20,000 inhabitants. The city was attached administra-
tively to India, and then the Perim and Kamaran islands were
added in the 1850s.In 1850 Aden was declared a “free port”as
part of the attempt to divert trade to Aden. This action did
suck trade from all nearby ports and created resentment
among those tribes who ended up losing much of their in-
come. As a result, the British had to institute regular subsidies
and cash payments to pacify tribal leaders. The result of all
these agreements was that a dichotomy was created between
Aden the port city, managed under direct control with a set of
British laws and bureaucracy, versus the tribal areas outside,
where British influence was maintained by payments to tra-
ditional leaders whose power and position were solidified
under an indirect British regime.

The Ottomans, fearful of increasing European machina-
tions in the Red Sea, began to reestablish direct rule over
Yemen after 1849. Although it took them more than thirty
years and much fighting to pacify the Zaydis, they reestab-
lished some authority in the highlands and the Tihamah (see
also “Sanaa”). At various times during this struggle, the
British over the border in Aden used the port to supply illicit
guns, ammunition, and even artillery to tribes in revolt
against the Ottoman authorities, and the Ottomans provided
funds to destabilize the tribes around Aden. As a result, Ade-
nis were caught up in a clash of imperial interests not partic-
ularly of their own making.

In the wake of the opening of the Suez Canal (1869), Aden
was able to take advantage of its new, even more centralized
location on international trade circuits. In particular, it began

to store supplies for steamships (coal) and later oil. The repro-
visioning services for ships expanded as well, including water,
victuals, and supplies. Concurrently, the city’s centrality in the
new communications technologies was established: Aden be-
came a cable station on the London-to-Bombay telegraph
cable. For the next 100 years, the Cable and Wireless Company
staffed an office in Aden to manage the multiple cable link-
ages that made up the empire’s strategic communication sys-
tem.

One consequence of the occupation of Aden was the new
ties it gave the British directly across the Gulf to Berbera and
Zeila on the Somali coast. The exchange networks based on
incense, livestock, slaves, and general emporium trade bind-
ing Aden and these two ports had ancient roots. After 1840
such ties increased, particularly in the supply of livestock for
Aden’s growing population and ship traffic. It was from Aden
that Britain became increasingly involved in the political af-
fairs of Ethiopia and Somalia, which led directly to the as-
sumption of the Somaliland protectorate after 1884.

The Adani Indian merchant community, established after
1850, was particularly crucial in facilitating the trade to East
Africa. Drawing both on the wealth of Gujarat and on their
family ties to businesses in Berbera, Addis Ababa, or Zan-
zibar, this multireligious community used the city’s centrality
in the transshipment of silver around the western Indian
Ocean to conduct international arbitrage. Their skill in ex-
changing coded telegrams with family members across the
region gave them an advantage in profiting from currency
fluctuations (see also “Zanzibar”).

During Imam Yahya’s rebellion against the Ottomans, from
1904 to 1911, Aden prospered, while Yemen was divided by
war and chaos. An increasing flow of trade to the highlands
entered and exited Aden, and Hodeida lost its position as the
key port for Yemen. During World War I, Aden’s significance as
a military base was reaffirmed; British forces were able to
support Sharif Hussayn’s Arab Revolt from Aden, shell Ot-
toman positions, and support Yemen’s independence under
the Imam.

As northern Yemen’s political system developed, Aden be-
came a refuge and its release valve. Workers came from the
north to find work in the city, and after the abortive 1948 coup
against the Imam, political refugees came to Aden for its rel-
ative freedom. Students looking for higher education came
south and then headed out to Cairo. Other members of the
Adeni community were also on the move at this time. In 1947
there were 8,000 Adeni Jews. In 1949 and 1950, in Operation
on Eagles’ Wings (also called Operation Magic Carpet), Jews
from all over Yemen left their homes and assembled in Aden
to fly out to the new State of Israel. The Jewish Agency estab-
lished camps for these emigrants; at one point there were
more than 3,000 people housed in camps around the city
waiting for flights. Over 50,000 Yemeni Jews ultimately left be-
tween June 1949 and September 1950.
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The exodus effectively ended the Jewish community in
Aden, which dated back to the second century AD. The Jews of
the city had been its principal artisans and craftsmen (shoe-
makers, weavers, silversmiths). For more than 1,000 years,
they had managed the world’s diamond shipping, bringing
diamonds in from India and exchanging them for gold and
silver from Europe. After the British takeover of the town in
1839, Jews were granted full rights of citizenship, yet many
began to leave for Palestine or America as early as 1881.It was
under the pressures of independence in the highlands after
1918, and the growing concern by Adeni Muslims about
events in Palestine, that tension bubbled over in the city.
There were attacks on Adeni Jews in 1933, but it was the 1947
attacks, following the United Nations (UN) vote to partition
Palestine, that were most devastating. More than eighty Jews
were killed, synagogues destroyed, and schools and shops
burned. Those who remained in Aden after the mass exodus
of 1950 were again subject to attack in 1958 and at the time of
the June War of 1967; as a result, the final few left with the
British pullout.

In the decade after World War II, Aden prospered and be-
came the fourth busiest harbor in the world. Yet this was a
time of great regional change, and the city felt the effects. For
example, the Egyptian Revolution of 1952 and the subsequent
support for Arab nationalism and anti-British feelings this
engendered throughout the Arab world encouraged similar
reactions in Aden. Students from Aden studying abroad re-
turned as secret members of the Arab National Movement,
the Communist Party, or Baathists. The trials in the city of
students for publishing articles critical of British policies just
encouraged further mobilization.

The loss to the British of the Suez base (1954), along with
the withdrawal from Kenya and Cyprus, also affected the city.
Aden was left as the key British military base in the region,
and within the tensions of the cold war, this heightened
Aden’s strategic significance to London, resulting in new con-
struction and logistical requirements.

Finally, the Mossadegh Revolution in Iran (1951-1953)
and the nationalization of Anglo-Persian (British Petroleum)
refineries in Iran pushed the company to find alternative
(safer) havens for refining oil. Therefore, it built a new refin-
ery in Aden in 1955 that required skilled workers and in-
creased the need for related support services. The result was
the creation of an urban workforce in Aden where there had
been none before. Soon the city hosted an Aden Ports Trade
Union and a national Aden Trade Union, both of which organ-
ized a large strike at the refinery in 1956. The strike encour-
aged political organizing and demands for independence.

Britain gradually modified the structures of its rule in
Aden. The city was initially administered from British India
up until 1937, when it was combined with the West Aden pro-
tectorates into a Crown colony. British allowed some voice for
Adeni elites, including the Indian community, through a leg-

islative council formed in 1955. After 1959 the Colony of Aden
was transformed into the State of Aden and then combined in
1963 with the surrounding amirates into the Federation of
South Arabia (FSA). For most Adenis, however, such political
creations were artificial and lacked any real legitimacy, their
primary purpose being to keep the conservative tribal lead-
ers, allies of the British authority, in power.

In September 1962, there was a coup against the Yemeni
Imamate, and the Egyptians quickly sent military and advi-
sory help to the Republicans. This development had a
tremendous effect in next-door Aden, immediately giving
those opposed to British rule a territorial base from which to
organize resistance and a source of financial and material
support for armed attacks. The Arab National Movement had
been organizing in Aden, creating sports clubs, cultural clubs,
and student organizations; after the coup many students trav-
eled to Taiz, were trained in military skills, and then returned
to Aden to begin the armed struggle.

In June 1963, in Taiz, the National Liberation Front (NLF),
the Qawmiyin, was announced, with the goal of armed strug-
gle in Aden, independence from the British, and a unified
Yemen. The NLF was a coalition, and it began to fall apart al-
most as quickly as it was formed. Gradually, two key groups
emerged: the NLE, based more in the rural areas and led by
rural commanders who pursued armed struggle, and the
Front for the Liberation of South Yemen (FLOSY), based pri-
marily in Aden city among the urban intellectuals.

Late in 1963, the insurgency began, and the NLF attacked
and killed the British high commissioner. In response, the
British implemented a state of emergency. Between 1964 and
1967, the number of violent incidents in Aden jumped from
36 to 3,000, and the number of British and local casualties
from 36 to 1,000. At one point Crater was taken over by rebels,
and a commercial airplane with passengers on board was
blown up. The Aden Women’s Association, publicly a social
club for Arab women, distributed leaflets, hid both weapons
and those fleeing the British, carried communications, and
provided first aid for the rebels. The British had to bring 2,000
troops into Aden to suppress the rebellion, and in the process
considerable force and torture were used. In January 1967,
fighting between FLOSY and the NLF broke out in the streets
of the Arab Quarter of Aden Town and continued until mid-
February.

The political climate gradually shifted within Britain, and
the new government abandoned its goal of keeping the base
in Aden, throwing its support behind the NLF in the belief
that its rural base offered a greater chance for moderate lead-
ership. On 29 November 1967, the British withdrew from
Aden and handed power over to the NLE.

The establishment of the new government led to a mass
exodus from Aden. At independence, the city held 250,000
people, and it is estimated that ultimately more than 500,000
people fled the country: virtually all Adeni merchants and
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upper civil servants departed, as did top military officials.
The new government took over a country that had twenty-
nine doctors, two functioning hospitals, 250 miles of paved
roads, 70 percent adult illiteracy, no industry other than the
refinery, imported 60 percent of its food, and depended on
huge subsidies that were no longer available. What education
that was available was concentrated in Aden. It also assumed
control just as the Suez Canal was closed by the June War of
1967, and the number of ships visiting the port dropped from
6,000 per year to 1,500 per year.

The NLF gradually moved to the left politically and purged
its more pragmatic elements by June 1969. In November
1969, the government nationalized all major foreign commer-
cial enterprises, including the banks, insurance, port services
(but not the refinery), foodstuffs, and housing. The Three-
Year Plan directed money into transportation, communica-
tions, and education. Radical land reform soon followed. In
1971 the free-port status of Aden was abolished. State retail
shops, especially in clothing, were established in the 1970s,
including thirty-six in Aden. A State Security Law was passed
in 1975 making it illegal for any Yemeni to talk to a foreigner
except on official business. An NLF Party ideological school in
Aden trained more than 3,000 members.

Some outside help arrived during the 1970s. The Chinese
built a textile factory in Aden that employed 1,400, built the
315-mile road between Aden and Mukalla, and staffed a hos-
pital in the Crater District of Aden. The Cubans trained the
militia and air force while providing doctors and education
experts. The Russians provided 1,000 Russian advisors and
were granted refueling rights at Aden, but no base facilities.

Many things went wrong along the way. By 1975 rationing
of certain products was required, and there were food short-
ages in Aden. Every single trainee sent abroad from the refin-
ery for further training between 1967 and 1974 failed to re-
turn; such problems were widespread, leading the government
to ban emigration in 1974. Party disagreements with Saddam
Hussayn in June 1979 led to Iraqi Embassy officials in Aden
murdering an Iraqi Communist lecturer at Aden University.

Splits in the NLF led to President Salem Robea Ali at-
tempting to mobilize popular radicalism a la the Chinese Cul-
tural Revolution; as a result, there were “urban uprisings” in
Aden directed at the party officials and bureaucrats enjoying
their air-conditioned offices and special privileges. Ulti-
mately, Ali failed to bring the bulk of the party leadership with
him, and in June 1978 fighting broke out in and around the
Presidential Palace (the former British high commissioner’s
residence), and he and about 200 others were killed. Subse-
quently, the NLF modified its structure and constitution and
became the Yemeni Socialist Party (YSP). Taking a page from
the Soviets, the new YSP allowed top party officials to access
restricted consumer-goods shops in Aden.

With the reopening of the Suez Canal, Aden’s port, and
with it the economy, slowly began to turn around. The devel-

opment of the Ma'alla Terminal and new deepwater berths
during the late 1980s also contributed to the port’s revival, as
have new legal and service changes during the 1990s. The dis-
covery of oil in the Hadramawt also made a significant con-
tribution to government revenues, allowing it to commit to
the city’s development.

Political problems did not go away, however. Another in-
traleadership struggle broke out in Aden among factions
within the YSP in January 1986. Hundreds died, and more
than 60,000 people, including President Muhammad Alj, fled
north to the Yemeni Arab Republic (YAR), and border ten-
sions increased. The result, however, was surprising. Soon the
refugees were allowed to return, and border tensions were
calmed, and out of this process emerged serious discussions
between the leaders in the south and those in the north about
unification. Within the space of two years, practical results
could be seen: an agreement to link Aden’s power grid into
that at Taiz, and a joint oil venture in the Marib basin that
would ship oil to the Aden refinery. Unification picked up
steam during a late 1989 summit in Aden that was followed by
hundreds of joint meetings in Aden and Sanaa. The result was
that on 21 May 1990, a new Republic of Yemen was declared
in Aden. Sanaa was designated the political capital of the new
state and Aden confirmed as its economic capital.

Within a year, the unified state faced a crucial challenge.
Out of the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait and Yemeni support for
Saddam came the expulsion of up to 1 million Yemeni workers
from Saudi Arabia and the Gulf. Grants and loans were halted,
the flow of remittances was stopped, and more than 40,000 re-
turnees a day came across the border. Aden was one of the
hardest-hit cities. Many of those outside had been Sunni,
lower-class workers unaffiliated with any tribe. Many had
been outside for more than a decade, living in urban settings.
Thus, they congregated in Aden, a Sunni city with little tribal
context. The result was that tent camps for refugees sprung up
in vacant lands around the city. Perhaps as many as 40,000
people came to Aden and were temporarily housed. This influx
added to a preexisting housing shortage in the city, a result of
past People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen (PDRY) policies.
Within a few weeks, the dynamics of the city were changed:
unemployment jumped to 25 percent, day-labor sites ap-
peared on many street corners, and roads became clogged
with taxies, as anyone with a car became a driver.

Unification was not easy, and the city was severely dam-
aged during the 1994 Yemeni civil war, led by secessionists
from Aden: for two months, Aden was the capital of the break-
away entity, only to be recaptured in July after heavy fighting.
Many of its older buildings survived the fighting, however,
and continue to grace the city. One of the oldest mosques in
the city is the Aban Mosque, related to Aban ibn Uthman, a
judge, scholar,and grandson of Uthman, the third caliph. This
and other early mosques replicated the design and layout of
the Great Mosque in Makkah. The National Museum, once the
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sultan’s palace, is situated in Crater. The University of Aden,
founded in 1975, hosts more than 20,000 students and is lo-
cated on the isthmus in the Khawr Maksar District. Unfortu-
nately, the many Eastern European-style concrete housing
units built with Soviet money detract from the city’s skyline.

Some of the most interesting monuments in Aden are the
Tawila cisterns or tanks, often called the Tanks of Aden. Al-
though numerous ancient cisterns are located around the
city, the particular complex of reservoirs located on the
heights beyond the city was a significant ancient achievement
and would have helped the city service the many ships that
called at its harbor. Although it is difficult to know when they
were built, these huge lined cisterns, along with their accom-
panying dams and channel system, may date from the Him-
yarite period or even earlier. The United Nations Develop-
ment Programme (UNDP) and the United Nations
Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO)
have been involved in their restoration, and they are a major
tourist site.

After unification in 1990, Aden was declared the economic
and commercial capital of the country, although it was not
until 2002 that a serious economic and political initiative was
started to reclaim Aden’s role in global shipping. The Aden
Medium- to Long-Term Scheme for Local Economic Develop-
ment is, with World Bank help, seeking to unlock Aden’s
growth potential and put Aden back on the map. Infrastruc-
tural development may help: the 300-mile highway from
Aden to Amran is being upgraded to a double highway. Al-
though there is ruthless regional competition between Aden,
Dubai, Salalah, and Djibouti for maritime trade and in the
vessel services sector, Aden’s Free Zone Authority has hopes
that its ambitious plan to expand the port will restore it to a
top place in the global transshipping hierarchy.

Since 1995 Aden has been the official winter capital of the
country, and this has brought additional developmental aid. A
key problem is meeting the future water needs of a rapidly in-
creasing population. The country’s population is projected to
double within nineteen years, given the country’s fertility
rate, highest in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) re-
gion; low use of contraceptives; and large population under
age fifteen (50 percent). Population control is thus key to re-
ducing poverty and to managing urban growth.

Aden’s long involvement with arms” smuggling and resis-
tance to imperial powers did not end with independence and
unification. In December 1992, the first attack by al-Qaeda on
U.S. interests occurred in Aden at a hotel used by U.S. service-
men; two tourists were killed. This was followed in 1998 by a
failed attack in the city by British Muslims on British person-
nel celebrating Christmas. Since then there have been two at-
tacks on U.S. naval ships in the port: the attack on the USS The
Sullivans in 2000, with no one hurt, and the attack on the USS
Cole later that same year, with seventeen American sailors
killed. Today the Yemeni government is working with the

Americans on implementing counterterrorism procedures
and neutralizing al-Qaeda operatives in the country. Around
$22 million in U.S. military aid has gone to establish a coast
guard to protect ships at anchor in Aden’s harbor.

Bruce Stanley
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Aksum
Population: 40,000 (2005 estimate)

Aksum was the ancient capital of the only sub-Saharan African
kingdom known to the Romans and Byzantines. Located on
the upland area of Ethiopia, Aksum is the Holy City of Ethiopia,
a city rich in tradition and fantastical monuments and central
to Ethiopian national narrative and culture. It is the legendary
site of the ark of the covenant, home for the queen of Sheba,
and site for the coronation of kings. This key city of the early
Red Sea economic system has survived plagues, famine, and
periodic destruction for more than 1,300 years, and today it is
reemerging as an important regional metropolis.

Aksum (Ge’ez, Aksum) is located on the northern edge of
the Tigray Plateau at 7,000 feet on the edge of an east-west de-
pression reachable from the east via valleys from the Red Sea
coast. From Aksum there is also access to the west down into
the Sudanese plains and beyond via the Takkaze Valley. The
climate is monsoonal, upland savannah, with the plant cover
mainly deforested because of overuse. The ancient water stor-
age and irrigation dam systems around the city are reminis-
cent of early Yemenite technology, although the city has long
been noted for its numerous springs. It lies about 100 miles
inland and slightly southwest from the Red Sea port of Mas-
sawa and ancient Adulis, not far from the border with Eritrea.

Aksum as a city appears to date from around AD 100.
However, the hinterland in which it sits has been part of a re-
gional trading system from about 3000 BC. The region around
Aksum is most probably the ancient land of Punt, known to
the Egyptian pharaohs as the source of myrrh and a commer-
cial trading partner. The earliest written records of trade with
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Punt date from 2450 BC and imply an access route down the
Nile. In the Egyptian record, however, there are numerous
later references over the next millennium to trade with Punt
by sea, which appears to have been the route of choice.
Traders and ambassadors would sail up the Nile to Koptos,
take the desert road via Wadi Hammamat to the Red Sea, sail
down the west coast of the Red Sea to some unidentified port,
then transverse inland to reach a site where all manner of
goods could be obtained: the products of mines, incense,
ebony wood, giraffe tails, baboons, ivory, gold, pygmies, and
slaves. All the accumulated evidence suggests that Punt was in
the region of upland Ethiopia, and the ports required to reach
it lay along the western littoral somewhere from the current
area of Port Sudan and Suwakin to Massawa or south to Dji-
bouti.

The last regular references in the Egyptian texts to the
land of Punt die out around 1100 BC. However, archaeological
remains from east of the Sudanic Nile suggest the existence of
regular overland trade from the Aksum region to the Nile dur-
ing the next millennium. This route may have linked the Red
Sea via the area of Aksum to Aswan via the Kasala region.
With the rise of the Meroitic kingdom of Nubia (750 BC to AD
320), there was reciprocal trade with the Aksum area, and
such trade may have extended far beyond into central Africa.
Plantain banana remains, for example, discovered in an
eighth-century BC grave in Cameroon, suggest a link via the
Red Sea, given that the source of such bananas is East Asia.

By the time of the Ptolemies (305-145 BC), the area
around Aksum was incorporated into their regular trade and
security community. The port city of Adulis, thirty miles
south of present-day Massawa, served as a key gateway into
the highland plateau, and war elephants were a key resource
the Ptolemies sought from this region. Trade along the archi-
pelago of port cities established by the Ptolemies along the
western Red Sea coast continued to increase and linked the
Aksum region with Mediterranean trade as well as commerce
with India and East Africa. Knowledge of the hinterland by
Egypt’s rulers was sparse, however, and no written evidence
of overland routes to the west from this period has been dis-
covered.

A pre-Aksumite culture, termed Da’amat by archaeolo-
gists, emerged in the Aksum area around 500 BC, perhaps en-
couraged by the trading connections that intensified at this
time. This culture had ties with Sabaean culture in Yemen,
showing some linguistic and artifact similarities. The Da’a-
mat Semitic language, Ge’ez, used a South Arabian alphabet,
which may have been transmitted from Arabia much earlier
than the appearance of the Da'amat. The primary city for this
community appears to have been Yeha, not far from Aksum.

It is out of this milieu that Aksum emerges. The site itself
is located in a well-watered valley between two hills. One the-
ory of the origin of Aksum’s name is that it derives from Ah
(Agaw for water) and Siyyum (Semitic for chief). Since the in-

digenous non-Semitic speakers were the Agaw over which a
Semitic-speaking elite was able to impose themselves, a site
known for its good access to water might naturally be derived
from the authority of the “water chief” who located there. Ar-
chaeological excavations have revealed that one of the city’s
hills was first inhabited around 1000 BC. By the third century
BC, there are examples of monolithic construction and a
proto-Aksumite culture and clear indications of long-
distance trade by the town’s inhabitants with the Upper Nu-
bian communities, perhaps with Meroé.

Within 300 years, the major site for the city was moved
downbhill into the Mai Hedja Valley between the two hills, and
the city centered around a stela field constructed to memori-
alize dead kings. Over the next few centuries, the city’s kings
added additional engraved monumental granite obelisks to
the site. This practice ended in AD 330, when the last few

Granite obelisk, Aksum. (Maureen Dunne/UNESCO Photobank)
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stelae record the conversion of King Ezana to Christianity. All
told, the spectacular Mai Hedja stela field contains 126
obelisks, one of which is the largest ever recorded. A number
of the surviving stelae are engraved in a unique Aksumite
style, which prompted the United Nations Educational, Scien-
tific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) in 1980 to declare
Aksum a World Heritage Site. Greek was the language of royal
inscriptions up until the fourth century, although some mon-
umental construction includes both Greek and Ge’ez.

It is after AD 300 that the size of the city increased as its
population exploded, and the city exerted its primacy over
other, older cities in the region such as Yeha. At the height of
its political, economic, and cultural power, around AD 500,
Aksum covered approximately 250 acres, hosting perhaps
20,000 inhabitants. Today its ruins cover one of the largest ar-
chaeological sites in sub-Saharan Africa.

The city seems to emerge in tandem with the growing im-
portance of Adulis as a key broker on the Red Sea trade be-
tween Rome’s new province of Egypt and East Africa and
India. According to the Periplus Maris Erythraei (Circumnay-
igation of the Erythraean Sea, a first-century AD pilot’s guide
to sailing the Red Sea), Adulis exported slaves, ivory, and rhi-
noceros horn, and its fleet protected the interests of Aksum.
Archaeological excavation in Aksum has revealed a range of
trade contacts with Roman Egypt dating from the beginning
of the Common Era; with India ca. AD 220; and continuing
commerce with Syria, Egypt, and Byzantium up through the
seventh century. Mero€’s power to the north disappeared
around AD 320, perhaps because of destruction by the forces
of an insurgent Aksum seeking to redirect the ivory trade from
the Nile route to one based around Adulis and the Red Sea.
During its early development, Aksum was not closely con-
nected with Rome and acted as an independent agent. In fact,
the kingdom participated in the great uprising against Roman
power during the second half of the third century, and some of
its citizens were paraded in Aurelian’s triumph in Rome.

The capital city guaranteed meat for its population
through the extraction of tribute in cattle from the lowland
pastoralists. Two crops per year cultivated in the surrounding
highlands sustained the city’s inhabitants with barley, wheat,
lentils, and grapes.

The state adoption of Christianity in AD 330 supple-
mented existing trade ties with Egypt and Byzantium with
substantial religious ties as well. The conversion of King
Ezana at Aksum was the result of a slave, Frumentius, who
was a Syrian Christian monk captured at Adulis by pirates.
Aksum adopted Christianity only five years after Constantine
had made it the Roman state religion. Frumentius was ap-
pointed bishop by the Coptic patriarch in Alexandria, forever
linking the Egyptian Coptic Church with the Ethiopian Or-
thodox community.

Under the Christian kings, the city’s monumental architec-
ture shifted to its churches and palaces rather than its stelae.

The ceremonial center of the city was moved from Stelae
Park, and tradition holds that the first Church of Mary of
Zion, the Ethiopian cathedral, was built in a miraculously
drained lake by the earliest converts in the late fourth century.
The visitor Cosmas Indicopleustes writes around AD 525 that
there were a number of impressive multistory stone buildings
in the city and palaces capped by square towers. The archae-
ological record identifies royal palaces with numerous stone
thrones and villas, although most of the city was built using
mud and thatch. There is a huge rainwater cistern, the mai
shum (water chief in Semitic), dating from the Aksumite pe-
riod, which held water for the citizens. Various burial mounds
and catacombs dot the site as well. The city was never walled,
which says something about the power and attitudes of the
Aksumite rulers.

One indication of the power of the Aksum state in interna-
tional trade is that the city had its own mint and produced a
range of gold, silver, and bronze coins. Aksum was the first
sub-Saharan kingdom to develop its own mint, reflecting a
high degree of organizational control over its commercial em-
pire. Aksum’s coin production appears to have begun as early
as the late third century and came to an end 400 years later in
the early seventh century.

Aksum’s kingdom grew in relation to the Roman Empire’s
needs and desires for trade but continued in the vacuum cre-
ated by that empire’s retrenchment. By AD 500, the city was
the center of a political entity that stretched from the borders
of the Atbara River in the northwest to Yemen in the south.
Tight up against the Persian and Arab control of the Indian
Ocean and East African trade circuits, Aksum was the quin-
tessential independent broker, linking the Byzantines with
the Indian Ocean networks. Constantine and Constantius II
made overtures to the expanding power of Aksum to facilitate
long-distance trade, as did Justinian the Great (527-65) when
he wrote to his contemporary in Aksum, Elles-baan (Kaleb).
Aksumite rulers were called negusa nagast (king of kings),
which is why they are usually termed emperors in the West-
ern literature.

It is unclear exactly what role Aksum played in shaping
South Arabia’s political trajectory. Aksum under King Ezana
conquered Saba sometime between AD 300 and AD 335 and
ruled it until 370. Later, around 525, Byzantium contributed
an armada of ships to help the king of Aksum invade the
South Arabian kingdom of Himyar. The story goes that Him-
yar was at that point ruled by a Jewish king, Dhu-Nuwas, who
persecuted Christians in his kingdom. In response, the
Aksum king Kaleb (Ella-Asbeha, AD 500-534) invaded the
country and killed Dhu-Nuwas. A client king was installed to
rule the country in tribute to Aksum, but a military coup
ended Aksumite authority, and the Sassanians conquered the
area after 570.

One way we know about Aksum during its heyday is
through an important early record, The Christian Topography,



Aksum

19

attributed to Cosmas Indicopleustes and perhaps written
around AD 547-549. The author of the topography was a
Christian merchant from Alexandria, a Nestorian, who clearly
was well traveled in the Nile Valley, in Sinai and Palestine,
around the Red Sea as far as Cape Guardafui, and in Aksum.
He and other visitors to the city report exports via Adulis in-
cluding elephants, gold dust, and hides. Imports carried the
eight-day journey from the coast included wine and olive oil.
Another author reports seeing huge herds of elephants, per-
haps as many as 5,000, corralled around Aksum ready for ex-
port. To the west, Aksum traded salt and iron, both high-value
commodities. With Nubia, in addition to trade, Aksum dis-
patched missionaries promoting its Monophysite doctrine
(AD 580).

By the end of the sixth century, the kingdom of Aksum was
in trouble, although its outward forms continued well into the
ninth century. In particular, shifts in regional politics began
to restrict Aksum’s control over trade routes. For example,
wars between Byzantium and Persia between 540 and 561
and again from 602 and 632 interrupted many of Aksum’s ex-
change flows; it also meant that the Byzantines couldn’t buy
the goods Aksum had to offer. With the Sassanians in Yemen
after AD 570, Aksum’s command of the routes in the lower
Red Sea never rejuvenated. As the century came to an end,
Aksum pulled back into itself and did not act aggressively to
protect its interests in these areas.

The appearance of Islam and the progressive expansion of
the Muslim Empire after 632 was, however, an even greater
challenge to Aksumite centrality in regional trade. In quick
succession, the coast of Arabia, then Yemen, then Egypt, and
finally the Indian trade all became lost to Aksum and shifted
to Arab control. Initial relations with Muhammad and the
early caliphs were actually good. Muhammad saw Aksum as
a friendly country and sent some of his first followers to
Aksum in AD 615, the first hijrah (flight), for their protection.
They received a favorable reception in the city, and there were
regular embassies back and forth in those early years. The
first commercial treaty signed by the Muslim community was
with Aksum: Abd Shams ibn Abd Manaf established a com-
mercial treaty with Aksum so that a caravan went from
Makkah to what the Arabs knew as al-Habasha (Abyssinia)
every winter.

Relations deteriorated, however, with the establishment of
the Umayyad dynasty and its search for control over the Red
Sea trade routes. Between 702 and 715, the Arabs destroyed
the Aksumite fleet,and Adulis itself was captured and leveled.
Without access to Adulis and the coast, and with Nile River
trade redirected toward other cities, Aksumite contacts with
the wider regional and international trade routes were finally
severed, and the city’s authority collapsed into a small area of
the highlands. By the end of the seventh century, gold coins
were no longer struck in the mint, and the city’s population
quickly declined.

Shifts in certain local factors also played a role in the city’s
reduced fortunes. Local agricultural production dropped at
this time, probably because of a combination of factors: the
accumulated effects of intensified land use and erosion in this
marginal area, a climatic shift in the highlands to a dryer
weather pattern in the eighth century, and a loss of authority
over parts of the highlands, all of which meant that less food
was available to support the city’s population. In addition, by
the late 700s, Beja pastoralists had immigrated into the As-
mara and coastal region and were pressing on Aksumite com-
munities as well as capturing control over incense production
sites.

The result of such massive shifts in local, regional, and in-
ternational contexts was disastrous for the city and for the
Aksumite state. Without access to regional markets, and with
little local production, its power dissipated. By the middle of
the 700s, the city had shrunk to a village, and elites had fled to
defensive fortifications in the mountains near their landhold-
ings. Although the religious leadership remained in the city,
the first rock-cut churches sequestered back in the mountain
valleys began to appear. Aksum dropped off the maps of the
Arabs and was almost totally abandoned.

Finally, around 870, the Aksumite kings shifted the capital
200 miles to the south. They abandoned Aksum both to pro-
tect their remaining authority and to find a better agricultural
site to support their people. The remnants of empire eventu-
ally ended up 150 miles to the south in Lasta and Begemder
and then, by the tenth century, in central Ethiopia. Aksum it-
self became a backwater, important only for the symbols of
religious and royal authority it held. Ethiopian emperors were
only occasionally crowned in the city. The leaders of the
Ethiopian Church too finally abandoned the city in the mid-
tenth century. It is clear that the hinterland around the city
was in a chaotic state: in a letter written around 980 to the
king of Nubia, the Aksum king complained that a queen of the
(Jewish) Falasha, named Yudit (Judith), had led tribes who
sacked the city and burned the churches, causing the king to
flee from place to place.

For the next 400 years, the city was remembered prima-
rily in legend and narrative, although it remained as a reli-
gious site. As the remnants of state authority waxed and
waned far to the south in the central highlands, Aksum was
only a small village, with its monuments covered in weeds.
Much farther away, however, the memory of the glory that
had been Aksum found a narrative home in the European
legend of the lost Christian emperor, Prester John. During the
Crusades (1165), just as Christian Europe was confronting
the might of the Muslims, the story of a Christian “king of
the Indies” surfaced. This powerful king, supposedly inter-
ested in an alliance with the pope and controlling great
wealth, captured the imagination of the literati. Over the next
300 years, Christian elites fantasized about finding this king
and activating a pincer movement to defeat the Muslim
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juggernaut. At the time, the location of India had been re-
duced to an obscure sense of “the east,” and Ethiopia was
conflated with “India” in the European geographical imagi-
nation. The high priest role assigned to the Ethiopian em-
peror, and his title as jan hoi (emperor), may have con-
tributed to the confusion. Delegations were sent out to find
Prester John in Ethiopia, and even Christopher Columbus
justified his expedition to the Indies on the possibility of
finding this powerful Christian emperor.

The destruction of the central city of the Aksum state may
have played a role in the development of a unique Ethiopian
tradition—the “mobile capital” Starting even before the four-
teenth century, Ethiopian kings would move their “capital”
around the various regions of their empire, establishing tem-
porary tent cities or camps ranging from a few thousand to as
many as 50,000 people. These camps would remain in place
for months or more at a time, were laid out in ordered grids of
social hierarchy, and contained churches, kitchens, prisons,
markets, and tents for prostitutes. These wandering cities em-
bodied the lost Aksum by containing the authority of the state
and religion in one; the clergy, bureaucratic personnel, and
security representatives of the state were all present. By mov-
ing around the country, both local peasantry and elites came
into contact with the national leadership, the national narra-
tive was empowered, and control over recalcitrant local lead-
ers was reestablished.

Aksum experienced a revival during the fifteenth century.
The Mary of Zion cathedral was rebuilt in 1404, the Mai Shum
cistern was restored in 1426, and new quarters for citizens
were constructed during the sixteenth century. Soon, reports
suggest, there were eleven churches in the city, agricultural
productivity had revived, and the population was on the rise.

The reasons for this revival are unknown but may be re-
lated to the revival of the Ethiopian state further to the south.
As part of the resurgence of state authority in the late 1300s,
a major propaganda text appeared, called the Kebra Nagast
(The Glory of the Kings). In this work, legends are presented as
fact tracing the lineage of the new Solomonids of Shewa (AD
1268) dynasty directly back to Menilek I, the illegitimate son
of Solomon and the queen of Sheba. Aksum has pride of place
in the narrative, since it was the resting place for the ark of the
covenant, within the Cathedral of Mary of Zion. The Kebra
Nagast thus makes the claim for religious sanction, historic
authority, and genetic lineage for the emperor through the
city of Aksum. The manuscript stresses that the Ethiopians
are an elect people, establishing a new Israel. At the “end of
days,” the text argues, the two kings, Justinus, the king of
Rome, and Kaleb, the king of Aksumite Ethiopia, will meet in
Jerusalem and divide the earth between them.

In this state-creating narrative, Aksum plays a key role as
the site for both religious and royal legitimacy. Thus, despite
the shift in the center of authority for the Ethiopian culture to
the south, Aksum remained the imagined center of the com-

munity. As a result, money and energy needed to be commit-
ted to the site to restore it to glory.

Unfortunately, the city did not have an easy ride over the
next 400 years. Just as the resurgence was taking hold, the city
was plundered in 1535 by the Somali Muslim invader Imam
Ahmed ibn Ibrahim (known as Gragn), and the Cathedral of
Mary of Zion was burned. This was quickly followed by a
major famine from 1540 to 1543. It was not until 1579 that the
inhabitants of the city were finally able to begin construction
within the burned-out walls of the old church of a new,
smaller church.

In-migration to the highlands during the sixteenth cen-
tury produced the Oromo (Galla) raid on Aksum of 1611, fol-
lowed fourteen years later by the locust plague of 1625 to
1627, which destroyed crops and cattle; there are even reports
of cannibalism in the city during this time. Aksum again
shrunk in size to perhaps as few as 1,000 people. Disasters
continued with another locust plague from 1633 to 1635,
combined with a cholera epidemic. There was a smallpox out-
break in 1693 and another locust plague between 1747 and
1749. Another famine is recorded for the city from 1888 to
1892. Interestingly, this four-year famine may have been exac-
erbated by the lengthy presence of King Yohannes and his
mobile capital at Aksum earlier in the 1880s, which left a
legacy of overgrazing and destruction all around the site.
Given these periods of dramatic depopulation (1535-1543,
1611-1634, 1780-1855, 1888-1892), it is not surprising that
the Ottomans, by this time entrenched in the Red Sea, knew
little of Aksum, a town of only 5,000 people, and did not show
it on their maps.

The “state project” to expand and centralize the Ethiopian
empire gathered steam during the last half of the nineteenth
century, and minorities had little place in the new narrative.
This was particularly true in the “Holy City” of the state. Em-
peror Yohannes IV (r. 1872-1889) ordered his governor in
Aksum to drive Muslims out of the city and to burn their re-
ligious books. If they would not agree to be baptized, they
were to be exiled from the country. The Falasha as well felt the
push for amalgamation; some rebelled, and around 1862 a
spontaneous chiliast “March to Zion,” heading for the Red Sea
and Jerusalem, finally ran out of steam at Aksum.

Intrinsic to this tragic history was the city’s importance to
the Ethiopian state both in its religious and royal confirma-
tion of legitimacy and in its statement of urbanism. Many
European visitors during this period commented that
Aksum was the only “city” in the country. Certainly as
Ethiopia entered the twentieth century, it was only one of
three sites with more than a few thousand inhabitants. This
uniqueness meant the city was embroiled, for example, in the
resistance to the Fascist invaders. The Italian air force used
poison gas in their attack on the Aksum area, and many of its
intellectuals were executed with the occupation. During their
five-year rule over the city (1935-1941), the Italians worked
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to expand the municipality and established a primary school
there. In this school, boys recited by heart Il Duce’s life story
in Italian, gave the Fascist salute, and sang Italian songs as
the Italian flag was raised. Aksum was also caught up in the
Weyane, the rebellion against the reimposition of Ethiopian
rule in 1943.

With the 1974 revolution against the emperor, all that
Aksum represented to the Ethiopian imperial past had to be
wiped clean. The emperor was dead, the empire gone, and the
traditions of the past washed away, so Aksum and its tradi-
tions were ignored and repressed by the new leftist military
dictatorship of the Derg (committee), headed by Haile
Mariam Mengistu. However, because Aksum was a small but
major city in the Tigray heartland, even the Marxist-Leninists
of the Derg could not wipe the city away. In fact, the city pro-
vided an important iconic component to the Tigray separatist
concepts and ideology that evolved between 1974 and the
1980s into the Tigray Popular Liberation Front (TPLF). Work-
ing to overthrow the Mengistu regime, the TPLF “liberated”
Aksum in 1989 on its way to forcing the dictator to flee the
country in 1991. That same year, with the border with newly
independent Eritrea not far to the north, Aksum ended up
hosting a camp for returning Ethiopian prisoners of war.

In the post-Mengistu phase, the city has experienced a re-
vival of religiosity and governmental attention. Tourism has
been promoted and the city’s spirituality and heritage cele-
brated. Traditions related to the Ethiopian Orthodox Church
infuse modern Aksum with a sense of the sacred. For a num-
ber of days each month, priests carry a copy of the ark of the
covenant, wrapped in bright cloth, around the city. The yearly
Hider Zion Festival is a time of pilgrimage to Aksum, as is the
joyous time of Easter. The tomb of King Basin, who suppos-
edly ruled Aksum at the time of Jesus, and the palace of the
queen of Sheba are fervently pointed out to tourists. The new
Cathedral of Mary of Zion, built in 1965 by the last emperor,
Haile Selassie, houses the ark of the covenant within the
Mariam Tsion monastic complex.

Darker secrets surround the city as well. Reportedly, there
are numerous deep caves east of the city where thousands of
manuscripts from the imperial Aksumite libraries remain
stored by church officials. The real ark, the story goes, may ac-
tually be housed in a monastery on an island to the south,
protected by an ancient secret monastic military order, the
“Sodality of the Ark of the Covent of God,” whose origins date
back to at least the twelfth century. And the evils perpetrated
in the city during the “Red Terror of 1977; the time when
Mengistu unleashed a wave of assassination and murder
against students, rival leftists, and “enemies of the revolution,”
have still not been discussed or reconciled.

Today the city serves as a small district administrative
center and has an airport and a hospital. The population of
around 40,000 do get exercised about issues they see as cru-
cial to their city: in the late 1990s, 13,000 citizens signed a pe-

tition demanding the return of the historic Aksum obelisk,
looted on Mussolini’s personal orders in 1937, which was
raised by the Fascists in Rome. In preparation for its return,
Aksum modernized its airport and strengthened two bridges
over which the three sections would have to be transported.
United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organi-
zation (UNESCO) archaeologists discovered a number of an-
cient burial vaults under the site as they prepared for its re-
turn. Finally, in April 2005, the Aksum obelisk returned “from
exile” to its restored site in the city, all financed by the Italian
government.

Bruce Stanley
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Aleppo
Population: 2.3 million (2005 estimate)

Home to one of the largest and most exciting suqs in the
Middle East, the city of Aleppo has always been known for its
trading prowess, as Shakespeare frequently acknowledged. For
more than 4,000 years, the city’s merchants have traveled the
known world, sending silk to London, pistachios to New York,
tobacco to Istanbul, silver to India, and sheep to Egypt.
Dominated by its Ayyubid citadel, this second city of Syria
remains the capital of the northern Levant, although its days
of attracting agents from every European nation to trade in its
markets are long over, replaced by industry and agricultural
production.

Aleppo (Arabic, Halab; Turkish, Halep) is the principal city
of northern Syria, capital of modern-day Halab Governorate,
and the second-largest metropolis of Syria after Damascus. It
lies on a plateau at 1,400 feet high and is located midway be-
tween the Mediterranean Sea and the Euphrates River. Aleppo
has a moderate climate with short, cool, wet winters and long,
hot, dry summers. Its surrounding region, parts of which are
semiarid, supports extensive agriculture as well as the raising
of livestock.

Today the city is connected by rail with Damascus and
Beirut and traditionally by caravan route with Iraq and parts
of Kurdistan and southern Anatolia. Historically, Aleppo’s lo-
cation made it a natural commercial depot and a busy center
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of traffic. Pilgrims and traders from the north also transited
the city, tracing the edge of the mountains rather than the
rugged coast, down through Damascus to Makkah. Though
eclipsed in the modern era by the political and economic
hegemony of Damascus, Aleppo preserves the essence of a
traditional Arab city.

Aleppo, like Damascus, has claims to being one of the old-
est continuously inhabited cities in the world. The beginnings
of Aleppo can be traced to the early second millennium BC. It
is referred to in the Hittite archives in central Anatolia and in
the archives of Mari on the Euphrates. Aleppo was the capital
of the Amorite kingdom of Yamkhad in the middle centuries
of that millennium.

From 800 BC to 400 BC, the Assyrians, followed by the Per-
sians, won control of Syria and presumably Aleppo. In 333 BC,
Aleppo was taken over by Alexander the Great and remained,
under the name Beroea, as part of the Seleucid Empire for 300
years. During this time, Helllenistic Aleppo was an important
trading city, linking the Euphrates and Antioch. In 64 BC,
Pompey brought Syria under Roman domination, and Aleppo

became part of the Roman and later Byzantine Empire until
AD 637, when the Arabs captured the city and returned to
calling it Halab.

In the tenth century, Aleppo was taken over by the Ham-
danids, who made it virtually independent until AD 962,
when it was retaken by the Byzantine Empire. It was contested
frequently during the Crusader period but remained under
Muslim control. Under Ayyubid rule in the thirteenth century,
Aleppo was known as one of the most beautiful and dynamic
cities of the Middle East.

This era abruptly ended with a Mongol attack at the begin-
ning of 1260 BC, which in turn was followed by a long period
of Mamluk rule. During the Mamluk period, trade was di-
verted from Aleppo to the north via Antioch and to the south
through Palmyra. But when the Mongol Empire broke up,
trade from east to west resumed through Aleppo. The Ot-
toman Turks later took over, but by that time Europe had redi-
rected its trade through sea routes to India and China, and
Aleppo never fully regained its central trading position in the
northern Arabian Peninsula.

Sketch of Aleppo, 1697. (Maundrell, Henry, A Journey from Aleppo to Jerusalem at Easter, AD 1697, p. 1. Oxford, ca. 1703)
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During the period of Ottoman rule in Syria (1516-1918),
Aleppo served as the administrative capital of a large
province that extended over much of northern Syria as well as
parts of southern Anatolia. The city’s politics were character-
ized by the competition for influence among local powerful
figures and by periodic local clashes with the Ottoman au-
thorities. During World War I, Aleppo’s trade increased with
the arrival of Armenian refugees who had fled the Ottoman
massacres.

When France and Great Britain drew the boundaries of
modern Syria at the end of World War I, they severed Aleppo
from its natural hinterland of southern Anatolia and north-
ern Iraq. Subsequently, after France ceded Antioch to Turkey,
Aleppo also lost its Mediterranean outlet, resulting in a dras-
tic decline in trade (see also “Antakya” and “Iskenderun”).

Following the creation of modern Syria, in 1920, Aleppo
continued to serve as the seat of government for the sur-
rounding region. Local Sunni landowning families domi-
nated the city and region’s politics during the period of the
French Mandate (1920-1946) and the first two decades of in-
dependence. From the 1960s, however, land reforms initiated
by the new Syrian Baathist government broke up and expro-
priated the great agricultural estates and undermined the po-
litical clout of the former Sunni elite. The old landed notables
began to be displaced by Alawi Shi'i and other minorities,
who began to form a new political elite. Opposition to these
developments in Aleppo and other Sunni centers led to vio-
lent clashes between Muslim organizations and the central
government under President Hafez al-Assad.

In terms of urban development, the contemporary city is
still based around the Citadel of Aleppo and the Old City—a
long maze of narrow and mostly covered streets and arcades
forming one of the largest and best-preserved sugs in the
Middle East. These and the khans, madrasas, mosques, and
other monumental buildings are constructed from a golden-
colored limestone, which, as a result of weathering, has led
Syrians to call Aleppo Halab ash-shahba (Aleppo the Grey).
The Citadel of Aleppo is an enormous fortress built upon an
imposing hill overlooking the Old City. The fortress became a
citadel under the Seleucids, and later, Saladin’s son, Ghazi, ex-
tended it to house a garrison of 10,000 soldiers. Aleppo also
boasts its Great Mosque (also known as the Umayyad
Mosque), built by the Umayyad caliph al-Walid. Its beautiful
minaret, which rises straight from the street, dates from 1090
and is an excellent example of the great period of Islamic ar-
chitecture in Syria.

The new districts, built on a European model of apartment
buildings and wide streets laid out in a regular grid pattern,
were constructed from the 1870s onward. Some develop-
ments in the twentieth century were later regretted. For ex-
ample, in 1952 the master plan of Andre Gutton, a French ar-
chitect commissioned by the city, proposed far-reaching
changes to the Old City. Although the plan was not fully im-

plemented, straight streets were carved out of the old city,
permitting vehicular traffic to pour into already congested
quarters. The old Jewish Quarter was segmented, and in 1979
most of the Old City’s northwest quarter, Bab al-Faraj, was de-
molished. More recently, cooperative projects between con-
servationists, the municipality, and international funders
have resulted in more appropriate interventions in attempts
to combine the modernization of the city with the preserva-
tion of Aleppo’s heritage.

Aleppo has remained one of the centers of cultural life in
Syria. It is noted in the country and wider region as a creative
center of traditional music. The muwashah, a song form
traced back to Muslim Spain, has been a local specialty. Hun-
dreds of these vocal pieces—now known as muwashahat ha-
labeya—were composed or preserved in the city and diffused
from there throughout the region. Ottoman music has also
been popular, and Turkish influences continue to distinguish
local approaches to music theory. Aleppo’s cuisine is consid-
ered Syria’s finest. Its variety is enriched by the diverse tradi-
tions of the city’s ethnic and religious minorities and draws
upon the wealth of the surrounding countryside: the famous
Awassi sheep and orchards of olive, nut, and fruit trees.
Aleppo is particularly renowned for its pistachios, which are
both exported around the world and incorporated into many
sweets produced in the city.

Over the past 100 years, the population of Aleppo has
grown approximately 1,000 percent. In 1900 it comprised
120,000 inhabitants, rising to 320,000 in 1950. By 1995 it was
more than 1.8 million. The great majority of the residents are
Sunni Muslims living alongside substantial numbers of Shi’i
(Alawi) Muslims and Christians affiliated with various
churches. The largest Christian minority are the Armenians,
mostly descended from refugees from Anatolia who settled in
Aleppo during World War I. The local Jewish community
traced its origins back to pre-Islamic times and expanded in
the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries. However, the
Arab-Israeli conflict caused most of the community’s mem-
bers to leave the country in 1948, and the last remaining fam-
ily left in 1994.

Aleppos commercial role in the region has been trans-
formed over the ages. The city’s economy was traditionally
based upon the trading of agricultural products, a distribu-
tion point for neighboring countries’ goods as well as a mar-
ket for the hinterland’s products, notably cotton, grain, pista-
chios, olives, produce, and sheep. Since the sixteenth century,
the city had been a leading center of regional and interna-
tional trade linked to a wide network of markets that included
cities in Anatolia, Iraq, Iran, Syria, Arabia, Egypt, Europe, and
the rest of Asia. In the nineteenth century, however, much of
the region’s external trade was directed toward Europe, and as
a result there was a shift from inland cities like Aleppo to the
Mediterranean coastal towns. In addition, new boundary
changes brought about by the end of the Ottoman Empire in
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1918 led to Aleppo being cut off from some of its traditional
markets in the region, particularly in Anatolia and northern
[raq, and narrowed still further its commercial horizons. The
city’s manufacturing sector, however, remained strong, and
today the contemporary city is a major industrial center, pro-
ducing fine silk and cotton fabric, soaps and dyes, processed
foods, leather goods, and articles of gold and silver.

Michael Dumper
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Alexandria
Population: 4 million to 6 million (2005 estimate)

An age-old eastern Mediterranean metropolis of nearly two
and a half millennia, Alexandria is Egypt’s second-largest city;
an important, burgeoning industrial center; and the country’s
principal port. It also has survived as a romantic myth, as “the
universal metropolis,” the city at the center of the world. A race
against time is presently taking place between developers, bent
on constructing the future, and archaeologists, preoccupied
with unearthing and salvaging the past. At stake are real estate
and the urgent attention to urban growth and development,
on the one hand, and the ongoing discovery of an unequaled
heritage, on the other hand. Beneath the contemporary
Egyptian urban sprawl are layers of history: the Hellenistic
city, a direct heir of Egyptian pharaonic civilization; the
imperial Roman town; the city of the Late Roman Empire; the
Islamic city of Arabs, Mamluks, and Ottomans; and much of
the European town of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
Alexandria is a palimpsest on which all of its ages have left
their marks. It has also been seen at different times as a model
of cosmopolitanism and as a microsociety planted on foreign
soil and has known extraordinary cultural creativity and been
a place of memory and a city haunted by legends. It has
experienced ancient and modern colonization, imperialism,
and nationalism in peculiar ways. Unprecedented economic
booms and crises and dramatic political upheavals have
determined its fate. A major turning point in its history took
place there in 1956 when Jamal Abdul Nasir declared the
nationalization of the Suez Canal in a speech from the city’s
main square. This triggered the Suez War, the tripartite
invasion, and the exodus of most Alexandrians of foreign

nationality. Twenty years later, Lawrence Durrell, one of the
writers who had contributed immensely to Alexandrian myth,
revisited the city. He wrote to a friend: ‘Alexandria is still full
of luciferian charm and magic.”

Some thirty cities in the world bear the name of Alexan-
dria and claim the Macedonian king, Alexander the Great
(356-323 BC), Aristotle’s most famous pupil, as their real or
legendary founder. Egypt’s Alexandria (Greek, Aleksandreia;
Coptic, Rakota; French, Alexandrie; Arabic, al-Iskandariyya)
has a bona fide right to the claim.In 331 BC, on his way to be-
coming the conqueror of much of Asia and to his early death
in Babylon, Alexander needed a harbor and a city to consoli-
date the conquest of his Mediterranean flank. It was in Egypt,
beside the coastal fort-village of Rhakotis, that he chose to es-
tablish his city. Legend has it that he then presented himself
to the oracle of Zeus-Ammon at Siwa in order to be pro-
claimed the legitimate heir to the pharaohs of Egypt and to
confirm his divine origin and the promise of world conquest.
The construction of the city fell to his general, Ptolemy I Soter
(366-283 BC), who in 304 BC adopted the royal title and
founded the Ptolemaic dynasty. Meanwhile, in 323 BC,
Alexander’s corpse had been brought from Asia and ceremo-
niously buried in the Soma, his magnificent (and still undis-
covered) tomb in the heart of the new city.

The Ptolemies ushered in 1,000 years of Greco-Roman-
Egyptian-Hellenistic culture before the Islamic-Arab con-
quest of the city in AD 642, when most of the Greek-speaking
population left or became Arabicized. An Arab tradition re-
ports that when they conquered the city, they discovered such
marble streets and white houses that the light they produced
was so brilliant that at night a tailor could thread a needle.

Alexandria stretches along a narrow strip of land between
the Mediterranean and Lake Mariotis, 120 miles northwest of
Cairo, to which it is now linked by two major highways and a
rapid railway line. In 331 BC, a canal had been built connect-
ing the city to the Nile and thereby to the pharaonic capital of
Memphis. When the canal functioned in medieval times,
Cairo could be reached by ship in seven days (see also “Cairo”).
Today’s teeming port-city, the summer seat of the Egyptian
government, is one of the most popular resorts in the Middle
East. Nicknamed arusat al-bahr al-mutawassit (the bride of
the Mediterranean), its white sandy beaches extend along the
Mediterranean for some 65 miles from Abukir to al-Alamein.
Summers are breezy; winters temperate.

Ptolemaic Alexandria endured for 275 years (305-30 BC)
before its annexation by Rome. The seat of a centralized
power, it dominated all of Egypt and its environs up into the
Aegean Sea. It was probably the world’s greatest city and em-
porium of its time and played an essential role in the trans-
mission of the Egyptian heritage personified by the god Ser-
apis, who was protector of the town and the dynasty. The
foundation of the city was considered an act of destiny: the
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legend of the city and the myths of its founding hero grew to-
gether. Alexander had accomplished the promise of Homer
and willed the universal metropolis. According to Plutarch,
Alexander had a dream that led him to order the construction
of a lighthouse on the island of Pharos in the harbor of
Alexandria. The “Alexander Romance” reports that an oracle
had advised him to establish “a city rich in fame opposite the
isle of Proteus” (i.e., the island of Pharos).

The Lighthouse of Pharos, one of the Seven Wonders of the
Ancient World, completed in 283 BC, was the symbol of
Alexandria’s grandeur. A causeway, the Heptastadion, nearly a
mile long, was constructed to connect the island of Pharos to
the mainland and to divide the harbor into western and east-
ern harbors. The lighthouse on the easternmost part of the is-
land, the site today of the fifteenth-century fortress of Qait
Bey, stood some 400 feet high, its light supposedly visible
from forty miles away. It resisted time for sixteen centuries
until, in 1302, the last of a series of earthquakes brought it
down. Remains from the lighthouse have been excavated un-
derwater just off the coast over the past half century, as have
relics of the royal quarters, including a colossal red-granite
statue of a Ptolemaic queen representing Isis, the goddess of
magic.

The Ptolemies of Alexandria established the archetype of
the royal Hellenistic court, which inspired subsequent auto-
crats from the Roman Empire to the caliphs of Islam. The
Ptolemies had enormous wealth and controlled trade in the
eastern Mediterranean and overland from the Red Sea. They
displayed their grandeur by luxury and opulence, in palaces,
gardens, temples, stadiums and theaters, and, most notably,
through the Bibliotheca (the Great Library) and the Museion
(the Museum). The Bibliotheca was the first attempt in his-
tory to gather together all human knowledge. Its walls and
shelves contained thousands of labeled papyrus scrolls. A
center of study and research, it educated and sent out into the
world some of the greatest minds of antiquity, the likes of Eu-
clid and Archimedes. Attached to it was the Museion, a house
of scholars, where the Septuagint, the Greek translation of the
0Old Testament, was achieved. Its translation paved the way for
Christianity’s spread into a large part of the Mediterranean
world. The Greek language and culture and the treasures of
Oriental wisdom flourished in Alexandria, and Hellenized Ju-
daism created there some of its most important works of
learning.

The Jewish community, perhaps numbering 40,000 out of
a total population estimated at 600,000, enjoyed a degree of
autonomy and a form of semicitizenship, and it resided in one
of the five sections of this great city of the third century BC.
Designed according to the Greek grid-plan model centered on
the agora, the city was both a polis and a royal residence. A
cosmopolitan city, its inhabitants included Macedonians,
Greeks, Jews, Egyptians, mercenaries from Gaul and slaves
from Nubia, adventurers, scholars, merchants, and travelers.

Its various residents lived in coexisting communities.
Nonetheless, the Egyptian priestly texts insist that Alexandria
is “on the edge of Egypt”; it is “the residence of the King of the
Ionians ... on the shore of the Greek Sea”; but it is also “a tem-
ple of the world,” and the adherents of the cults of the gods,
Isis and Dionysos, among the “new pharaohs,” and their
courts were numerous. The Egyptian gods were thus inte-
grated into the Greeks’ view of the world.

The Roman conquest of Alexandria and its annexation to
the empire took place in the period 47-30 BC. Some eighty
years later, in about AD 40, the apostle Mark established Cop-
tic Orthodox Christianity in Egypt. By AD 451, the Coptic
Church he founded had become a distinct and recognized
part of Oriental Orthodoxy, with its see in Alexandria. The
Pope of Alexandria and the Patriarch of the Holy See of Saint
Mark is currently Pope Shenouda I1II, and the Coptic popula-
tion of the city and of Egypt, in general, remains numerous.
In the period of late Roman history, Alexandria became a
center of Christian theology and church government in
which the patriarch of the city played a major role in the
spread of the religion and in its persecution of paganism,
which apparently included the destruction of the Bibliotheca
in AD 391.

The Arab Muslim conquerors of Egypt integrated Alexan-
dria into the caliphate in AD 642 and made it a Muslim city,
but they also inherited a historical city and the memory of its
founder, Alexander, whom they called dhu I'qarnayn (the
man of two horns). In Arab legend, Alexander had rebuilt an
ancient city associated with famous biblical figures. In doing
s0, he had brought it out of impiety into a time of submission
to the divine will. With the Muslim conquest of the city, many
of its inhabitants fled, and among those who stayed, the great
majority became Arabicized and Islamized.

Throughout the period of the various medieval sultanates,
Alexandria played a very secondary role to the new capital of
Cairo. At various times, it was attacked by Crusader fleets. For
the most part, it was an administratively autonomous zone in
which the Malikite School of Law predominated because of
the city’s important links with the Maghreb, where Malikite
law was dominant. It traded in textiles, exported linen, silk,
wool, and cotton goods as far as India. At its largest, its esti-
mated population may have reached 65,000.

Under the Mamluks (1250-1517), Alexandria was consid-
ered a thaghar, a frontier city, between the predominantly
Muslim and Christian worlds. The general plan of the city re-
mained as it had been in antiquity: a chessboard of eight per-
pendicular straight avenues surrounded by walls with four
main gates. The canal link with the Nile functioned only spo-
radically.

After Egypt became part of the Ottoman Empire, in 1517,
Alexandria’s role as a center for commercial ties with Euro-
pean ports increased. Its commercial growth attracted rural
immigrants; Muslims and Jews from the Maghreb and
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Andalusia; traders from Istanbul, Italy, and Provence; and sol-
diers from the Balkans and Anatolia. The city expanded from
its original site onto jazira khadra (green island), the penin-
sula between the two ports that connected the continent to
the island of Pharos. By then the famous lighthouse had been
destroyed by a series of earthquakes, and the Mamluk sultan
Qait Bey had built an enormous fortress on the spot in 1477.
Gradually merchants began moving beyond the walls of the
city and creating new neighborhoods. The Ottoman governor
Sinan Pasha, famous for his architectural feats in Istanbul,
built an enormous caravansary in the new area in 1570,
which attracted merchants and craftsmen. Throughout the
seventeenth century, wealthy Maghrebi and Turkish mer-
chants invested in the spice trade, coffee, and textiles, and
Alexandria became an arsenal and an essential base for the
Ottoman fleet.

Recent research has discovered that there had been ex-
panding urbanism in Alexandria in the century preceding the
Bonaparte Expedition of 1798. Previously it had been thought
that Alexandria was a very small and poor town of 5,000 or so
inhabitants when the French arrived. Now historians speak of
a “modest town” of some 15,000. Apparently, the members of
the expedition saw only the part of the Old City that was in
ruins and failed to observe the new city that had arisen on the
peninsula and outside the walls of the ancient and medieval
town. Most of the population were living in neighborhoods
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now referred to as the “Turkish city” and that made up a re-
markably homogeneous urban ensemble. Later, when mod-
ern Alexandria boomed, the Turkish city (because of its den-
sity, narrow streets, and impasses) remained relatively intact;
its Ottoman architecture and the décor of Turkish and
Maghrebi mosaics were preserved in houses, mosques, and
okelles (merchant warehouses or hotels). This patrimony,
under the impact of current demographic pressure and real
estate speculation, is in the process of being destroyed.

Bonaparte’s stay in Egypt did not last long. Already, in Au-
gust 1798, the French fleet had been decimated by the British
at Aboukir, and two years later the French troops of General
Kléber were beaten there by the Ottoman army. The stage was
set for the next act of Alexandria’s fame as a cosmopolitan
city. In 1805 Muhammad Alj, originally a Macedonian mer-
chant from Cavalla turned mercenary war chief, took the
reigns of power in Egypt and became its Ottoman viceroy. He
nursed imperial ambitions for which he needed a modern
maritime port. He decided to resurrect and transform
Alexandria to that purpose.

Between 1810 and 1839, the port was reconstructed, the
city opened up to large-scale Mediterranean immigration,
and the Mahmudiya Canal to the Nile dug to provide a de-
pendable water supply. In less than a generation,a modern in-
frastructure had been created. At the death of Muhammad
Ali, in 1839, the population had reached 100,000, and the
economy, mostly based on cotton, had expanded dramati-
cally. Alexandria was on its way once again to becoming
Egypt’s threshold to the world, and for the next century it
would be a new Shangri-la and eventually “the Queen of the
Mediterranean,” an international refuge, a bustling economic
center, and a cultural pole of attraction.

A new city center rose around a large and beautiful, tree-
lined square. In the middle stood a monument to Muham-
mad Ali, with a twenty-foot-high pedestal of Tuscany marble
as a base to a fifteen-foot-high bronze equestrian statue of the
viceroy cast in Paris. Around the square, one found the stock
exchange, elegant streets with shops and banks, and bour-
geois apartment blocks in fin de siecle styles. To the west was
the twin harbor with its commerce and industry. To the east
stretched the corniche with its beaches and suburbs. To the
north along the peninsula, the maze of lanes of the Turkish
town. To the south, the catacombs of antiquity, Pompey’s Pil-
lar, and the railway station. Soon the city had gas, electricity,
public transport, schools, hospitals, pensions, sporting teams,
and musical groups. A railroad linked Alexandria to Cairo in
1854, another to Suez in 1858, prior to the opening of the
canal in 1869; a tramway was completed in 1863. Gardens
sprang into existence on the thin tongue of land bought from
Bedouin between the sea and the lake.

According to a 1872 guide book, Alexandria had about 100
mosques, three Catholic churches, four Greek churches of var-
ious rites, three Protestant churches of different sects, three
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main synagogues, and a Coptic and a Maronite church. Each
community had its own cemetery, including one for free-
thinkers. The main indigenous industries were saddle work-
ing, embroidering in gold and silk, the making of jewelry, the
dyeing and weaving of cotton goods, and the manufacture of
pipe stems, mats, tobacco, and arms. European industries in-
cluded flour mills, tanneries, oil presses, breweries, and facto-
ries for cotton ginning and soap making.

The elite of Alexandria were mostly immigrants from Eu-
rope and the Levant. They were part of a pluralistic society
based on the recognition of the autonomy of the different
communities that composed the population. These were de-
termined by a combination of identities based on nationality
and religion. Greeks were the largest foreign community,
37,882 in 1937; the Jewish community, some with foreign na-
tionalities, others native Egyptians, were numerous, 40,000 in
1948. Alexandria in regard to its lifestyle and languages was at
least partly a European city. Its “cosmopolitanism” came from
a sense of living together and recognizing and accepting the
variety of communities that shared that urban space. In 1927
the estimated population was 600,000, and of those, 100,000
were “foreigners” and possessed foreign passports. They were
protected by capitulations, commercial treaties that exempted
them from taxation and gave them immunity from judicial
control by Egyptian authorities. Alexandria was a “free zone”
for them. To be sure, their status was a product of imperialism
and was linked to European interests. At the same time, the
expansion of Alexandria throughout this period was linked to
a whole series of crises and circumstances in the Mediter-
ranean world: the “Middle East question,” 1840; the Crimean
War, 1854; the “cotton boom,” 1863 (itself linked to the U.S.
Civil War); the British occupation of Egypt, 1882; the Balkan
Wars; and World War I.

In 1882 an Egyptian nationalist revolt led by Colonel
Ahmad Arabi against the rule of the Khedivial dynasty that
had inherited power from Muhammad Ali culminated in
anti-European riots in Alexandria. These riots, in which hun-
dreds of people lost their lives, served as a pretext for British
intervention, the bombardment and occupation of the city.
Most of the modern city was destroyed. Egypt became a
British colony until 1922. The Egyptian government compen-
sated the owners of property for their losses.

Four and a half million sterling pounds were paid to 4,080
claimants. The modern city was quickly rebuilt and experi-
enced a burst of prosperity. Trade expanded, and so did the
wealth of Alexandria’s bourgeoisie. The city’s urban morphol-
ogy and architecture were increasingly modern, European in
standards and techniques, and belle époque eclectic in style.

Modern Alexandria was largely created by its elite and
bourgeoisie and by the dynamics of commercial exchange; an
autonomous city was built by “foreigners” who were not re-
ally, or simply, “foreign.” They were Alexandrian “Egyptiots”
Greeks, Armenians, Sephardic and Ashkenazic Jews, Syro-

[raqis, Maghrebis, Italians, Maltese, and more. The Municipal
Council of elected notables that held sway from 1890 to 1930
made Alexandria a rival to Marseille and Genoa. The Graeco-
Roman Museum, founded in 1891 by an Italian archaeologist,
was and is a monument to Alexandrian spirit and culture. The
city functioned beautifully and apparently to the benefit of
most of its inhabitants. Although many languages were spo-
ken in the city, French was dominant among the elite and in
business, a bridge across most of the communities whatever
their mother tongues might be. The city was open to moder-
nity and to cultural variety. That does not mean that there was
equality and lack of conflict, especially between the dominant
classes and the rest of the population, who were mostly poor
Muslim and Coptic Arabs. In 1921, for example, there were se-
rious riots and the deaths of forty-three Egyptians, twelve
Greeks, and two Italians, according to the records. The Munic-
ipal Council eventually went bankrupt and was transformed
into an organization nominated by the central government.
There were strikes and demands for recognitions by a grow-
ing Egyptian middle class. That class was to continue to ex-
pand during World War II, which created a brief period of
wealth and well-being in Alexandria and of massive immi-
gration from the countryside. It also paved the way to a na-
tionalist revolution.

The 1930s are considered the heyday of modern Alexan-
drian cosmopolitanism. An extraordinary Mediterranean
urban society nurtured some of the great artists and writers
of the twentieth century: Constantin Cavafis, the founder of
the language of modern Greek poetry, E. M. Forster, Stratis
Tsirkas, Giuseppe Ungaretti, Marinetti, Fausta Cialente,
Robert Liddle, D.]. Enright, and Lawrence Durrell, among the
European writers; and among the Egyptians, the actress
Fatma Rushdi, the filmmakers Muhammad Bayyoumi and
Youssef Chahine, the musician Bayram al-Tunsi, the poets
Abdullah al-Nadim and Ahmad Rassim, the novelists Tawfiq
Hakim, Edouard al-Kharrat, and Ibrahim Abdelmagid, and a
whole school of excellent Egyptian painters. According to
most accounts, Alexandrians in this golden age were snob-
bish, self-satisfied, sensual, and filled with vitality and the joy
of life. Alexandria was, in the myths of its modern form, a
“City of Saffron” (al-Kharrat) and had a “Spirit of Place” (Dur-
rell). Naguib Mahfouz, Egypt’s Nobel Prize-winning novelist,
who spent his summers in Alexandria and wrote some novels
situated there, remembers it without myths or nostalgia as
essentially a European city. Greek, French, or English were
heard in the streets more often than Arabic. It was a beautiful
place, “so clean that you could eat off of the street” Waiters in
chic hotels wore frock coats like government ministers. Such
attitudes helped cultivate a climate that discriminated against
Arab Egyptians.

The heart of the modern city remains Ramlah Station on
Saad Zaghlul Square, with its monumental statue to the
Egyptian nationalist leader, at once a terminal for tramways
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and a center of cinemas, restaurants, cafés, bookshops, and
newspaper kiosks. It is probably there in Roman times that
Cleopatra began the construction of the Caesareum for
Antony that was completed by their enemy Octavius. A 1939
landmark, the renovated Cecil Hotel, where Somerset
Maugham, Winston Churchill, and the British Secret Service,
among others, stayed, overlooks the square. The Graeco-
Roman Museum, largely unrenovated, is nonetheless or be-
cause of that still a gem, and the villas of the early twentieth
century in the old Greek Quarter remain splendidly decadent.
Along the twenty-mile waterfront, the corniche and the cliff
road reclaimed from the sea in the early 1900s, dotted with
beach huts on stilts in the golden years, continue to take the
breath away, especially from inside of one of the city’s racing
taxis or minibuses.

The former Place de Consuls, Muhammad Ali Square,
Manshieh, destroyed by the British in 1882 and then glori-
ously rebuilt, now carries the name of Midan at-Tahrir (Lib-
eration Square) and needs rehabilitation. When the Free Offi-
cers took power in the 1952 revolution, it was from the port of
Alexandria that King Farouk, the last of Muhammad Ali’s dy-
nasty, sailed into exile. Two years later, in October 1954, an at-
tempt on the life of Abdul Nasir took place there while he
spoke from the balcony of the Socialist Union, the former
stock exchange overlooking the square. Then, once again
from the same spot, on 26 July 1956, Nasir declared the na-
tionalization of the Suez Canal. The ensuing invasion of
British, French, and Israeli armies, the Suez War of 1956, led
to the end of Alexandria’s second golden age and its cos-
mopolitanism. Most of the city’s Jews and British and French
nationals, trapped by history, were expelled, and within a few
years the very large Greek community had dwindled to less
than 1,000. The exodus of the “Egyptiots,” the “foreigners,’
marked the death knoll of Alexandrian cosmopolitanism. The
system of capitulations had long been abolished by the Mon-
treux Conference of 1937, but the privileged classes more or
less had held on. The coup d’état of 1952 marked the victory
of Egyptian nationalism. Egyptianization, Arabization, agrar-
ian reform and land confiscations, state socialism, restric-
tions on the private sector, and the closing of the stock ex-
change (which had once rivaled Liverpool’s) have made
contemporary Alexandria a largely monoglot and Muslim city.

In 1977, during bread riots in the city, the former stock
exchange burned down. It has not been rebuilt. The modern
glory of Alexandria has passed away. Three or four genera-
tions of fortunes won and lost, of a city’s romance that blos-
somed and withered, of a brief moment of recapturing a glo-
rious past are now little more than memories. Alexandria
today is a place of demographic explosion and wildcat con-
struction. Estimates of its population vary between 4 and 6
million. Overcrowded and overwhelming, it suffers housing
and infrastructural crises of unparalleled proportions.
Poverty, transportation chaos, and the informal economy are

rampant. Most of its residents are involved in a daily struggle
for subsistence. At the same time, the opening up of the
Egyptian economy in the 1970s created a boom for develop-
ers of real estate. Moreover, the city has become an industrial
center because of natural gas and oil pipelines coming from
Suez. These developments have also awakened the active in-
terest of intellectuals and governments, Egyptian and for-
eign, in trying to save Alexandria’s incredible archaeological
and historical patrimony. The archaeologists, with the help of
the French government, have established a Center for
Alexandrian Studies (CEA) and are engaged in a race against
time to save what remains of the ancient Ptolemaic capital
and in salvage excavations for the restoration of ancient
structures, in general.

That interest has marked the contemporary urban land-
scape in a forceful and promising way. In 1988 foundations
were laid for a new Bibliotheca Alexandrina, a resurrection of
the famed library of antiquity. It was completed and inaugu-
rated in 2002. Built by the Egyptian government and the
United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organi-
zation (UNESCO) at a cost of $176 million, this magnificent
building of more than 300,000 square feet will contain some
8 million books. It also has Internet archives, three muse-
ums, seven research centers, a planetarium, two permanent
exhibitions, five art galleries, and an enormous conference
center. The ambition is to put Alexandria back on the map of
the world as an international center of learning and cultural
diversity.

Kenneth Brown
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Algiers
Population: more than 3 million (2004 estimate)

Situated on the northern Mediterranean littoral of the
Maghreb (northwest Africa, the far west of Islam), Algiers is
the capital of Algeria, a nation that gained its independence in
1962 after 132 years of French colonization. The French
virtually transformed Algiers into a European city, making it
the second most important port in the Mediterranean, after
Marseille. The population and space of the colonial city grew
dramatically. Segregation between Europeans and Algerians
was the rule, with the former enjoying the best of modern
architecture and urban planning and the latter increasingly
experiencing the poverty and hardships of the bidonvilles, the
shantytowns. On the eve of Algerian independence, after a
bitter and violent war between Frenchmen and Algerians, a
secret army organization of the French (Organisation de
PArmée Secréte, or OAS) destroyed some of the infrastructure
of the city. Finally, most of the more than 1 million French
citizens, many of whom were from Algiers, left the country.
Since 1962 Algiers has experienced enormous growing pains.
The city was, as one commentator put it, for its citizens, like the
French language— “war booty.” Massive squatting took place
in the European quarters and the kasbah, mostly by
immigrants from the countryside. The end of segregation was
accompanied by relative chaos in which buildings and public
spaces became neglected and run down. The Algerians
inherited the city of “the other” without experience of urban
administration or planning. Only after decades of fluctuating
economic and political instability, critical housing shortages
and unemployment, and urban unrest and civil war has the
city begun to emerge from the shadows of decolonization.

On the site of the coastline of today’s Algiers (French,
Alger; Spanish, Argel; Arabic, al-Jaza’ir), Phoenicians proba-
bly founded a settlement, a trading factory called Yksm,
meaning “island of seagulls” or “full moons.” Legend attrib-
utes its foundation to twenty companions of the mythical
hero Hercules. In the second century BC, it had become a
Roman colony known as Icosium. Their street plan is still re-
flected in the pattern of some roads, including the rue de la
Marine, while the Bab al-Oued area of the city was a Roman
burial ground. From 25 BC until AD 40, the city belonged to a
vassal kingdom of Rome ruled first by Juba II and then
Ptolemy. Caligula put down a rebellion by the kingdom and
divided it into Mauritania-Tingitane and Mauritania-
Ceasarienne, which included Icosium. The fortified city was
sacked in AD 371 by a Berber prince named Firmus and dis-
appeared from historical sources after the fifth century AD.

The site remained uninhabited until the middle of the
tenth century, when Berber tribesmen founded a market
town called al-Jazair Bani Mazghanna, “The Islands of the
Sons of Mazghanna?” The name al-Jazair refers to the rocky

islets off the coast, which form a kind of natural mole. The site
overlooks an arched bay near the opening of the fertile plain
of the Mitidja Valley to the south and commanding to the
west the Chelif Valley, the high Constantine plains, and the
traditional routes to Tunisia and Morocco. A description of
the town at the end of the tenth century relates that it knew
some prosperity; was surrounded by a wall; and had many
bazaars, freshwater, and extensive fields; and its nearby
mountains were inhabited by Berber tribesmen. It exported
honey, butter, and figs; its port was visited by sailors from
Spain, Tunisia, and elsewhere. From the eleventh until the six-
teenth century, Algiers passed from the hands of one Muslim
conqueror to another, including the Almoravids; the Almo-
hads; the Hafsids, who came from the east in the thirteenth
century; and the Merinids, arriving from the west in the four-
teenth century.

Lightly dominated by the Sultanate of Tlemsen, Algiers en-
joyed relative autonomy under its own amirs (chiefs). It was a
kind of small municipal republic governed by a civic oli-
garchy and a market town of modest size. The pious man who
was to become the patron saint of Algiers, Sidi Abd ar-Rah-
man al-Thaalabi (1387-1468), lived there during that period.
Few monumental buildings from that period remain today
other than the Great Mosque, with an inscription from the
year 1018, and a minaret furnished by the king of Tlemsen in
1324. Opposite the harbor, a small island, later known as
Penon, at cannon-shot range from the town, was occupied by
the Spanish ca. 1302, and from then on, exchange between the
city and Spanish ports expanded.

During the Reconquista and Inquisitions in Spain, some of
the expelled Muslims and Jews immigrated to Algiers.In 1529
the town and the islet of Penon were taken over by the Ot-
toman Turks, and the fabled pirate Khair ad-Din, “Bar-
barossa,” established the initial pashalik (ruled by a pasha).
Gradually, as their powers grew, Algiers was awarded the sta-
tus of a deylik (semiautonomous city-state or political entity
under nominal Ottoman authority). As a “corsair state” and
Turkish regency, Algiers became the political, administrative,
and maritime capital of the country. The effectively au-
tonomous domination by the Turkish deys of Algiers, free of
the control of Istanbul, continued until the French conquest of
1830.

Situated on the margins of the Ottoman and European
economies, seventeenth-century Algiers was a prosperous
and populous city of some 100,000 inhabitants, the chief seat
of the Barbary Corsairs, infamous masters of piracy and
trade. The city extended on rocky slopes descending from the
kasbah to the beach, its circuit resembling a crossbow, the
walls being the bow and the seashore the string. The perime-
ter measured along the exterior walls was some 10,000 feet
and included forts and batteries; its height was about 40 feet,
and it was surrounded by a ditch and flanked by towers. The
city had five gates. The kasbah built on the highest point of
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the town became the residence of the deys. It had barracks,
arsenals, the treasury, and the private apartments of the
rulers. Outside the town, higher than the kasbah, was the
emperor’s fort. The seafront was equally protected by a series
of forts.

The town inside the walls spread along the slope of the hill;
at its highest point was the Jebal, an area of whitewashed
houses supported by wooden shores, pressed closely together.
Steep lanes with flights of steps darkened by the vaults of the
houses wound up the slopes. The lower part of the town con-
tained the favorite residences of the corsair captains, sumptu-
ous dwellings clustered near the sea, the whole quarter a kind
of arsenal of their crews. The most famous corsair captains of
the seventeenth century had their palaces there as well as the
mosques they endowed with their wealth. On the eve of the
French conquest, there were some 150 mosques, chapels, and
religious sanctuaries of brotherhoods in the town.

The population during the three centuries of Turkish
domination consisted of Turks, Moors (Arab and Berber
Muslims), and Jews. The Turks, who had mostly come from
Asia Minor as soldiers, formed a closed aristocracy. No mat-
ter their rank, they were addressed as “Effendi,” great and
magnificent noblemen. When they married women of the
country, the offspring, called Kuloghlus, were kept apart and
excluded from public employment. The Turks were always a
minority. Another group coming from abroad was com-
posed of renegades of European origin, engineers who were
artisans, pilots for the navy, and among the most illustrious
corsairs. Like the Turks, their number eventually dwindled
during the period from the sixteenth to the nineteenth cen-
tury. The Moors made up the majority of the indigenous
urban population (the baladis). Tradespeople and craftsmen
organized in guilds; some rich, some poor, they were not
permitted to participate in public affairs or serve in the
army. Others, the barranis (outsiders), came from the coun-
tryside; these included Kabyle Berbers who were artisans
and day laborers, those from the Mzab who were bakers, and
so forth.

In 1830 there were in the city about 4,000 Turks, 300 rene-
gades, 18,000 Moors (including Kuloghlus), 2,000 mostly en-
franchised black slaves, 1,000 Berbers, and 4,000 Jews, who
included the indigenous (Arabs and Berbers), poor and badly
treated, and the “Franks” (of Italian origin, especially from
Leghorn), often rich merchants and sometimes bankers of
the deys and intermediaries between the regency and the Eu-
ropean powers. In 1805 they were the objects of a riot from
which they never wholly recovered. European slaves who had
been captured on raids by the corsairs were also present:
25,000-35,000 in the first half of the seventeenth century,
only 1,200 in 1816.

Government was administered under the supervision of
the khaznadji, the minister of finance of the regency. Various
ethnic groups and trades formed guilds ruled by amirs, all of

whom were subject to the head shaykh of the town. There was
an inspector of markets, another of public baths and houses
of ill fame, and so forth. By all accounts, the system of admin-
istration worked well and provided security. It came to an end
in 1830, disappearing along with Turkish authority.

Various European nations repeatedly tried to put down
piracy,and in 1816 a British squadron accompanied by Dutch
ships bombarded the city and torched the corsair fleet.

Then, on 4 July 1830, a French expeditionary corps at-
tacked and occupied Algiers, justifying the action by saying
that the dey had insulted the consul. The city surrendered to
the troops the following day. By that time, the city’s prosper-
ity—which had depended on piracy—had seriously de-
clined, and the estimated population had fallen to some
40,000.

From the beginning until the end of the 132 years of
French colonization (1830-1962), Algiers underwent contin-
uous modifications. A European city gradually came to re-
place the Berber, Arab, and Turkish town. By 1901 the popu-
lation had increased to 138,000 inhabitants, including 69,000
Frenchmen, 11,750 naturalized Jews, and 28,250 foreign Eu-
ropeans, most of them Spaniards. The harbor was greatly en-
larged, and its traffic continually and dramatically grew. The
territorial extension of the modern town far exceeded the
limits of Turkish Algiers. Roads, barracks for the troops, and
offices for the administration were built early on, often on the
land of destroyed houses and religious buildings. Of all the
places of Muslim worship standing in 1830, only forty-eight
remained in 1862. The Ketchawa Mosque was replaced by the
Catholic Cathedral of Saint Phillipe and that of Mezzo Morto
was transformed into a church. The town was almost com-
pletely modernized, with European streets running across the
lower part and traverse roads crossing the high town. All this
aggressive tearing down and building up was already charac-
terized by some French historians at the beginning of the
twentieth century as “acts of violence”

The French had conquered Algeria with the intent to stay
and to make Algiers a viable political capital. This included
endowing it as a center of intellectual life and learning. Before
1900 a veritable university with schools of law, medicine, sci-
ence, and fine arts had been established, with almost 1,000
students. Among the subjects taught and researched, Oriental
studies occupied an important place, including the literature,
languages, folklore, ethnography, and civilizations of North
Africa. The accomplishments of research and scholarship
were considerable. The French-built new town, with its wide
boulevards and cultural edifices, eventually had its opera
house, cathedrals, theaters, museums, galleries, and cafés as
well as the University of Algiers.

Initially after the occupation of the city, the French built a
rampart, parapet, and ditch with terminal forts, Bab Azoun to
the south and Bab al-Oued to the north. These were partially
demolished and replaced by a line of forts along the heights of
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Bouzareah, 1,300 feet above sea level. The church of Notre
Dame d’Afrique was conspicuously built there on the shoul-
der of the hills two miles north of the city. It is a mixture of
Roman and Byzantine styles with a statue over the altar of the
Virgin depicted as a black woman and a solid silver statue of
the archangel Michael.

The occupation of Algiers thus had both logistic and sym-
bolic components to the process of colonization. A violent
military conquest, ostensibly intended to better control the
indigenous population, destroyed most of the city. In build-
ing a European city, the French wanted a capital that would
be a window of their architecture and urbanism, and to do so
they employed the most famous of their architects and plan-
ners. By 1925 the creation and development of the harbor
had made it the second most important French port after
Marseilles in regard to tonnage. In 1930 the population had
reached 246,061, the majority probably still Europeans or
holding French passports. The natives lived in the “exotic and
dangerous” kasbah, which was divided into four neighbor-
hoods. The rest of the city was largely out of bounds for
them. They had access to their own cafés, a football stadium,
a few movie theaters, a “reserved” beach, hammams, ceme-

teries, houses of ill repute, and so forth. The city boasted
three segregated football teams: Christian, Jewish, and Mus-
lim. Besides the mosques, the Muslims visited the tomb of
Sidi Brahim for the saint’s benediction. The rest of the public
space—nightclubs, casinos, the opera, and so forth—was
forbidden territory. During times of political crisis and
wartime, conditions worsened and brought about seclusion,
control, isolation, and curfews.

Segregation was de facto and usually accompanied by
racism based on origins and status. Communal solidarities
were exclusive, structural inequalities and discriminations
were perpetual, yet there were sometimes personal and even
communal links. Put differently, two distinct, unequal soci-
eties existed side by side, the one colonial, the other colonized.
Among some of the latter, the stirrings and manifestations of
modern nationalism took form already in the 1920s.

Algiers’ first bidonvilles—precarious, cheap, inflammable,
overcrowded metal shacks—appeared in the early 1930s, a
period of intense urbanization from the countryside and
Kabylia. These new immigrants were considered “an army of
invasion.” In 1930 Europeans comprised three-quarters of the
city’s population. By 1954 they were 46 percent. In 1945 some

Algiers hillside. (Corel Corporation)
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10,000 people out of a total of 300,000 lived in bidonvilles; in
1948 they numbered 35,000 in 120 bidonvilles.

Algiers was a colonial city, almost a creation of France, and
“an ambiguous model of triumph”according to one of its his-
torians. Until the middle of the twentieth century, the major-
ity of its inhabitants were Europeans. Although they may have
aspired to be living in a French metropolis, Algiers resembled
a provincial southern city on the other bank of the Mediter-
ranean with Paris as its center of attraction. It had a Creole-
like character; even its everyday colloquial language, Sabir,
had its own particular features drawn largely from French but
combining elements of Spanish and Arabic. In time, these
people would be called pieds noirs (black footed), referring to
French citizens of various Mediterranean peasant origins and
by extension to the Jews of Algeria. During the Algerian war of
independence (1954-1962), it meant “non-Muslims,” and af-
terward in France it was applied to the French exiles coming
from Algeria.

The French city enjoyed a precarious triumph but was
doomed to disappear, like colonialism, from Algeria. Yet if
today’s Algiers is essentially Arab Berber and Muslim, the
traces of its French-dominated past run deep. Buildings of
major architects—Le Corbusier, Perret, Pouillon—dot its
landscape, and famous authors like Albert Camus, Kateb Ya-
sine, and Mouloud Ferraoun, to name but a few, originated
there and wrote in French.

The wars for and against France also marked the spirit of
the place indelibly: the Vichy regime during World War II,
when Jews had their French citizenship taken away and their
children excluded from the public schools; the arrival of the
Allied forces in North Africa and the establishment of their
headquarters; the establishment there of Charles de Gaulle’s
provisional French government; the major anti-French upris-
ing in the city in 1954, the spark that ignited the Algerian
armed struggle for independence.

In 1956, following a series of general strikes led by stu-
dents, Algiers was made the seat of the Committee of Coordi-
nation and Execution (CCE) of the Front de Liberation
Nationale, or National Liberation Front (FLN), the indepen-
dence movement that successfully mobilized men and women
resistance fighters; in 1957 the city became an operational
zone in what was now a war. Massive repression ensued. Tens
of thousands of people were placed under house arrest, and
thousands were killed or disappeared. This period has been
dramatically documented in Gillo Pontecorvo’s famous 1966
film, Battle of Algiers. In May 1958, Algiers was the principal
scene of a revolt by European colonists and the French army
that ushered in the end of the Fourth French Republic and
brought de Gaulle back to power. Demonstrations and coun-
terdemonstrations followed. Then, in the final months before
independence, bombings by the French terrorist OAS inten-
tionally wrecked havoc with industrial and communications
facilities and destroyed most of the National Library.

Algerian independence, negotiated and confirmed in
1962, came at the price of some 1 million Algerian deaths. It
also entailed an exodus for almost all of the French citizens of
the country. Nearly 1 million all told left for the motherland.
Many of them, perhaps 300,000, had spent their entire lives in
Algiers. The city, like the French language, now became “war
booty” Enormous problems, the “growing pains” of liberation
from colonialism, followed in quick succession. There was
massive squatting in the former European neighborhoods
and in the kasbah. The exodus of the Europeans had put an
end to colonial segregation and, in so doing, had created an
absence of skilled labor that almost brought ordered urban
life and services to a standstill.

The estimated population of Algiers on the eve of inde-
pendence was 500,000, including French citizens. Around
300,000 people left in the early 1960s. Yet in the 1966 census,
there were 943,551 persons living in the city and 1,648,038 in
Greater Algiers. Thus, in the first four years of independence,
the urban population, now almost entirely indigenous Algeri-
ans, more than quadrupled. Unchecked demographic growth
and a steady flow of a rural exodus into the city created a se-
vere housing shortage and the proliferation of bidonvilles. By
the early 1990s, the shortage of housing had become critical
and resulted in an occupancy rate of 8.8 persons per unit, one
of the highest in the world. Life in the city was chaotic, its
buildings and public spaces neglected and run-down. Its new
administrators had no experience in architecture, urbanism,
and town planning. The Algerians had inherited a city that
had been run and controlled by “others,” and they lacked the
means and know-how to manage it efficiently. It has taken
years to begin to regularize ownership and the collection of
rents from nationalized or sequestered properties that had
been abandoned and squatted. Despite the government’s con-
struction of housing projects, the shortfall in public housing
now reaches several million units.

Algiers in the postcolonial decades became an impover-
ished city, much of it an enormous ruralized “dormitory.
What was formerly the municipality of Algiers was made into
a collection of municipalities, a wilaya (provincial govern-
ment) named Algiers with an estimated population (2004) of
more than 3 million. In 2000, 32 percent of the urban popula-
tion was under the age of fifteen. Widespread unemployment,
political and economic frustration, uncertainty and anxiety
about the future, especially among the young, the militant
politicization of religion, and the repressiveness of the regime
pushed the country over the brink of civil war in the 1990s.

A state of emergency was declared in Algiers in 1992. In-
flation, curfews, fear and violence, and attacks against secu-
larized women characterized daily life in the city. In the strug-
gle between Islamists and security forces, killings, bank
robberies, traffic in arms, imprisonments, and the assassina-
tion of personalities in the judicial and political system and of
intellectuals deemed ideological enemies of religion became
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commonplace. A general news blackout was imposed during
almost all of the next decade. During that time, the power
structure in the country managed to maintain itself at a still
unknown cost in lives and destruction.

A parallel urban, informal economy of contraband and
speculation grew significantly. A new vocabulary emerged:
trabendo and trabendistes (respectively, the black market and
its dealers); houmistes (homeboys, or boys from the neigh-
borhood); and hittistes (those who hang out, lean against
walls). In the inner-city areas, life was especially harsh and
dangerous. Bab al-Oued, its walls pockmarked by bullets, was
hardly safe for its own inhabitants and best approached, ac-
cording to one of its young inhabitants in 1992, “like a salad:
from the heart”

An Algerian film made in 1976 by Merzaq Allouache un-
cannily foresees many of the future developments in the city.
Umar Gatlato er-Rejla (Umar Slayed by Machismo) tells the
story of a young man’s inability to cope with the changing na-
ture of urban life in all its implications. He is tragically para-
lyzed by his machismo. Allouache’s film captures the malaise
of the city. It is a sad and tender portrait accompanied by an
enormous affection and nostalgia for al-Jazair al-Bahja, “Re-
splendent Algiers,” and its traditional sha’'abi (peoples’)
music. Another manifestation of nostalgia is a famous song,
“al-Asima” (“The Capitol”), sung by Abdelmajid Meskoud in
the neotraditional mode of sha’abi in rhymed colloquial Al-
gerian Arabic. It is a lament of an idealized Algiers of yester-
year and a “reactionary” rejection of the armies of immi-
grants who have descended upon the city. In effect, in today’s
Algiers, two-thirds of the population come from elsewhere,
mostly from the rural countryside.

According to the governor of Algiers, in the last year or so
the state has successfully reasserted its control over the city,
establishing public services, water, gas, and electricity net-
works where none existed; providing lighting in public
spaces; opening up more than 200 new police stations; and
recruiting and training thousands of policemen. The city’s
territory has been extended along with increased security
and public support. The government intends to make Algiers
into a Mediterranean metropolis and to encourage interna-
tional activities and investments.

There are some signs of normalization and movement in
these directions. A few years ago, practically no cinemas, the-
aters, or libraries were open to the public. This is no longer the
case. Cultural places and activities have restarted, and hun-
dreds of spaces for sports have been opened. In the year 2000,
fifty international theater companies and cultural groups
were said to have performed in the city. The municipal au-
thorities insist that the climate in Algiers has changed radi-
cally for the better: “The camp of hope is much bigger than
the camp of death” There is no doubt that Algiers is poten-
tially a great Mediterranean city.

Kenneth Brown
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Amman
Population: 1.7 million (2005 estimate)

Amman is unique in the region. This modern “million” city is,
in its current form, essentially a creation of the last sixty years,
crafted out of the rocky hills surrounding a small village.
Although built around the site of the ancient city originally
known as Rabbath Ammon and then as Philadelphia, the
Amman of today houses almost half of all Jordanians, has a
skyline full of cranes and construction, regularly faces severe
water shortages, and suffers some of the worst traffic
congestion in the Middle East. Still lacking a strong sense of
civic identity, Amman attracts regional visitors for its
shopping, semblance of stability, and access to world markets.

The city of Amman (Aramaic, Ammon; Greek, Philadel-
phia), capital of the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, lies al-
most 3,000 feet above sea level on the plateau of the eastern
ridge of the Jordan Valley rift, some sixty miles opposite of
Jerusalem on the other side of the rift. Its rapidly growing
population is daily expanding the limits of the city, resulting
in a built environment that nearly touches the nearby city of
Zerga and creates a conurbation of about 2.4 million inhabi-
tants. One out of two Jordanians lives in its metropolitan area;
planning for 2030 envisions a city of 4 million over forty miles
wide.

Amman greatly differs from the other urban centers of the
region. Its being a modern city is the most striking character-
istic of the capital of Jordan, and an almost unique feature in
the millennium-old urbanized environment of the Middle
East. Built on the site of the Iron Age Ammonite capital, Rab-
bat Ammon, and then the Hellenistic and Roman city of
Philadelphia (one of the Decapolis of the first century AD),
important vestiges from the Roman period are still visible in
the center of Amman—including a large theater and a
nymphaeum (garden sanctuary)—as are minor traces of the
Byzantine and Umayyad periods. Its original nucleus, how-
ever, was completely abandoned between the eleventh and
thirteenth centuries AD.
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A new village among the ruins was actually founded only
at the end of the nineteenth century, when a number of Cir-
cassian families were located around the ancient remains by
the Ottoman authorities to help protect the road to Makkah.
Its first municipal council was only established in 1909, and
its population numbered around 2,000 inhabitants. The
opening of the Hijaz Railway in 1903, and the creation of a
railway station, helped Amman to prosper.

The development of Amman then becomes intimately re-
lated to twentieth-century political developments. Following
the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, the whole Middle East
was shared between France and the United Kingdom. Under
British tutelage, the newly created amirate of Transjordan and
its amir, Abdullah, needed a new capital—centrally lo-
cated—to represent their new power and the new ruling elite.
Transjordan, however, did not have the financial resources to
develop its capital in a short span of time according to
grandiose town-planning schemes like other colonial capi-
tals, and for decades Amman remained a small urban center.
During the 1920s, the first modern infrastructures of the city
were built: the hospital, the central Hussayni Mosque, and the
electric grid were all laid down. In 1928 Amman was officially
declared the capital of the amirate, and when the country be-
came independent and the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan
was created, in 1946, it was confirmed as the capital of the
new kingdom. The city’s main focal points, including the
Royal Palace, the Avenues, and the National Museum, were
created slowly throughout the following fifty years.

Amman developed initially on the steep hills around the
river and the central valley where the Circassian village
stood. The town was originally characterized by long urban

Amman, ca. 1900. (Library of Congress)

stairways climbing the hills and leading to stone villas sur-
rounded by gardens. Traces of this phase—a few 1930s
villas—may still be seen on the central hill, Jebal Amman.
Then, roads were created horizontally on the city hills, the
river was covered, and the valleys were gradually built up to
create the busy district of “downtown Amman.” Finally, the
city began to extend in all directions along large avenues
leading toward the neighboring cities and villages. A mod-
ern, ever-growing city, Amman now covers nineteen hills in
the central region of Jordan.

Since the late 1940s, various town-planning schemes were
designed for the city, but the weight of external political
events and population growth has always been overwhelm-
ing, and the municipality has never been able to cope with the
transformation brought by the successive waves of hundreds
of thousands of refugees. Indeed, the city has grown with an
extraordinary pace, expanding from 1,000 to 1 million inhab-
itants between 1890 and 1990. Amman has therefore devel-
oped in a rather chaotic way, with large refugee camps sur-
rounding the nucleus of the city. Its urban growth is
essentially because of the continuous influx of external immi-
grants more than the high birthrate of its population. Its evo-
lution is also intimately and dramatically connected to the
Arab-Israeli conflict. In 1948, following the creation of the
State of Israel, tens of thousands of Palestinian refugees
moved east of the Jordan River and settled in Amman. Simi-
larly, following the June War of 1967, a new massive popula-
tion transfer further altered the demographic situation in the
country and in its capital.

The Palestinians in the camps surrounding the city were a
particularly fertile ground for the development of the Pales-
tinian resistance movement after 1967. All of the groups, but
particularly Fatah and the Popular Front for the Liberation of
Palestine, found many members in Amman. By 1969 the
camps were off-limits to Jordanian security forces, and the
Palestinians had established their own checkpoints in and
around Amman. Finally, as Palestinians hijacked a number of
airplanes and blew them up in Jordan, King Hussayn un-
leashed his Bedouin-based army against the Palestinian
fighters, and the city was rocked in September 1970 (Black
September) by fighting that lasted off and on until 1971. More
than 5,000 Palestinians were killed in the fighting, and in the
end the militias were driven out of the country, and the Jor-
danian army reestablished its control over Amman and the
camps.

Since the early 1970s, following the outbreak of the civil
war in Lebanon and the sudden growth of the oil revenues,
the city has become an important regional financial site. The
influx of capital previously invested in Lebanese banks and
the money remitted back to Amman by its many Palestinian
residents who moved to work in the rich oil countries has pro-
duced a construction boom and has given the city its charac-
teristic modern and rich outlook. Entire new urban districts
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sprouted west of the city center after 1980. These neighbor-
hoods, organized around a system of urban roundabouts—
the “circles” —have became the symbol of modern Amman’s
urban development. The contradictions and divisions of Jor-
danian society are reflected in the actual urban fabric of the
capital and have produced a city socially and geographically
segregated. Wealthy West Amman, with its circles, large av-
enues, and the villas of the rich bourgeoisie, corresponds to
poor East Amman, with its pedestrian streets, refugee camps,
and limited services. The two halves seem to move further
apart every year, with the central business district acting as
the only common arena of interaction.

The recent origin of the city—mirroring the modern cre-
ation of the Jordanian kingdom itself—dramatically con-
trasts with the millenary history of other Middle Eastern
cities and capitals. Amman lacks the historic depth of Cairo,
Jerusalem, and Damascus and does not have a clear-cut iden-
tity and image. The cultural and social life in the city is still
limited and traditional, and its “provinciality;” only partially
overcome by the government’s plan to transform Amman into
a captivating modern symbol of the country, is reflected in an
amorphous and unconvincing architectural and town-
planning layout and in the repetitive additions of new neigh-
borhoods along the main road axes. The fifth, sixth, seventh,
and now eighth circles are the scene for similar rich, stone-
faced and walled villas and large streets, made and conceived
for car traffic, according to a concept reminding one more of
North American cities than of traditional Middle Eastern
urban centers.

The recurrent historic pattern of refugees descending on
Amman and expanding its population was repeated once
more following the Gulf War of 1991. In that year, the Pales-
tinian residents of Kuwait were expelled, and some 200,000
new refugees settled in the city. Again, following the invasion
of Iraq in 2003, Amman saw a huge influx of Iraqi refugees
and their wealth flood into the city, driving up prices, making
hotel rooms scarce, and blocking the roads with their cars.
Amman locals resent their presence, but the buzz created in
the city from this latest influx of capital and activity has made
Amman the virtual capital of Iraq.

Simone Ricca
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Ankara
Population: 3.2 million (2004 estimate)

Some cities seem to go on forever, able to reappear in very
different guises and characteristics from one era to another.
Ankara is one such changeling. With its roots more than
4,000 years ago in the Bronze Age, it was a trading city to
the Greeks, a regional capital for the Romans, a summer
resort and frontier command center for the Byzantines, a
profitable textile production center for the Ottomans, and
the national capital of Atatiirk’s new State of Turkey. The
source of the unique angora wool, today its administrative
and educational core provides many jobs for its huge
population, and the typical urban problems of smog, illegal
settlement, and health difficulties plague its population.
Contemporary Ankara is a Turkish city, with all the politics
of the state and its minority issues played out on its streets
and in its halls of power.

Ankara (ancient, Ancyra; Greek, Angora; Turkish, Ankara)
is located on the high plateau in the center of Asia
Minor/Anatolia. The ancient city grew up at the base of a
500-foot-high steep volcanic outcropping (Atakule) located
on the west bank of one branch of the Sakarya River. It is an
area of low rainfall, steppe grasses, and cold winters, making
Ankara’s climate harsh: stifling heat in the summer and deep
snow sometimes into the end of March. There were swamps
around the city, which made it long a malarial zone and
prone to plagues during its history. It lies at the crossroads of
the key ancient east-west route, helping to link the Bospho-
rus with Iran and also the north-south route from the Black
Sea to the Cilician Gates. There are few other cities in the
area, making the city an island to be reached after the end of
alongjourney; Ankara thus attracted the long-distance tran-
sit trade, became an important garrison town, and attracted
immigration from an extensive rural hinterland.

There are archaeological remains from Stone Age hunters,
and Early Bronze Age remains continue to be found around
the city, but it is in the Middle Bronze Age (ca. 2000 BC) that
the city enters history. The rise of the Hittites (ca. seventeenth
century BC) brought development and increased long-
distance trade to the cities of the central Anatolian plateau. By
the Iron Age, political dominance in the region began to coa-
lesce around new immigrants, the Phrygians, and by the
eighth century BC their core around Gordium and the nearby
cities of what they called Ancyra (Ankara) and Midas City
dominated much of the interior of Anatolia. Remains of their
tombs and buildings dating from the eighth to the sixth cen-
tury BC have been discovered during urban excavations, and
they indicate luxury and wealth appropriate to the era of the
legendary King Midas (r. 738-696 BC). Even at this time, the
area was known for its production of textiles and the manu-
facture of dyes.
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The Achaemenid Persians came to dominate the city
sometime after 546 BC, and the Royal Road to Sardis spurred
development of the central plateau. Alexander conquered the
city in 334 BC after cutting the nearby Gordian knot, and the
Seleucids assumed subsequent control of the central plateau.
Around 275 BC, as the consequence of rebellion, mercenary
employment, and defeat, members of the Galli (Celts) confed-
eration settled around Ancyra, held it as a frontier post
against the Seleucids, and established their capital in the city.
Over the course of the next century, they were often at war
with their neighbors and in fact were part of the Seleucid
army defeated by the Romans at the Battle of Magnesia. After
188 BC, they became a vassal state of Rome, and a protec-
torate after 85 BC. In 25 BC, the Galatian capital of Ancyra be-
came capital of the Roman province of Galatia Prima.

As part of a huge empire, with security and trade interests,
the location of Ancyra at the center of a nascent road system
meant that the city benefited from the development spurred
by the empire. It became, because of location, one of the most
significant urban centers in Anatolia. This east-west trade
road was the busiest in the peninsula, heading across the
Anatolian plateau. Travelers from Syria or the Cilician Gates,
or increasingly from the Euphrates border, moved down this
road heading for Nicaea, Nicomedia, Constantinople, and Eu-
rope. Every single one of the roads that led into or out of
Ankara was strategically significant to the Roman Empire.
With the rise of Parthian power, and then that of the Sassani-
ans, Rome’s border wars brought regular wealth and transit to
Ankara. The city thus became a supply depot, a military stag-
ing area, and a command hub for much of the “east”” As a tex-
tile center, its factories produced for the armies on the fron-
tier, and its fields supplied them with grain. For the next
millennium, it served such purposes for the empire.

The same roads that allowed the emperor and his armies
to march east also allowed enemies to easily march west to
Ankara. In 260 the Sassanians visited, soon followed by the
Goths and by Zenobia of Palmyra (see also “Palmyra”). The
city suffered significant damage, famine broke out, and much
of the city was depopulated. By 271 the Romans were back in
control of Ankara and proceeded to expand the imperial road
system and fortify new borders.

Diocletian (AD 245-316) modified the administrative
structure in Asia Minor, elevating the governor in Ankara to
the rank of consular. A local senate ruled the city, and it was
early in the fourth century that the city wall was rebuilt, new
public buildings constructed (the amphitheater, for example),
and the highway restored. Ankara continued to serve as a key
customs center for revenue collection on both imported and
exported goods.

During Diocletian’s persecution of Christians, a number of
martyrs came from Ankara, indicating that the city had a siz-
able Christian community by the early fourth century. The
most famous victim was Saint Clement, who was born in the

city, established an orphanage there because of his civic com-
mitment to the city, and was executed at the base of the
citadel. Saint Plato, a contemporary, became the saint of the
city over the next century or so as his cult grew in impor-
tance. By the time of Constantine, Ankara was one of the most
important bishoprics in Asia Minor, and there is a tradition
that Ankara was the initial site considered for the First Ecu-
menical Council, which eventually was held in Nicaea in 325
to deal with the Arian claims (see also “Iznik”). Reportedly,
theological conflicts among various groups within the city
became so violent over the next few years that crowds would
stampede through the streets, strip nuns and priests naked
and drag them to the forum, and destroy property. Many hun-
dreds of heretics were massacred in the city during these out-
rages, which lasted until 363. Corruption and lack of civil
power in relation to the bishop were two reasons for the un-
rest.

During this time of transition, there were still pagan
upper-class inhabitants in the city, and many of them sought
out the best education for their sons. In particular, Libanius of
Antioch, a famous teacher and rhetorician, was closely linked
to the youth and fortunes of Ankara (ca. AD 350). Evidently,
he had a soft spot in his heart for the city and its people, and
in his correspondence he lauded Ankara’s reputation for a
love of learning and for the elites’ willingness to turn out to
hear a gifted speaker.

Ankara hosted many emperors, saints, soldiers, and pil-
grims over the next three centuries as they traveled the impe-
rial road. For Emperor Arcadius, for example, Ankara became
a summer retreat for himself and the government (ca. 399).
They would slowly travel out from Constantinople to Ankara
at the beginning of the summer and, while living the good life
there for a few months, issue laws and enjoy the dry condi-
tions. Saint Nilus, the moralist writer, lived in Ankara during
the fifth century and ran a monastery there: his letters com-
ment on the virtues of the virgins of Ankara who devote their
lives to serving the poor, the sick, and those traveling on the
road. There were still members of the elite in the city who
were pagan at the time, and Saint Nilus’s letters argued for
their conversion. New walls, a basilica, the agora, hot baths, a
swimming pool, churches for Saint Plato and Saint
Clement—all were built during this period.

The city had its share of troubles. A drought in the middle
of the fifth century brought plague and famine to the city.
Bandits prowled the roads, and there are continual reports of
people being taken in by the church leaders of the city follow-
ing their mugging. By the mid-sixth century, the roads on
which the city depended were so unsafe that Justinian ap-
pointed a new military governor, with considerable resources
and troops, to deal with the problem from his headquarters in
the city. Bubonic plague appeared in 542 and killed a sizable
minority of the population; it continued to reoccur over the
next fifty years. Around the end of the century, the story is
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told, when the plague reappeared, the city fathers hired the
local holy man, Theodore (soon to be Saint Theodore), to lead
the whole population of the city in community prayer and to
sprinkle the cattle with holy water; the plague disappeared,
and the livestock were saved. Theodore is reported to have
predicted an attack on the city by nonbelievers and its de-
struction for the period after his death (d. 613).

The Sassanians attacked and captured the city in AD 622,
and their general, Sharbaraz, had all the city’s inhabitants
killed or sent into slavery. Many of the city’s greatest buildings
were destroyed, and the lower part of the city lay abandoned
for centuries. Although the Byzantines drove the Sassanians
out of the region in AD 628, by the mid-seventh century
Ankara had barely recovered, confined to a small fortified
town on the citadel. In AD 641, another unexpected enemy
appeared on the central plateau: raiding parties of Muslims.
By AD 646, the armies of the then governor of Syria, Muawiya,
had penetrated close to Ankara, and in AD 654 they sacked
the city.

In response, the Byzantines built new fortifications around
the city, reorganized their by now reduced military frontier,
and headquartered their military administration in the city.
These fortifications succeeded in protecting the city against
subsequent regular raids and large-scale attacks during the
end of the seventh century and the beginning of the eighth.
The city became the capital of a new province, called the Bu-
cellarian, named after the beccellarii (troops) manning the
frontier. Subsequent attacks by Abbasid forces occurred in
776 and again in 797, when further damage to the city had to
be repaired by the emperor. One Arab legend, unsubstantiated
in fact, has Caliph Harun ar-Rashid capturing Ankara and
commanding that its bronze city gates be taken back to Bagh-
dad. Two Abbasid armies under command of Harun’s son,
Caliph Mutasim (r. 833-842), however, actually converged on
Ankara in 838, captured the city, destroyed its walls, enslaved
its population, and left.

Twenty years later, the Byzantines were back, rebuilt the
citadel, and consecrated the city as the new holy protector
against the infidels (AD 859). An icon of Jesus protected the
city gates, relics were brought from the Holy Land, and poems
to the city praised “charming Ankara, the most brilliant of
cities.” Unfortunately, this protection was not sufficient to pro-
tect against a Christian heretic movement that temporarily
captured the city in 871. Ankara came to play an iconic role in
the empire’s defense against the Muslim advance and was
lauded in poetry for its security role. Some of its former glory
and significance returned over the next century.

Ankara entered a new phase in its history with its capture
by the Seljugs ca. 1073 in the period after the battle of
Manzikert. Yoruk Turkish nomads concentrated around
Ankara during the last decades of the eleventh century; then
more came over the next century. Although a Crusader army
appeared outside the gates of the city in 1101, and captured it

from the Seljugs, the garrison left behind found it difficult to
hold out as an island surrounded by Turkoman, and the
Seljugs retook the citadel soon thereafter. They renamed the
city Angora, and it was the Seljuq promotion of long-distance
trade via the Anatolian east-west trade routes that revived
Ankara.

Pax Mongolia had a similar effect in opening up the Ana-
tolian routes from Europe to the east. Initially, it was the route
from southern Anatolian ports to Konya, the Rum Seljuq cap-
ital, and then to Tabriz that carried the trade. When the Ilkan-
hids lost Konya to the Karamanids, however, the more north-
ern route via Ankara became crucial. Then, when the early
Ottomans conquered Bursa (1326), it quickly became the en-
trepot anchoring the western end of this road. Along this road
passed silk and spices, and it all transited via Ankara (see also
“Bursa”).

The Ottomans began to expand their control over the east-
ern trade routes with the capture of Ankara in 1354, and the
city’s acquisition played a key role in the rise of Bursa as an
international market. The new rulers allowed the wealthier
merchants of Ankara, organized in an akhi (form of associa-
tion or professional group), significant internal autonomy. By
1401 the Ottomans captured Erzincan, and it was this threat-
ening expansion along the trade routes that brought Bayezid I
into conflict with the powerful Temiir.

Upon hearing of the advance of Temiir’s troops, Bayezid
lifted his siege of Constantinople and marched all his troops
off to protect his empire from the eastern threat. The forces of
the two expanding empires met at Cubuk, northeast of
Ankara, in what has become known as the Battle of Ankara
(July 1402). It was a huge battle, with perhaps as many as
85,000 Ottoman troops and 140,000 for Temiir. The latter also
had war elephants from India. In the end, the battle went
against the Ottomans, Bayezid refused to flee, and he fought
on until the last minute. He was captured and forced to ac-
company Temiir’s army as it campaigned throughout the Ot-
toman territories, collecting ransom money from the major
cities. Reportedly, Bayezid’s wife was made to serve naked at
Temiir’s table, and the sultan tried to escape by digging out of
his tent, so he was then kept in a cage for transport to
Samarkand. He died within a few months of his capture.
Temiir returned east without leaving any permanent admin-
istration in Anatolia, and within ten years the Ottoman Em-
pire was reformed and expanding. Ironically, the Battle of
Ankara did have the effect of prolonging the end of the
Byzantine Empire by fifty years.

The expansion of the Ottoman Empire had a positive ef-
fect on Ankara’s prosperity. The city continued to support fac-
tories producing such products as soap, and it became known
for its special goat’s hair, mohair, taken from local sheep
unique to the region. This angora was turned locally into tex-
tiles known as camlet. The angora of Ankara was very expen-
sive, and during the late fifteenth century it became a luxury
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textile in great demand in Europe. The manufacture of mo-
hair cloth had been practiced in Ankara for some centuries,
and the European demand produced a revival in its local pro-
duction. The Italians in particular came looking for Ankara
camlets. Bursa served as the central market for the famous
Ankara mohair, although as early as 1502 the Italians in Bursa
would send agents directly to Ankara to buy bolts of mohair.
The Florentines were famous in Lyons for their reexport of
part of their mohair imports to France.

The Ankara mohair industry involved both the production
of the raw wool by herdsmen in the district, whose families ac-
companied the herds in wagons that served as houses, and a
local industry producing the yarn and textiles. Much of the
hair actually went to produce buttons, but by the beginning of
the eighteenth century, as the trend moved toward metal but-
tons, the European demand for angora declined. What was
called the Celali rebellion (ca. 1600) in Anatolia harmed the
Ankara merchants and producers by halting movement along
the roads and even placing Ankara under siege for a time. In
response Ankara refortified its city walls and moved toward a
more modern fortification and away from the central citadel of
the medieval period. By 1615 local merchants were well on
their way to putting the industry back on its feet,and the state
helped by creating a monopoly. In fact, a special tax on fin-
ished mohair cloth going through a special press constituted
one of the principal revenue items collected in Ankara. Since
the mohair goat was not successfully acclimatized outside of
the region, Ankara was able to retain its monopoly of this craft
well into the nineteenth century.

The city retained much diversity and flexibility during this
period. At the end of the sixteenth century, there were around
2,500 Jewish families in Ankara, many connected with the
mohair and textile trade. Muslim merchants and investors in
commerce in Ankara often lent money, often for interest;
acted as wholesalers for other dispersed rural craftsmen; and
took goods on consignment to ship to Istanbul. A recently dis-
covered 1592 shop inventory of a Muslim dealer in shoes, an
active commodity in Ankara, is so extensive and complex that
one can only conclude that the regional economy operating
through the city was, at that point, very strong and vital. By
1693 English traders had a factory in Ankara to buy mohair,
although the locals were not always happy with their pres-
ence: in March 1706 a mob attacked the English merchants
and forced them to take refuge in one of the city’s khans,
where they had to wait to be rescued by the Ottoman army. An
earthquake in 1688 allowed the local elites to adopt the new
housing styles from Istanbul, where multistoried houses were
the fashion, and the city began to lose its staid feel of single-
story buildings with flat roofs.

By the early 1800s, Ankara’s population may have been as
high as 50,000. A list from the time of the various craft asso-
ciations existing in the city demonstrates the continued cen-
trality of textiles to the economic vitality of the city. It in-

cluded tanners, catgut makers, cobblers, sandal makers,
goat-hair spinners, quilt fluffers, tailors, silk spinners, cloth
merchants, weavers, goat-hair sellers, goat-hair dyers,
spinning-wheel makers, saddlers, skullcap makers, and rag
sellers. In 1815 there were some 1,500 mohair weavers in
Ankara. By the 1850s, however, most of these jobs were gone,
and the mohair weavers had disappeared from Ankara. Al-
though the government monopoly on mohair ended by the
late 1830s, any privileged access to Ankara mohair yarn and
to the raw mohair of the region had been long ended. Euro-
pean merchants routinely went directly to the nomadic
tribes in the district, producing competition with local man-
ufacturers that pushed prices through the roof. In addition,
Europeans now rarely bought local products, buying only
raw mohair for export. At the same time, machine-made mo-
hair textiles imported into Anatolia drove down prices for lo-
cally finished goods.

New immigrants appeared in the city after 1860. Around
30,000 Circassians fled Russia after that year and settled
along the major highway across Anatolia in cities such as
Ankara. When a German concession, the Anatolian Railway
Company, completed the Istanbul-to-Ankara section of the
Berlin-Baghdad railway in 1893, more Circassians came to
the city. The railroad contributed to a further deterioration of
local handicraft, but the production of cereals on large land-
holdings around the city and their exportation to Istanbul
helped stabilize the local economy. For a while, opium and
mohair continued to travel by camel caravan via the old
routes. New vineyards and gardens around the city were de-
veloped, although, when the English traveler Frederick Burn-
aby passed through the city in 1876, he reports that the En-
glish vice-consul in the city was surprised to see an
Englishman in Angora, since few had passed through the city
for many years. At the time of the First World War, Muslims
made up 87 percent of the population of a city that was home
to around 40,000 people. British prisoners of war were held
here after 1915, and the malarial swamps made their captiv-
ity particularly difficult.

With the declaration of the nationalist struggle in Ankara
in 1919, the history of this regional city took a dramatically
different turn. The Grand National Assembly declared in
Ankara on 13 April, and Atatiirk began to create a new Turk-
ish state. During the subsequent invasion and occupation of
Anatolia by Greek, French, and British troops, Greek forces
threatened Ankara for a time in mid-1921, but Atatiirk de-
feated them at the battle of Sakarya River in August, and the
tide turned. By the autumn of that year, the French were ready
to negotiate a deal with the national government, and the
Ankara Agreement was signed, which brought the war be-
tween France and Turkey to an end. For the nationalists, the
Ankara Agreement was the greatest diplomatic triumph,
since it split the French from the British and proved to the
world that the Treaty of Sevres was worth nothing.
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On 13 October 1923, Ankara was officially declared the
capital of the new republic of Turkey, and its name was
changed from Angora to Ankara in 1930. The reasons for its
choice as the capital lie in Atatiirk’s vision of the new Turkey,
different from what Istanbul represented: Ankara held little
meaning for the concept of Ottoman history or ideas, and so
offered a clean break with the Ottoman past; there were few
existing elites that had to be manipulated or coddled, so
Atatiirk could shape the city as he wished; the city had no sig-
nificant “Greek” associations or significance that could hinder
the crafting of the concept of Turkishness vital to the new
state; nor did the city have a strong minority presence but
rather was significantly Turkish; and it was also at the heart of
the country’s communications and transport networks.

Over the next fifteen years, until his death in 1938, Atatiirk
built a new, modern, de novo Ankara in the image of his rev-
olution. The city became a stage on which a new city, with
new planning, new regulation, new centralization, and new
state powers, could be constructed. Architects from Fascist
states helped lay out the wide boulevards and streets. The
vast construction projects helped create a new class of
young, wealthy socialites who played in the city’s hot spots
and shaped its nightlife. The city in the 1930s had a buzz and
a boomtown feel, with its new health centers, new education
institutions, new sports fields, and cinemas. Few mosques
were built,and few imams were in the city. The city was a cre-
ation of Atatiirk, but he died in Istanbul, although he is
buried in the huge Anit Kabir (mausoleum), which domi-
nates the city.

Today Ankara is a garrison town as well as a town of gov-
ernment and industry. By 1970 the population had passed 1
million, growing 700 percent in three decades primarily
through in-migration from rural areas. The city has grown
through illegal settlements of two kinds: there are the usual
urban squatter houses, gecekondu in Turkish, that make up
the shantytowns on the southern edge of the city. But there
are also thousands of apart-kondu, high-rise apartment
blocks originally built without official licensing. To the hous-
ing problem can be added the deadly combination of a terri-
ble climate and excessive air pollution from cars and facto-
ries. The result has been a huge problem of smog and health
problems for the city’s population. There is a southern
middle-class area in the city (Yenisehir) and the old center
(Ulus) to the north.

The city produces wine and beer, mohair, and a range of
agricultural products such as sugar, flour, grains, and fruit.
The University of Ankara was founded in 1946, the Middle
East Technical University was established in 1956 (long a cen-
ter for radical leftist politics), and Bilkent University in 1984;
these are the most famous of the more than eight educational
institutions in the city. In addition to the ancient fortifications
of the city, the Temple of Augustus, the Roman Theater, and
the Column of Julian remain from the classical period, and

various churches and mosques testify to the diverse religious
traditions of the city.

The city’s minority population grew in the 1950s when 18
percent of all Kurdish internal immigrants moved to Ankara.
Most came as migrant labor, but some also arrived as intellec-
tuals, political activists, and students. By the 1970s, the Kur-
dish community in Ankara had broken into various political
groups, and clashes between right- and left-leaning Kurdish
parties broke out in the shantytowns of Ankara. Abdullah
Ochelon, or Apo as he was known, was a student in Ankara at
the time of the 1970 coup; became involved with the leftist
group, the Ankara Higher Education Association (AYOD); and
went on to found the Partiya Karkari Kurdistan (Kurdistan
Worker’s Party, or the PKK) in 1975 in the mountains. A wave
of bombings occurred in Ankara in March 1990 instigated by
the Partiya Islami Kurdistan (PIK), connected to the PKK.

Bruce Stanley
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Antakya
Population: 158,737 (2005 estimate)

Antakya, the classical Antioch, city of Crusader dreams and
Christian authority, is both a “lost city” and a phoenix city.
Much of its classical ruins now lie under tons of river silt, never
to be seen again, yet its current inhabitants have reclaimed
their patrimony and rebuilt a regional agricultural
powerhouse in this corner of the Middle East through hard
work and civil engineering. Antakya is a city where, as
Libanios, born to the city, wrote ca. AD 390, you can sit “in our
market place and sample every city; there will be so many
people from each place with whom [you] can talk.”

Antakya (Arabic, Antakiya; English, Antioch; Greek, Anti-
ocheia; Turkish, Antakya, now also called Hatay) is a city in
Turkey and capital of the i/ (formerly vilayet), or province, of
Hatay. Antakya bestrides the Orontes River (Nahr al-Asi) near
its mouth, where it emerges from the southwest corner of the
Amugq. The quarters of the medieval city lie hemmed between
the precipitous flanks of Mount Silpius and the left bank of
the river, with the modern city across the stream.

Today a bustling provincial center some twelve miles
northwest of the Syrian border, Antakya lies within the fron-
tier where Turks and Kurds from the north meet Arabs from
the south. Even architecturally, with its houses of stone below
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and timber above, Antakya smacks more of the cities of Ana-
tolia than it does of the stone and mud cities of neighboring
Syria.

For the first 900 years of its existence, Antakya was a much
more important urban agglomeration than it is today. For be-
neath the current humble town lie the ruins of the great city
of Antioch-on-the-Orontes. Around 300 BC, Seleucus I Nica-
tor, the first of the Seleucids, founded Antioch as one of a se-
ries of new great cities designed to facilitate the control of his
Syrian realm, naming it after his father, Antiochus. His son,
Antiochus I Soter, made Antioch the capital of his empire, and
it remained so until Pompey conquered it for Rome in 64 BC.
Under the Romans, Antioch entered into its glory, for it be-
came the capital of Syria and the Roman East, with a popula-
tion in the mid-first century AD of some 300,000-500,000
souls. It enjoyed a lively commercial and intellectual life and
was the main market for the rich agricultural area of the
Amug and the highlands to its south and east. Both Herod the
Great and Emperor Tiberius contributed to construct its great
colonnaded street.

The city was one of the cradles of early Christianity, with
Peter, Paul, and Barnabas spending significant time in the
city. Over the centuries, it remained central to Christians
throughout the region. Constantine built one of the greatest
early churches on an island in the middle of the Orontes. The
patriarch of Antioch came to rank equally with his fellows in
Jerusalem, Alexandria, Rome, and Constantinople within the
world church. The relics of Simon the Stylite were venerated
in its churches for hundreds of years, while the Crusaders dis-
covered the Holy Lance within the church of Saint Peter.

The importance of Antioch lay in its geographical situa-
tion. The Orontes was navigable between the city and its port,
Seleucia Pieria, making Antioch a great entrept for trade be-
tween the Mediterranean and the Orient while protecting it
from attack by sea. Moreover, the city was situated at the junc-
ture of trade routes to Mesopotamia, southern Syria, and
Anatolia via the Syrian Gates (the Belen Pass over the
Amanus Range) and north through the Amugq.

Nevertheless, these positive factors were countered by cer-
tain negative ones. First, Antioch was situated in the midst of
an earthquake zone and suffered some seventeen earth-
quakes between 150 BC and AD 588, after each of which the
city had to be reconstructed. Furthermore, as the administra-
tive and commercial linchpin of the Romans in the east, An-
tioch was a magnet for invaders intent on supplanting them.
Thus, it was taken and held by the Parthians in 40-39 BC, by
the Sassanian Persian Shapur in AD 256 and AD 260, by
Palmyra between AD 261 and AD 272, and again by the Sas-
sanians in AD 540 and between AD 611 and AD 628 during
their “100 years’ war” with Rome.

By the time the Muslims conquered the city in AD
637-638, the various disasters of the fifth and sixth centuries
had transformed Antioch into a shadow of itself. Moreover,

for the Arabs, Antakiya, as they named it, was of much less
strategic and commercial importance than it had been for the
Romans. For one thing, the new Islamic Empire in the east
was oriented inward toward Syria, the Arabian Peninsula, and
Iran, rather than outward toward the Mediterranean and Eu-
rope. Moreover, Antakiya, rather than being a coordinating
center behind the north-south frontier between Rome and
Persia, was situated right on the east-west frontier between
Muslim and Byzantine lands. Its vulnerability to attack was
evidenced by the fact that it was held by the Byzantines be-
tween AD 969 and AD 1084 and by the Crusaders between AD
1098 and AD 1268. This defenselessness was compounded by
the fact that the series of disasters at the end of the classical
period had brought ruin to a city once so vibrant.

Thus, under the Muslims, Aleppo acquired the role played
by Antioch under the Romans because it was more inland
and protected from attack and was better situated to collect
the trade both from Iraq and the East, and later Anatolia and
the Mediterranean as well. Under the Mamluks (1268-1517)
and the Ottomans (1517-1918), Antakya became a small
provincial center of only regional importance. At the end of
the Ottoman period, it was capital of a gadha’ (district) in the
sanjak (district, region, or provincial administrative area of a
state) and vilayet (province) of Aleppo. The changes caused
by earthquakes and silting had destroyed its ports and ren-
dered the lower Orontes unnavigable while turning the Amugq
into a swamp. As a result, Alexandretta/Iskenderun, with its
fine natural harbor, replaced Antakya as the main regional
center and port (see also “Iskenderun”).

The creation of the sanjak of Alexandretta in 1918 under
Allied administration reemphasized the fact that since the
advent of Islam, this region had been an ethnic frontier, first
between Greek and Arab and later between Turk and Arab. It
was a paradox that Antakya, though the city was situated on
the farthest edge of the Syrian-Turkish boundary, had the
largest Turkish population. In 1935 it was the largest city in
the sanjak, with a population of 34,000, of which 58 percent
were Sunni Turcophones, while other significant blocs were
composed of Alawis (25.5 percent) and Christian Arabs (14.5
percent). Most Alawis and Armenians spoke Turkish as a sec-
ond language. As a result of this dominance, Antakya became
a center of Turkish irredentism when the conflict over the un-
resolved status of the sanjak post-World War I intensified in
the late 1930s. It was thus only natural that this city domi-
nated by Turks should replace Alexandretta as the capital, first
of the Republic of Hatay in the summer of 1938 and then of
the vilayet after its incorporation into the Republic of Turkey
in June 1939.

In the intervening sixty years, Antakya has reclaimed its
place as a significant regional hub by reviving its role as an
agricultural city. The engineered drainage of the Amuq has
allowed the city to once again exploit this rich agricultural
area. The city has become a market, a processing center for
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the products of this revitalized region (olives, cotton, fruit,
wheat, rice, and grapes), and the market hub for the people of
the region. Despite Syrian irredentism concerning the city
and its hinterland, cross-border trade with Aleppo has in-
creased, and there is hope that greater cooperation may em-
power the whole region.

Art, culture, and archaeology continue to provide some
respite to the inhabitants of the city. The Antakya Interna-
tional Art Festival attracts considerable regional interest, and
the provincial cultural directorate promotes more than 113
local archaeological and natural sites for tourism, including
the Mosaic Museum, with its restored Roman mosaics. Saint
Peter’s Church remains the second most holy site for the Syr-
ian Orthodox community after Jerusalem, and pilgrims visit
from throughout the region.

J. L. Whitaker
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Aqaba/Eilat
Population: 114,000 (both cities, 2004 estimate): Aqaba,
70,000; Eilat, 44,000

For more than 10,000 years, the freshwater and seafood
available at the head of the Gulf of Aqaba on the Red Sea have
supported human habitation. Located at a crucial crossroads
between Asia and Africa, the current conurbation of
Aqaba/Eilat is just the latest manifestation of settlement on
this site; the city has changed its name and specific location
across these seven millennia, ruled first by one political unit
and then another. King Solomon and his Phoenician allies
promoted what he called Elath for its minerals and trade
potential; the Romans knew it as Aelana and emphasized its
security role and access to India; for Muhammad, it was the
first gateway out of the Arabian Peninsula to spreading the
religion of Islam; for the British, it was key to defeating the
Turks in Palestine; to the Iraqis, it was their lifeline under
sanctions; and for the Jordanians and Israelis, it is a site for
economic development and maybe regional peace. Since 1948
two separate cities have developed across the political
boundary between Jordan and Israel. However, the cities are
slowly recognizing their shared future in a confined space, and
forms of cooperation are emerging. Small but central,
Aqaba/Eilat is a crucial hub in regional history, reflecting the

complexity and conflict at the heart of Middle East urban
development.

The dual modern ports of Aqaba (Medieval Arabic, Ayla or
Qalat al-Aqaba; Latin, Aelana; Greek, Aila) and Eilat (Modern
Hebrew, Eilat; Canaanite, Elath) lie within five miles of each
other at the northernmost point of the Gulf of Aqaba, an arm
of the Red Sea. Divided by state boundaries and barbed wire,
these two ports exist on a site where some form of regular
human habitation has existed since before 5000 BC. Follow-
ing the contours of the Great Rift Valley, the Gulf of Aqaba is
part of the same geological fault line that runs from Ethiopia
north through the Red Sea to the Dead Sea and Jordan River
valley. At the tip of the Gulf of Aqaba, there is a natural
thumbnail-shaped bay, with the Sinai mountains to the west
and the Jebal al-Tih plateau beyond, the mountains of the
Arabian Peninsula with the Nafud desert of northern Arabia
beyond to the east, and the steep mountain pass leading
down into Wadi Araba from the north opening up onto the
milewide bay.

The site is a major crossroads between Asia and Africa.
Aqaba/Eilat is the terminus for the ancient desert highway
(the King’s Highway) heading south from southern Syria and
Palestine (250 miles to the south of Amman and Jerusalem);
to the southwest runs the ancient spice caravan and pilgrim
route to the Hijaz and Yemen; to the west the route to Suez and
Cairo (270 miles); to the northwest the road to the Mediter-
ranean at al-Arish, Gaza, and Ashdod; and to the southwest
the pilgrim road to Saint Catherine’s and Mount Sinai.

The Gulf of Agaba runs 118 miles to its entrance into the
Red Sea at the Straits of Tiran and is 10 to 15 miles wide be-
tween the Sinai and Arabian peninsulas. The coral reefs his-
torically caused problems for shipping in the Gulf of Aqaba,
as did the treacherous winds that often combined to wreck
ships. Israel controls about 4 percent of the Gulf of Aqaba
coastline, while Jordan controls 7 percent (17 miles) along the
coast. Egypt and Saudi Arabia between them control the rest
of the littoral.

The desert mountains around Aqaba/Eilat offer few water
stations, and so the freshwater springs and oasis of
Aqaba/Eilat made the site particularly attractive as a port and
emporium. The oasis has always supported a modest date
palm grove and date production but little other agricultural
products. Shellfish and fishing, supplemented by imported
grains, have been the major sources of food for the city’s in-
habitants over the generations. The city lies along a major
fault line and experiences regular earthquakes; Wadi Shallala,
which cuts through the middle of Aqaba, is probably a rem-
nant of the earthquake in AD 1068.

More than 1,000 archaeological sites covering the period
10,000 BC to late Roman have been identified within Wadi
Araba, which opens up at Aqaba/Eilat. The desert areas of the
city’s hinterland in the southern Negev, for example, hosted
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hunter-gatherer systems during the Neolithic (8000-5000
BC) and Chalcolithic (4500-3300 BC) periods; some of the
Neolithic sites indicate long-distance trade in shells, perhaps
passing via Aqaba/Eilat. The area clearly experienced a huge
increase in population during the Early Bronze Age (ca. 3000
BC) with the appearance of a pastoral nomadic system with
varying amounts of agriculture and the exploitation of cop-
per sites. The growth of urban settlement in Egypt, Palestine,
Mesopotamia, and Yemen encouraged the growth of nomadic
pastoralism in the desert regions, and Agaba/Eilat must have
quickly become a settled area serving both these nascent re-
gional urban communities and the nomads of the Sinai,
Negev, and northern Arabia. By 2000 BC, there was long-
distance trading through the site in metals, flint implements,
ceramics and shells, and the exploitation of copper and other
raw materials; the site was thus a wilderness trading outpost
or entrepot and a production and extraction point from the
very beginning of its history.

Archaeological excavation suggests that post-1200 BC,
new statelets emerged at the beginning of the Iron Age. Both
the appearance of the Israelites on the hills of Palestine and
the similar appearance of Edom on the Jordanian plateau
pushed the extracting and processing of copper in the lower
Wadi Araba. The first clear, written reference to a settlement
on the site comes from the Old Testament, where the story of
the Exodus talks about Ezion-Geber as a site in the Sinai with
water and palm trees. Given the subsequent reference in the
Book of Kings to King Solomon (d. 922 BC) building ships at
Ezion-Geber, next to Elath, there must have been some set-
tled habitation here in the pre-Solomon period, perhaps
known to the Hebrews as they wandered in the Sinai. What-
ever the pre-Israelite history of the site, King Solomon re-
newed Ezion-Geber/Elath around the tenth century BC as an
industrial settlement to refine the ore taken from the mines
in the area or shipped in from further south. The settlement
had a smelter and crafted industrial production for export in
addition to serving as an emporium. Solomon was in a com-
mercial alliance with the King of Tyre, and the Phoenicians
appear to have served as shipbuilders and sailors for joint ex-
peditions headquartered in Elath (see also “Tyre”). There is
some indication that the more ancient site may have been to
the east, near to present-day Aqaba, with Solomon’s town lo-
cated further to the west. Later Judean kings, including
Uzziah (eighth century BC) and Jehosephat (sixth century
BC), pursued security and trade through the site. The
Edomites to the northeast also controlled Aila at times dur-
ing the eighth to sixth century as part of their network of
trade onward to Assyria.

It was under the Arab Nabateans, however, with their com-
mercial empire headquartered in nearby Petra, that Aila ap-
pears after the third century BC as a key port. Over the next
300 years, Aila was the major Nabatean outlet to the southern
seas, and the fortunes of Petra and Aila rose and fell together.

Archaeological evidence suggests that during the Hellenistic
period, the city site was again moved toward the east (per-
haps because it was more protected), a gateway and walls
were constructed, and trade flourished with Egypt, Yemen,
and even Greece. Caravan trade from south Arabia to Pales-
tine and Syria flourished particularly after 24 BC via a net-
work of caravansaries, and Aila with it.

The Romans initially allowed the vibrant Nabatean com-
mercial empire autonomy but finally incorporated Petra and
Aila into the empire in AD 106. So important was Aila (Aelana)
to the Romans that one of two legions placed in Palestine dur-
ing the second and third centuries AD was posted at Aila: the
legion X Fretensis. These soldiers were used to quarry rock
and upgrade the road system, building the via nova Traiana
south from southern Syria to Aelana as its terminus. Some of
this road and its milestones still exist near Aqaba, with evi-
dence of cisterns and the ruins of small forts. There is evi-
dence of a road as well via Wadi Araba to Jerusalem.

Strabo describes in his Geography (AD 22), as does the fa-
mous Periplus Maris Erythraei (Circumnavigation of the Ery-
thraean Sea, AD 55-70), the routes south from Aelana to the
Arabian Peninsula. Strabo comments that it took seventy
days for caravans from Aelana to return from what is now
modern Yemen, bringing spices north via a series of way sta-
tions. According to Pliny (AD 77) as well as Epiphanius (ca.
AD 320-402), other major routes connected Aelana to the
west, crossing the Sinai to the important port of Clysma and
then to the cities of the Egyptian delta. The city was also cen-
tral to the expanding Roman trade with India. As an entrepot,
Aelana transshipped or exported Mediterranean wine and
oil, fine ceramics, exotic stones, spices such as myrrh and
frankincense, and palm wood for fuel and construction ma-
terials. It was also an important industrial production city,
known for its factories of pottery, glass, and copper goods.

Under the Byzantines, the city continued to prosper as a
transit site but also as a Christian center and hub for pilgrim-
age. The city was the site of a bishopric from before AD 325,
its bishop attended the Council of Nicaea, and archaeologists
have found in the heart of modern Agaba the remains of a
Christian basilica dating from the late third or early fourth
century and a related cemetery. A coin horde found within the
church dates from the reign of Diocletian (AD 284-305). This
and other indications suggest that the Aqaba foundations are
one of the oldest structures in the world built specifically as a
church; certainly it is the oldest in Jordan. The church was de-
stroyed and buried by sand during an earthquake in AD 363.
Remains from the cemetery suggest these early Christians
may have been Egyptian immigrants. Their diet was prima-
rily fish and shellfish but also consisted of wheat, barley, and
grapes, all imported.

The founding of Saint Catherine’s Monastery at the base of
Mount Sinai by Justinian (ca. 527) attracted Christian pil-
grims and heightened the city’s connections with Egypt. Saint
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Jerome (d. 420) talks about the routes from Aila to Mount
Sinai, suggesting the nine-day route first headed south along
the coast and then westward across the plateau to the
monastery.

During the late sixth century AD, Aila was a substantial
city, with strong Byzantine walls and towers, a security city for
controlling the Bedouin tribes of the desert, a major empo-
rium for the empire, and central on the pilgrimage and trade
routes that wove the Middle East and the Indian Ocean to-
gether. Ships were recruited here (ca. 525) to support the Ak-
sumites in their troubles with the Himyarites of south Yemen.
With the Persian capture of Jerusalem in 614, however, a pe-
riod of decline began, since the Persians preferred their own
trade routes, which bypassed Aila. The city was left to negoti-
ate with the Bedouin tribes on its own, and its vital transit
routes were unsafe for trade. The Byzantines under Heraclius
recovered Jerusalem in 628 but did not reassert their control
further south, choosing instead to abandon the system of
limes, or protective forts, that had reached both to Aila and to
Saint Catherine’s.

The remaining inhabitants of the weakened city had little
time to redevelop their links to the shrinking Byzantine Em-
pire.In AD 630, the armies of the new Islamic faith moved out
of the northern Arabian town of Tabuk and surrounded Aila.
This was their first expansion out of the peninsula, and Aila
was the key to the road networks leading to Palestine, Syria,
and, via Sinai, Egypt. Through his generals, Muhammad of-
fered the people of Aila a deal: they would agree not to defend
the narrow passes against his forces as they transited toward
Palestine, and they would pay a tribute in needed food, water,
and sanctuary for his troops. In return he would not attack
and destroy the city and offered protection to their ships and
caravans. Given that the city had been on its own for the past
fifty years, the bishop of the city accepted the arrangement,
demonstrating practical sense. The expansion beyond Aila
into Palestine was delayed, however, by the death of Muham-
mad in 632 and internal divisions within the new Islamic
community. However, under Caliph Abu Bakr, an army of
7,500 men left Aila in 633 and attacked Gaza, beginning the
conquest of Palestine (see also “Gaza”).

Under the conquerors, a new town was soon laid out to the
southeast of Byzantine Aila. It appears that the motivation
may have been similar to that seen later in Fustat and Kufa,
where the community of believers wanted a clean start to cre-
ate a misr, or intentional Islamic city, laid out around the
mosque as the center of the Dar al-Imara (the place of the
amir, of the military) and the Balat (the administrative head-
quarters). There may have been other more prosaic reasons;
the old town of Aila may have been so decayed and useless by
this time that it made little sense to use the same small site.

The original Friday Mosque in the city was ordered built
by Caliph Uthman around 650. This would make it one of the
earliest mosques built by the new community. Under the

Rashidun and subsequent Umayyad rule (AD 650-750), the
city that became known in Arabic as Ayla began to grow. The
port was crucial for the new Umayyad dynasty in Damascus
as their southern outlet, and the obligation of the hajj meant
that Ayla expanded its pilgrimage function. The ancient track
cutting across the northern part of the Tih plateau from
Egypt via Clysma (Suez) became known as the Darb el-Haj.
The city also hosted pilgrims coming down the Kings High-
way from Syria. Thus, the city became a central node in the
development and expansion of Islamic culture and urban
networks, hosting numerous religious and administrative
structures. Major city walls and towers defended the city, and
the density of habitation increased.

The city was hit by a major earthquake in AD 748. Built on
a somewhat unique geological foundation of sand and
groundwater that means that earthquakes can liquefy the
ground under the city, most of the city’s buildings and walls
collapsed. The new Abbasid leadership in Baghdad, however,
instigated an immediate major rebuilding program, expand-
ing, for example, the original mosque into a much larger Con-
gregational Mosque. The Abbasids continued to expand the
city and over the next century focused considerable attention
on the safety and logistics of the hajj. As a result, Ayla be-
came a major port for pilgrims streaming to and from the
Hijaz via its Makkah Gate. A large cemetery grew up outside
the gate for those who died on the journey. In addition, the
city became an industrial production site for amphorae nec-
essary for transshipment of Syrian merchandise into the
Hijaz and Red Sea areas. Ayla amphorae have been found in
Yemen and in Ethiopia at Aksum (and late Aksumite coins in
Ayla). As the key ocean outlet for southern Syrian trade, Ayla
became, in the words of the Arab geographer Mugaddasi
(tenth century AD), the “port of Palestine on the China Sea”
The Fatimids also invested in the city for its trading role.

In 1068 the city was hit by another major earthquake,
whose epicenter was in the Gulf of Agaba. Archaeological ex-
cavations indicate massive destruction of the city, subsidence
of up to a yard, and a rising water table. A new wadi cut
through the heart of the city, and little was left of the sea wall.
The result was a virtual abandonment of the site and an end
to its role in long-distance trade. When King Baldwin I of
Jerusalem raided the town in 1116 after a seven-day ride from
his capital, the remaining inhabitants fled, and there was lit-
tle left of the 450-year-old city for the Crusaders to occupy. As
a result, they established a small fort on a small prominence
some distance from the Rashidun site and left a small contin-
gent at what they called in Latin Elim or Helim (an adaptation
of the biblical name). The Crusaders failed to develop signifi-
cant trade via their conquest, although they did base a few
raids on Red Sea cities from Elim, and they sent shells from
the Red Sea back to Europe. Their presence in Ayla blocked
overland pilgrim traffic, which under the Fatimids shifted to
seaborne traffic across the Red Sea, terminating at Jeddah.
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Forces of Salah ad-Din captured the fort and the new vil-
lage that had grown up around it in 1170, and the Franks fled.
The Ayyubids financed additional construction of the fort’s
defenses, and one version of the derivation of the modern
name suggests that gradually a new name evolved for this
new construction: Aqabat Ayla (the hill of Ayla). The Mam-
luks (1250-1517) understood the security value of the fort
and subsequently expanded it further during their rule of the
region. Pilgrimage continued, but other routes evolved, and
trade moved into other paths, with the result that the town
slumbered.

The Ottoman Empire assumed control of the town, and for
the safety of pilgrims, after 1514. As a result, what by this time
had become known in shortened form as Agaba retained a
role in providing security for the hajj but for little else. The Ot-
tomans did build or reconstruct fifteen forts between Damas-
cus and Aqaba along the Darb al-Shami to protect the pilgrim
traffic and their water supplies, although the road through
Aqaba was, during Ottoman times, a secondary route, while
the major route was shifted to traverse Ma’an; in times of
danger, traffic would shift back to the Aqaba option. Each
year, as many as 6,000 pilgrims accompanied by 10,000 ani-
mals would traverse this road down and back to the Holy
Cities. The Ottoman fort in Aqaba was built in 1515 and was
the largest of those along the Darb al-Shami.

The forces of Ibrahim Pasha of Egypt occupied Agaba in
1840, and an agreement was reached with the Ottomans that
this would be legitimized as “for the protection of the Egyp-
tian hajj” Pilgrim traffic dropped off considerably, however,
because of the opening of the Suez Canal in 1866 and the
Hijaz Railway in 1905, leaving Aqaba as a backwater village at
the head of an unimportant branch of the Red Sea.

As so often in the past, the changing fortunes of empires
and political boundaries brought Aqaba back into strategic
prominence. Britain’s occupation of Egypt in 1888 left unclear
the boundary between the Ottoman Empire and Egypt in the
Sinai. A Turkish garrison was installed in the old fort in 1892.
In January 1906, British officers and Egyptian police created
a crisis between British-controlled Egypt and the Turkish au-
thorities by attempting to set up a border post at Umm
Rashrash (now Eilat). Both sides reinforced their garrisons
during the ensuing months, leading to the potential outbreak
of hostilities. Facing a British ultimatum in May 1906, Sultan
Abulhammid IT accepted an administrative line (though not
the legal boundary, which was to cause problems later) divid-
ing Egyptian Sinai from Ottoman Palestine running just west
of Agaba (making Taba the border post) and north to Rafah
on the Mediterranean. Anticipating conflict, the Ottomans
then began to enhance their fortifications of Aqaba as part of
their claims to sovereignty, although they did little else to
build an infrastructure other than to lay a telegraph line.
Later, but before the war, British surveyors, including a young
man named T. E. Lawrence, surveyed the Sinai under instruc-

tions from Lord Kitchener, which convinced Lawrence of the
strategic value of Agaba and focused his attention on the
towns fortifications.

With the outbreak of World War I, the British and Ottoman
empires went to war, and Aqaba became increasingly crucial
as the British attack on Palestine commenced. The town was
bombarded by the French and British navies, but the Ot-
toman guns facing the sea maintained the defenses. Further
south in the Hijaz, the Arab uprising against the Turks began
in June 1916. Led by Sharif Hussayn of Makkah, the Arab
forces began capturing the coastal cities and establishing
their control over the Hijaz. Over the course of the next win-
ter, they began to consider how to move beyond Arabia into
the Arab urban centers of Palestine and Syria. By May 1917,
the British were in the second battle of Gaza and thinking
about a flanking maneuver on the east bank of the Jordan and
issues of resupply. As a result, the interests of both parties
converged on Aqaba, and the plan for Arab forces to take the
town was approved.

Auda Abu Tayih, of the local Huwaytat tribe, and Sharif
Nasir, of Madinah, led the Arab forces supported by T. E.
Lawrence of the British Arab Bureau. The three, along with
thirty-five Bedouins, left Wajh on 9 May, recruiting fighters as
they went. By 28 June, they had a 500-strong force, which rode
out of the desert from the rear of the Aqaba guns and dramat-
ically captured the town on 6 July. They captured more than
600 Turkish prisoners, most of whom were, reportedly, later
executed. Lawrence was awarded a C.B. (Companion, Order of
the Bath) by the British government for this victory, while
Auda and Nasir received gold payments in addition to having
looted the Aqaba treasury. Aqaba then became the logistical
base for guerrilla attacks on the Hejaz Railway. Enshrined and
embellished in the film Lawrence of Arabia, this attack
marked the beginning of the second phase of the Arab Revolt
with its drive to Damascus and supplied a crucial motiva-
tional push to the spread of the uprising.

In the political maneuvering after World War I, Agaba
was an important prize to be gained in the negotiations.
Sharif Hussayn claimed Aqaba for the Kingdom of the Hijaz,
citing its natural ties with northern Arabia and Jeddah; the
British wanted it associated with the new entity of Transjor-
dan, but they initially acceded to their wartime ally. When
the Saudis defeated the Hashemites in the Hijaz in 1924,
Sharif Hussayn took refuge in the Aqaba area. In July 1925,
the Saudis began to assemble troops to attack Agaba and
Sharif Hussayn. In response the British transmitted Sharif
Hussayn to Cyprus and linked Aqaba to Transjordan under
his son, Abdullah. King Abdul Aziz as-Saud rejected this de-
velopment but could do little about it, with the result that
Saudi claims on Aqaba, and the official boundary, remained
unresolved for the next forty years, although both sides ac-
cepted that Saudi authority began two miles east of Aqaba
(see also “Amman”).
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The rest of the coastline was also divided up during this
period. In 1922 a memorandum was submitted in Geneva be-
tween Mandatory Palestine and Transjordan that set their
boundary two miles west of Aqaba with a division running
north to the Yarmuk River. Meanwhile, the boundary between
Palestine with Egypt along the coastline remained unclear
and unmarked, although the outpost of Taba, eight miles
along the coast to the west of Aqaba, was considered the be-
ginning of Egyptian Sinai. In the 1930s, Transjordanian engi-
neers finally completed the first two-lane road between Aqaba
and Maan.

During World War II, the British positioned troops in the
port, improved the harbor, and supported some initial ar-
chaeological investigation of the area. Engineers from New
Zealand assigned to upgrade the road north commented on
the groves of date palms, the oppressive 130-degree heat, the
white sand, and the mud huts that made up the town at that
time, but most of all they commented on the road leading
north, with its hairpin curves, twelve-mile assent, and dra-
matic vertical grade that killed the brakes and clutches on
trucks.

With the 1947 United Nations (UN) vote to partition
Palestine, the question of Agaba again was on the interna-
tional negotiation table. Under the UN Partition Plan, much of
the Negev was assigned to the Jewish state, with an outlet onto
the Gulf of Aqaba consistent with the Mandatory Palestine
boundaries in the area. Once fighting broke out in Palestine
after November 1947, and the new Israeli state was declared
on 15 May 1948, there was little initial consideration of the
Negev. Israeli-Egyptian fighting concentrated on Gaza, and it
was only later that Beersheba in the northern Negev was cap-
tured by Israeli forces (see also “Beersheba”). It was only at
the close of fighting, while the final cease-fire was in place
during March 1949, however, that a small contingent of Israeli
soldiers, driving jeeps with top-mounted guns, made a spec-
tacular dash to the Gulf of Agaba coast and captured a small
Jordanian outpost to the west of Aqaba. Operation Uvda, this
last act of the war, changed the face of the area. After subse-
quent negotiations, King Abdullah of Transjordan signed an
armistice with Israel in April 1949 that accepted the reality on
the ground of an Israeli Negev and an outlet onto the Gulf.

Israel opened a small port here in 1951, and the city of
Eilat was incorporated in 1959.

As a result of the war, the Arabs blockaded the Gulf of
Aqaba from 1949 to 1956 to Israeli shipping, disputing Israel’s
international legal rights in the Gulf. Saudi Arabia argued that
the Gulf was a closed Arab historic bay and not under inter-
national law. The position taken by Israel and the United
States was that it is international waters, and thus passage for
[sraeli ships to Eilat is guaranteed. As a result of the 1956 war,
there was an agreement for Israeli free passage to Eilat, and
the UN declared it an international waterway in 1958. Egypt,
however, reversed its decision in May 1967 and again closed

the straits to Israeli shipping, contributing to the outbreak of
war in June 1967. Ultimately, Egypt recognized Israeli sover-
eignty in their 1979 Treaty of Peace, and there is no further
question on Israeli rights to free passage through the Gulf.

Likewise, the boundary issues between Jordan and Saudi
Arabia have gradually been resolved. It was not until 1965
that King Hussayn and the Saudis reached an agreement over
the fate of Agaba: in return for 2,300 square miles of Jorda-
nian territory to the east, Saudi Arabia agreed to Aqaba as Jor-
danian territory and granted the Jordanians an additional 10
miles of coastline to the south of Aqaba, giving the port room
to expand. This brought the Tamanieh coral reef under Jor-
danian control and has been a vital part of the reason Agaba
has been able to grow and develop over the last forty years.

Post-1948, with the loss of Haifa as a port available to Jor-
dan, the country began to develop Aqaba as its only port to
the world. The city hosted Palestinian refugees after 1948 and
1967; some were port workers and stevedores from Haifa and
Jaffa who helped develop the Aqaba port in its early days (see
also “Haifa” and “Jaffa”). Today 20,000 registered Palestinian
refugees live in Agaba, many in the poor Shalaleh area of the
city, where there is high poverty and drug use.

Aqaba evolved more slowly than did Eilat. Whereas the Is-
raelis stressed domestic and international tourism, Jordan re-
mained focused on the port as its key transshipment site for
potash and oil, with a new deepwater port built in 1961. It is
really only since the Madrid Conference of 1991 that the Jor-
danians have started thinking creatively about Aqaba as other
than a port for transit trade. An Aqaba Museum and a new
urban archaeological park have helped liven up the cultural
aspect of the city. The Aqaba Marine Park, along with the pos-
sibility of a future American University of Aqaba, might also
change the tone of the city. In the post-Oslo period, there has
been a serious push to improve the quality of the infrastruc-
ture of the Aqaba Port; a loan was agreed from the European
Investment Bank to build new docks for tankers in order not
to lose Iraqi business during the 1990s to Syria or to other
competitors, and external investment was encouraged by a 50
percent reduction in tariffs.

Creative solutions to developing inter-Arab trade have
evolved despite Israel’s control of part of the coast. Long-
distance hauling through the Arab world, from Cairo to
Dubai, for example, cannot pass through Israel, so from the
Egyptian port of Taba there is a truck ferry to carry motor-
trucks across to Agaba. As a consequence of all the demand,
at the Aqaba terminal hundreds of trucks may wait days for
contracts for loads from Egypt. The main road out of Aqaba
is thus packed with trucks heading to Damascus, Jeddah, or
Baghdad, making this twelve-mile-long, steep grade out of
Aqaba one of the most dangerous roads in the Middle East.

Aqaba is also aggressively tying itself into other types of
regional infrastructure: plans for a natural gas pipeline from
Sinai to Syria, Lebanon, and Turkey via Agaba have been
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proposed; a new regional electrical grid for Egypt to sell ex-
cess electric power to Jordan and Syria, and to the Gulf Coop-
eration Council (GCC) via Yanbu, is far along (see also
“Yanbu”). In addition, Aqaba is now the hub from the Red Sea
to Palestine and Syria for Fiberoptic Link around the Globe
(FLAG), the longest undersea fiber cable system in the world.

Aqaba missed out on the global tourist boom of the 1990s
but is now working to catch up. New international flights, new
tourism development, and a promotional push under the
heading of the Aqaba Gateway Project are all geared to mak-
ing Aqaba a major tourist destination. In particular the Ayla
Oasis is a $1.2 billion project over the next fifteen years to
provide 3,000 residential units, five hotels, a marina village,
an artificial lagoon, and an eighteen-hole golf course.

Another part of the master plan revolves around the
Agaba Special Economic Zone (ASEZ). Since 2000 this new
authority has sought to form the core of major regional eco-
nomic development, not just for tourism but also for recre-
ational services, professional services, multimodal trans-
portation, and value-added industries. By providing investors
with quick and flexible regulatory arrangements and world-
class infrastructure, this 145-square-mile authority encom-
passing the city has sought to make Agaba and its hinterland
a unique entity in the region. One particular innovation is to
produce industrial products within the zone for sale in the
United States under the new Jordanian-U.S. Free Trade Agree-
ment (FTA), making it legally as if they are domestic Ameri-
can products. Some Jordanians expressed concern about the
ASEZ, worrying that Israel might gain undue control via its
openness or that casinos and tourism would threaten conser-
vative Islamic values. In response the government stressed
the potential $6 billion in investment and 70,000 new jobs it
expected by 2020. So far neither the worst fears nor the best
projections have proved to be true.

Development has not protected the city from sanctions,
quarantine, and conflict, however. In a show of gunboat diplo-
macy, British ships anchored off Agaba from July to Novem-
ber 1958, and British soldiers temporarily disembarked in the
city after the Iraqi Revolution to provide protection to King
Hussayn and his government under the Eisenhower Doc-
trine. After 1991 there was a blockade by ships of UN states of
goods bound for sanctioned Iraq.

Eilat has experienced similar cyclical processes. Between
1949 and 1967, the city was a frontier town, remote from the
core of Israeli society and economy. With the capture of the
Sinaiin 1967, it became crucial to the administration of occu-
pied Sinai and a popular seaside resort. Once the Sinai was re-
turned to Egypt in 1982, Eilat reverted to its tourist and fron-
tier aspects. In the Israeli national consciousness, Eilat
remains an extraordinary place, presented as a space outside
of usual Israeli life, a virtual abroad. There is a sense of life in
Eilat as different (clearly encouraged by the city’s tourist
board), and the Eilati are perceived as strange, hippies yet

cosmopolitan. The city certainly attracts a full range of visi-
tors: it is one of the key entry points for the trafficking of
women from Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union.
Many of its permanent population are French Jews, and there
is significant in-migration to work in the construction indus-
try. In 2000 Eilat began to allow Jordanian workers to enter
the city for temporary work.

Eilat developed partly because of difficulties experienced
by Haifa as a center for oil and refining. Haifa had been the
key refinery in the Middle East, but conflict killed its regional
role; Eilat developed as Israel’s alternative oil transshipment
center. An earlier Eilat-Haifa pipeline was replaced by 1970
with an Eilat-Ashkelon oil pipeline, which at the time was the
third largest in the world. It supplied Iranian oil to the Euro-
pean market, particularly to Romania and to Eastern Europe.
The potential of the pipeline was never fully realized, since it
never operated at full capacity. In the future, Eilat hopes to
finish the rail freight corridor between Eilat and Ashdod on
the Mediterranean (as a cost-efficient alternative to the Suez
Canal) and introduce high-speed passenger trains that can
make the trip from Tel Aviv to Eilat in two and a half hours
(see also “Ashdod” and “Tel Aviv”). The city remains a critical
port for the importation of goods into Israel; Australian cattle
shipments, for example, regularly dock at Eilat.

Early on, Eilat threw its lot heavily into tourism. The first
air link between Eilat and Tel Aviv started in 1950; since 1975
there has been regular charter traffic from Europe. With the
second intifada, tourist numbers dropped sharply. However,
numbers have begun to turn upward, and international and
domestic visitors are beginning to come back. Long-term
plans include “King’s City;’ a multimillion-dollar themed de-
velopment based on King Solomon, with rides and attrac-
tions, retail shops, cafés, and perhaps casinos.

The city is a place of security and control as well. The Is-
raeli navy has a base in Eilat and has used that base to pursue
Israeli interests. The navy has interdicted smuggling opera-
tions from Eilat, for example, weapons heading to Palestine.
The undercover links between Israel and the Mengistu
regime in Ethiopia were fed via the Eilat-Massawa supply net-
work for selling Israeli arms, training Ethiopian police, pro-
tecting that government, and undermining the Eritrean inde-
pendence movement. Eilat was the staging base for supplying
southern Sudan in its struggle against Khartoum. During the
1980s, the mayor of Eilat encouraged Durban, South Africa,
its twin city, to invest in a duty-free zone in Eilat and thus cir-
cumvent the sanctions regime against South Africa, since
their goods would be labeled “Made in Israel” The Egyptian
navy is proud of its undercover attacks on Israeli navy ships
in 1969 and 1970 in the Eilat harbor, and there are reports of
a foiled Fateh terrorist attempt with a ship on Eilat in 1978.

A key development issue for both cities remains guaran-
teeing access to enough water. Both cities are pursuing sepa-
rate projects; Agaba is building with help from the United
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States Agency for International Development (USAID) a new
water supply system, and in the medium term the nonreplen-
ishable Disi Project will meet that city’s needs. Yet the devel-
opment plans for the ASEZ will require an additional 30 mil-
lion cubic meters of water per year by 2020 beyond what the
Disi aquifer will provide. In the long run, large-scale desalina-
tion of seawater and brackish water, either by reverse osmosis
or by thermal systems, appears to be the primary option. This
cannot be managed by one city on its own. Thus, the politics
of making water is now on the agenda for both cities. Propos-
als include joint desalination schemes in the Aqaba/Eilat area,
and in May 2005 Israeli, Palestinian, and Jordanian represen-
tatives approved the Red/Dead Project to pump salt water
from Aqaba into the Dead Sea, and using the gravity drop,
freshwater is provided to all three partners. The Egyptians as
well are looking to include Taba in such joint planning on
water questions.

The rapid pace of development around the head of the
Gulf of Aqaba to date, along with plans on the drawing
boards, raises tremendous fears about the destruction of the
fragile marine and desert environment. This is spurring re-
gional discussion and cooperation. Lobster and sharks in the
Gulf are both already showing signs of overfishing, and land-
based pollution, particularly from the oil terminals in Eilat
and the fertilizer production in Aqaba, is already a grave con-
cern. The coral reefs four miles south of Agaba/Eilat are al-
ready showing major damage from pollution and overex-
ploitation. Israel projects an additional 12,000 hotel rooms;
Jordan, 8,000; and Egypt, 40,000; what can be done about the
sewage and pollution from 60,000 additional rooms and ser-
vice?

Since Oslo there have been numerous joint “peace propos-
als;” many of them focused on environmental cooperation to
create a “Red Sea Rivera” For example, a Jordanian-Israeli
Marine Peace Park is being developed as part of the effort,
while EcoPeace, a consortium of Egyptian, Israeli, Jordanian,
and Palestinian nongovernmental organizations (NGOs),
began working together in the 1990s to promote sustainable
development in the region. The Taba-Eilat-Aqaba Macro
(TEAM) Area was promoted by the European Commission as
a maritime gateway and tourist playground. Cooperation was
envisioned on other cross-border projects as well: industrial
parks near the Agaba airport financed by Jewish investors
and Arab backers, the extension of Agaba’s airport runway
into Israel, the use of international facilities at Eilat for Aqaba
long-distance passengers, both a highway project and a rail
link to connect the two cities, joint rescue services, and coop-
eration on the preservation of bird sanctuaries in the Gulf of
Aqaba. Many of these projects floundered on the rocks of po-
litical conflict post-2000, but some have continued working
slowly to build a joint-policy approach to common problems.
Ultimately, the head of the Gulf of Aqaba is a small space,
where the people of four states live and share the same lim-

ited water, air and future. Conceptualizing Aqaba/Eilat as one
conurbation is one component in achieving sustainable de-
velopment for all.

Bruce Stanley
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Ashdod
Population: 197,000 (2004 estimate)

Ashdod, located on the Mediterranean coast of Palestine, has
long been an important port for trade into and out of
Transjordan and the Arabian Desert as well as a stop on the
Via Maris to Egypt. Though known today as the second-largest
Israeli port and a city of new immigrants, ancient Ashdod was
one of the key Canaanite cities, and under the Philistines it
was the nominal capital of their five-city alliance. Mentioned
numerous times in the Bible, the city was besieged many times
by invaders, including those of the Egyptian, Assyrian,
Persian, Greek, Arab, Crusader, French, British, and Israeli
armies.

Ashdod (Hebrew, Ashdud; Arabic, Esdud or Isdud; Greek,
Azotus) is located on the coastal plain of the eastern Mediter-
ranean littoral, about twenty-five miles south of Tel Aviv and
about seven miles north of Ashqelon, near the mouth of the
Lakhish Stream. The ancient tell is inland from the coast
some two miles, and there clearly was a port for the city called
Ashdod-on-the-Sea (Minat al-Qal’a or Minat Isdud) to dis-
tinguish it from the city itself. The modern Israeli city of Ash-
dod, founded in 1956, is some three miles northwest of the tell
and hosts a deepwater port built in 1965.

The earliest of the twenty-three levels of the tell dates from
the Middle Bronze Age (around 1600 BC) and shows signs
that the city was fortified. The city’s appearance in history co-
incides with the period of Canaanite (Hyksos) rule over the
Egyptian delta and the subsequent return of Egyptian rule to
southern Palestine after 1550 BC. This was an era of intense
regional trade and commerce, when many new entrepdts
were established and urbanization was on the increase. Dur-
ing the Late Bronze Age (1550-1200 BC), Ashdod was a
Canaanite city under Egyptian protectorate. The Ugarit
records note its dyed textiles traded throughout the region
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and the fact that the city had commercial agents in Ugarit
during the thirteenth century. These 300 years are clearly a
time of great involvement in long-distance trade and a high-
water mark for the city. Egyptian administrative or military
officials were resident in the city, it had its own currency and
mint, and a range of products was produced in its factories.
Key trading partners were cities in Cyprus, Ugarit, the rising
Phoenician cities, Egypt, and the Arabian hinterland (see also
“Ugarit”).

The city was destroyed during the regional upheavals be-
fore the beginning of the Iron Age (1200 BC), and when the
city reemerged it was as a “proto-Philistine” city, marked by a
new culture brought by these Aegean immigrants. Subse-
quent waves of immigration by these “Sea Peoples” brought
the specific group known as the Philistines to Ashdod be-
tween 1100 and 1000 BC. Under their leadership, Ashdod
quickly expanded in population, area, planned infrastructure,
and power; it also developed a unique pottery form marked
by graceful birds termed by archaeologists “Ashdod Ware”
Gradually, in one sign of the indigenization of the immi-
grants, the worship of the Aegean Mother Goddess gave way
in the city to the Semitic male god Dagon, worshiped by the
Canaanites.

As narrated in the Bible, Ashdod was an important city
during the conflicts between the emerging Israelite commu-
nity in the hills and the five city-states of the Philistines along
the southern coast. Starting with Samson (around 1050 BC)
through to Saul and King David, Ashdod is often presented in
the Israelite narrative as the iconic center of Philistine power:
when captured in battle, the ark of the covenant is taken by
the Philistines to the temple of Dagon in Ashdod. The archae-
ological record indicates that during this time, Ashdod’s forti-
fications were significantly enhanced, and the city became
one of the largest in Palestine.

Over the next 300 years, as an independent city-state, Ash-
dod continued to benefit from its strategic location astride
trade routes both along the coast to Egypt and into the Ara-
bian Desert. Although attacked and captured by King Uzziah
of Judea around 750 BC in a conflict over control of the trade
routes to the Red Sea, Ashdod’s citizens rebuilt their fortifica-
tions, enclosing a city which—at its greatest expansion—in-
cluded more than 100 acres. Clearly, the city at this time was
an important industrial center, producing a vast range of
mass-produced pottery for long-distance trade.

The Assyrians arrived around 721 BC, and Ashdod paid
substantial tribute to the new hegemon. However, the leaders
of this wealthy city-state appear to have valued their lost au-
tonomy so much that a revolt occurred ten years later; a com-
moner named Yamani (the Greek) seized the throne and
began to organize regional unrest against the new empire. A
combination of the archaeological record, inscriptions from
Sargon II’s palace in Khorsabad in northern Iraq, and biblical
references all come together to indicate what happened next.

Sargon II brought his army to southern Palestine in 712 BC to
deal with the traitors and massively destroyed this Philistine
city, massacring thousands of workers in their workplaces.
The mutilated bodies were then buried under a layer of de-
bris, and foreign workers were brought in from throughout
the empire to assemble pottery in new factories built on top
of the remains. Sargon then boasted on the walls of his far-off
palace that the people of this rebellious city of Ashdod now
“pull the straps” of his yoke.

The rebuilt but now substantially non-Philistine city be-
came the administrative headquarters for an Assyrian region
over the next 200 years. Evidence from the tell indicates that
the Philistine cult of Dagon survived on the site and that
unique cultic figurines were an important product of the pot-
tery factories, perhaps supplying a thriving pilgrim trade. The
walls were rebuilt and tributes paid regularly to Assyria; Ash-
dod remained involved in long-distance trade.

When the Assyrian Empire withered, Ashdod had to face a
renewal of Egyptian interest in the city around 640 BC:
Herodotus records the longest siege ever as that of twenty-
nine years by Pharaoh Psammetichus on Ashdod, although
there is little other confirmation of this report.

Ashdod’s role as a regional power came to a crashing end
with the invasion of southern Palestine by the Babylonian
King Nebuchadnezzar around 600 BC. Its king was taken off
to Babylon, the city fortifications destroyed, and the city
shrank back to just the acropolis. This event marked the end
of 600 years of Philistine culture in Ashdod. Over the next
300 years, the port area, Ashdod-on-the-Sea (known in
Greek as Azotos Paralios) became more important than its
inland parent. During Persian rule (539 BC), Nehemiah, the
Hebrew prophet, warned the Jews against intermarriage with
the evil Ashdodites. After the Achaemenid invasion, Ashdod
and Gaza marked the southern frontier of the Persian Em-
pire, with Ashdod serving as a mint for the Fifth Persian
Satrapy (see also “Gaza”). Ashdod fell to Alexander the Great
in 332 BC.

Worship of the Philistine god Dagon continued in a range
of forms during the Hellenistic era, with Ashdod retaining
some of its pilgrimage trade and cultic importance. Judas
Maccabeus attacked “heretical” Jews in Ashdod in 163 BC,
and in 148 BC the city fell to Jonathan Maccabeus, who de-
stroyed the ancient temple of Dagon.

Pompey captured the city from the Hasmoneans in 63 BC.
Eventually, it became part of Herod I's administration; he re-
portedly gave it to Salome as a gift. Salome gave it to Augus-
tus Caesar’s wife, Livia, from where it passed to the Emperor
Tiberius.

Early in the Christian era, as related in the New Testament,
the apostle Philip evangelized Ashdod. By the fourth century,
it was the seat of a bishopric, and the holders of that role are
reported to have attended the various councils of the age, in-
cluding Nicaea (AD 325), Seleucia (AD 359), Ephesus (AD
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449), Chalcedon (AD 451), and Jerusalem (AD 536). Archae-
ological evidence indicates that Ashdod was a stop on the pil-
grimage trails that existed during the Byzantine period and
that a Jewish community lived in the port in the sixth century
AD. The Madaba Map of the sixth century AD indicates a for-
tified city of Minat Asdud containing a church, colonnaded
street, and administrative buildings.

Ashdod passed under Arab control after their victory over
the Byzantines at Ajnadain, about twelve miles from Ashdod,
in AD 634. Ninth-century Syrian caravans to Egypt recorded
Ashdod as the stop before Gaza, and it was the site of a me-
dieval khan. The Arabs constructed a guard tower at Minat
Asdud in the ninth century, but it did not protect the city from
the Crusaders: they defeated an Egyptian army at Ashdod in
August 1099. Subsequently, the Crusaders built a fortress
(Castellum Beroardi) to protect the small town and harbor
that remained. After the Mamluks finally drove out the Cru-
saders (AD 1291), they destroyed the Ashdod port to prevent
a Crusader return. The harbor town was then abandoned and
enveloped by sand dunes over the next 700 years, while a
Palestinian village of Isdud inhabited the acropolis of the tell.
At the beginning of the twentieth century, there were some
5,000 inhabitants.

During the 1948 war, Egyptian forces advanced just past
Isdud along the coast, where they were stopped by the Israeli
Defense Forces (IDF). Isdud was attacked by the IDF from the
air and by artillery starting on 20 October 1948, the Egyptian
army retreated toward Gaza, and the remaining Palestinian
inhabitants were driven out of the village on 28 October, end-
ing up as refugees in Gaza. The remains of the village and tell
became agricultural lands for a local moshav. Archaeological
excavations, which began on the site in 1962, dramatically
transformed our understanding of Philistine history with
their finds from the tell.

As part of the plan to develop the southern region of the
new State of Israel,a new town and port of Ashdod was estab-
lished in 1956 northwest of the remains of the old Arab vil-
lage when twenty-two North African immigrants were trans-
planted on the sand dunes. As a “new city; it was laid out
around sixteen residential zones. The deepwater port was
added in 1965 and expanded starting in 2002. The strategic
plan called for Ashdod to service agriculture and industry in
southern Israel as its outlet to the Mediterranean, cutting
transport distances to older ports like Tel Aviv and Haifa.
Most of the country’s orange crop is shipped from Ashdod, as
are most of the copper ore, phosphates, and potash from the
Negev and the Dead Sea.

Today Ashdod is Israel’s fastest-growing city, with a popu-
lation reaching 200,000. It has been a key site for new immi-
grants (Russian and Ethiopian) and has a large Haridi com-
munity, and the municipality is planning for 250,000
population. A new extension to the port, called the Jubilee
Port, will double Ashdod’s capacity, making it the largest in

the country. The city hosts oil refineries, a major power sta-
tion, and a range of major high-tech and pharmaceutical in-
dustries. There are new industrial zones and high-tech parks
planned along with a free-trade zone. The city is trying to “go
global, targeting the tourist trade, with a new state-of-the-art
marina and an international congress center. The city, Israel’s
third poorest, is an important Likud stronghold, with many
rank-and-file members and central committee members.
Bruce Stanley
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Aswan
Population: 240,000 (2004 estimate)

Aswan is one of Egypt’s classic boundary cities, marking an
important transition historically between the floodplains of
Upper Egypt and Lower Nubia. Although the border was
usually farther south, Aswan thus played a key role across the
millennia as a security city, although its isolation from the
urban centers of Lower Egypt often meant that it was a great
location for heterodoxy and resistance. Over the centuries, the
shifts in political boundaries meant that the city became
pluralistic, attracting Egyptians and Nubians into its markets.
European visitors added to the mix during the 1800s, sitting in
its Victorian-style hotel to write crime novels about “death on
the Nile.” Today it hosts one of the largest dams in the world
and continues to be caught between resistance and
development.

Aswan (Arabic, Assuan; Latin, Syene), Egypt’s southern-
most city, is situated approximately 600 miles south of Cairo
on the eastern bank of the Nile River. Its location near the
Tropic of Cancer makes the climate hot throughout the year.
In wintertime, temperatures are pleasant, ranging between 74
degrees Fahrenheit during the day and 50 degrees Fahrenheit
at night. In summer, temperatures rise to an excessive 106 de-
grees Fahrenheit during the day and 79 degrees Fahrenheit at
night. Average rainfall is negligible.

Aswan sits on the banks of the Nile as it cuts between the
rocky highlands of the Eastern Desert and the sands of the
Sahara at a point just below the First Cataract. To the north of
Aswan are the classic floodplains of the Nile, three to eight
miles wide. To the south, above the First Cataract, the flood-
plains are disconnected and narrow, and the river is broken
by numerous cataracts, meaning that the population along its
banks was less numerous. The area south from the First
Cataract to at least the Third Cataract has historically been
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known as Nubia. Thus, Aswan has always been a transition
point where Nubians and Egyptians intermingle, and the city
has long had strategic significance and a security role for
whatever political entity dominated the area at the time. As a
boundary city, Aswan’s inhabitants are both Nubian and
Egyptian Arab, with somewhat distinct customs and lan-
guage.

There has been a human settlement in the location of
Aswan from before the early dynastic period (ca. 2950-2575
BC). Elephantine Island, which is opposite the modern-day
city of Aswan, in the middle of the Nile, was the location of the
ancient town of Yebu (Abu). This ancient Egyptian name
means “elephant town,” and in the predynastic period the site
may have already become a key river port for trade in ebony
and ivory brought up from the south. By the late third millen-
nium, Egyptian boats were navigating above the First
Cataract to trading stations to the south. There is indication of
early naval action to clear and control the Nubian population
around these trading circuits. By the Third Dynasty (ca. 2700
BC), direct Egyptian trade extended as far as the Second
Cataract.

For some periods during the third millennium BC, it ap-
pears that the governors of Aswan were relatively au-
tonomous and able to mount significant trading expeditions
in their own right into the south. One governor of this time,
Harkhuf, is buried in the hills above the city. Harkhuf is be-
lieved to have led at least four expeditions far to the south
from Aswan, bringing back huge donkey caravans filled with
ivory, ebony, leopard skins, incense, mercenaries, and dancing
dwarfs (see also “Khartoum”).

Sometime around 1870 BC, Pharaoh Senwosret III ordered
a canal cut through the First Cataract so that his warships
could move south. Under the Hyksos rule (1640-1540 BC) of
Lower Egypt, it appears that Aswan again fell under the con-
trol of local rulers and that it marked the boundary of their
authority and the beginning of a region where neither Egypt-
ian nor Kushite power prevailed. However, under the New
Kingdom, and from this point on, Egyptian rule generally ran
farther south than Aswan, often as far as the Fourth Cataract,
but the boundary was generally assumed to be to the Second
Cataract. Queen Hatshepsut favored the deities at Aswan and
graced the temples through her contributions.

The quarries in the hills around Aswan supplied the Egyp-
tians with fine colored granite (containing quartz, yellow and
brick red feldspar, and blackish mica) for their buildings and
statues. Obelisks, which can be found today in London, Paris,
and New York, were also cut from the quarries here, and there
remains in the bedrock a huge, unfinished obelisk that was
never transported because it developed a crack.

Yebu was the starting point for the great caravan route
south to Nubia and the Sudan, along which passed the com-
mercial and military expeditions of the ancient Egyptians.
Because of its location on the border between Egypt and

Nubia, the area possessed great strategic importance, which
continued throughout the Ptolemaic (ca. 332-30 BC) and
Roman (ca. 30 BC-AD 636) periods. Rome controlled Lower
Nubia through a series of forts and roads, with Syene, as they
called Aswan, a key security city helping to control the region.
In 24 BC, the city was raided by “Ethiopians” from the south,
who drove the Jews from Elephantine Island. In 23 BC, Rome
recaptured the city and placed a garrison there.

Its location on the Nile made Yebu an important center for
the worship of Hapi, god of the Nile flood, and Satet (Satis),
goddess of its fertility and the “Lady of Elephantine” Hapi
was believed to have his home in caverns near the First
Cataract. The Nile’s centrality to everyday life meant that the
river was constantly monitored through the use of the
Nilometer, located at the southern end of Elephantine Island.
For more than 4,000 years, frequent and regular readings
have been taken of the water levels from the Nilometer, which
was used by the rest of the country to predict harvests and to
calculate tax assessments. Historically, agricultural irrigation
relied on the annual flooding of the Nile, and low water levels
posed a grave threat to agricultural production. Since the
building of the High Dam, the Nile no longer floods annually.

Aswan’s geographical position, near the Tropic of Cancer,
contributed to an important scientific discovery by the great
geographer Eratosthenes (ca. 273-192 BC). The city was
home to a well into which the sun’s rays descended perpen-
dicularly, casting no shadow, at midday at the summer sol-
stice. Eratosthenes deduced that this point must be the Tropic
of Cancer, and by making astronomical observations from
this position and from Alexandria he was able to establish the
approximate circumference of the earth.

In addition to Eratosthenes, the site attracted numerous
visitors across the millennia. Herodotus may have visited the
First Cataract ca. 450 BC, and Strabo came with the Roman
General Aelius Gallus (ca.27 BC) to negotiate a treaty with the
Merotic envoys at the Philae temple concerning Aswan as the
boundary between the two entities. It is Strabo who first men-
tions Nubians as controlling (and raiding) much of the trade
south from Syene (Aswan). The Egyptian alchemist and
scholar Olympiodorus visited Syene around AD 420, collect-
ing historical material for his books. He also acted as an envoy
for the Byzantine emperor while in the region. Olympiodorus
comments on the number of Nubians living in Aswan at the
time.

A regular Roman presence in Lower Nubia disappeared
sometime after AD 266, and Diocletian (284-304) withdrew
administrative control to Aswan, although Roman coins con-
tinued to circulate far up the Nile. The city of Elephantine, as
the Byzantines called it, attracted a mixed population, and by
the early fifth century the government was encouraging set-
tlement of nomadic tribes around the First Cataract.

Aswan is the final resting place of a number of significant
historical figures. The governors of Aswan and other high-



Aswan

51

ranking officials from the times of the Old Kingdom to the
Roman period cut their tombs out of the cliffs on the west
bank of the Nile. Juvenal, the satirical Roman poet, died here
in exile at the age of eighty toward the end of the first century
AD. Aga Khan III, the grandfather of Karim Aga Khan and
leader of the Ismaili sect of Islam for many years, had his
domed mausoleum, modeled on Fatimid tombs in Cairo, built
overlooking the Nile and was buried there in 1957. Aga Khan
suffered from asthma and found the climate in Aswan liber-
ating: he called Aswan the most beautiful spot on earth.

Because of its geographical remoteness, Aswan has a his-
tory of resisting the various waves of religion that swept
across Egypt. It was one of the last areas to be affected by
Christianity, with the cult of Isis continuing at the temple of
Philae until closed down by Justinian around AD 540. But,
once converted, it became a Christian stronghold. In AD 571,
the Monastery of Saint Simeon was built in Aswan as a rest-
ing place for Christian travelers. The ruins of the monastery
are still to be seen outside the city today. During the sixth cen-
tury, the area just south of the First Cataract was a Nubian
Christian kingdom known as Nobatia, which followed the
Monophysite tradition and was closely linked to the Egyptian
Coptic Church.

Aswan was the last area of Egypt to succumb to the Mus-
lim conquest, when in 642 Abdallah ibn Saad captured the
city and stationed a garrison there. It was from Aswan that
they tried and failed to conquer Nubia in 642, and they tried
again in 652. At that time, a pact or treaty was negotiated,
drawing the border at Aswan. Under the Muslims, Aswan’s
significance increased. It became a key regional administra-
tive capital, particularly as it dominated the trade routes to
Nubia. With the significance of the holy cities and pilgrimage,
Aswan became a center for controlling the caravan/pilgrim-
age route from the Nile to Aidhab on the Red Sea (reportedly
a fifteen- to twenty-day journey) and then across to Makkah
or down the Red Sea to India. Thus, Aswan became closely
linked culturally and economically with the Hijaz. When
Cairo’s power waxed and waned over the next millennia, the
mercantile elites of Aswan continued to find ways to maintain
their lucrative ties with the Red Sea.

The Umayyads were driven south and west out of Egypt by
the Abbasids, with a last Umayyad base in Upper Egypt last-
ing from 782 until 785, when the Umayyad garrison at Aswan
was defeated. The Abbasids, like their predecessors over the
previous three millennia, used Aswan as a base for attacking
Nubia; one report has them moving from Aswan in 831 to ex-
pand their control to the south. The Fatimids had trouble
south of Aswan as well, losing control over even Aswan be-
cause of Nubian attacks during the decade of the 1070s. By
1077 control had been restored, and the city’s trading elite
were able to raise minarets, still evident today, at the city’s
mosques as testaments to their wealth. The subsequent relax-
ation of control from Cairo allowed the emergence of an au-

tonomous Arab amirate of Aswan for a time. It took Salah ad-
Din (AD 1172) to restore Cairo’s control. Benjamin of Tudela,
although probably never having visited the city, describes it as
it was ca. 1165, prior to Salah ad-Din’s invasion. He comments
in particular on the extensive trading ties of the city to the
south, east, and west, mentioning the export of wheat, raisins,
and figs and the bringing back of slaves to its market for
transshipment to Cairo. His comments suggest extensive
trade in Asian goods via Aswan to the kingdoms of Alwa
south of Aswan and west into Darfur and the Fezzan.

Conflicts involving the city and populations to the south
did not end then, however. For example, in 1275 the Nubian
king Dawud raided Aswan, and in 1365 the caliph sent an
army to collect tribute from the Christian Nubians, with the
army carrying boats over the Aswan Cataract to raid the
riverine populations to the south. The next year, Aswan was
burned by attackers of the Awlad Kanz (Kenuzi), nomads who
lived south of the First Cataract; they burned the city again in
1370.1n 1378, however, the governor of Aswan, Ibn Hasan, re-
pulsed them. In 1403 there was a revolt in Upper Egypt, and
Aswan was cut off from the other northern urban centers. The
city was sacked by raiders in 1412 and then occupied and
used as a base from which to attack caravans along the trade
routes.

Starting in 1820, Muhammad Ali began to move his forces
into northern Sudan, and Aswan lost its status as the key
southern city of Egypt. However, it remained central to the ac-
cretion of supplies for military expeditions, providing a base
for the conquest of the Sudan by Anglo-Egyptian forces under
Kitchener starting in 1896.

One possible reason for the British finally invading Sudan
may have been their decision to build a dam at Aswan for ir-
rigation and plantation development, thus establishing the
strategic need to control more of the Nile. The Aswan “Low”
Dam was completed in 1902, with its height raised in 1907
and again in 1934. When the British completed the first
Aswan Dam, the project was celebrated from the steps of the
Victorian-era Old Cataract Hotel by the Khedive Abbas Helmy
and Winston Churchill; subsequent visitors to the hotel have
included Jimmy Carter, Princess Diana, and Agatha Christie,
who wrote part of Death on the Nile on its terrace. The hotel,
built in 1899 by Thomas Cook to house its European clients,
was the wonder of the age with its electricity and services.
Today it still serves visitors to the city.

Over the next fifty years, the city was primarily associated
with the European tourist trade and the steady stream of ar-
chaeologists pursuing the global fad in Egyptology. Cruise
ships on the Nile would stop at Aswan for guests to visit the
temples and to mix with scholars like Flinders Petrie, working
for the Egypt Exploration Fund.

After 1955 the sleepy town of Aswan became caught up in
international politics and a global archaeological salvage
project bigger than ever seen before. After President Jamal
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Abdul Nasir of Egypt declared in 1955 that he wanted to build
a new Aswan High Dam as a monument to national progress
and independence, the city has never been the same. Al-
though initially willing to partially fund the project, the
American government withdrew support for the dam in July
1956 in an attempt to force Nasir to conform to U.S. policy
goals in the region. Nasir then went to the Soviets, who agreed
to help, and the construction began in 1960 as a means of
guaranteeing a regulated flow of Nile water, thereby prevent-
ing famine. By 1965, 33,000 workers were involved in the proj-
ect to create one of the largest dams in the world, stretching
two miles across at its crest. Engineers have voted it one of the
top-ten engineering feats of the twentieth century.

The construction of the dam led to the creation of Lake
Nasser, the largest reservoir in the world with a surface area of
2,400 square miles. On the positive side, the dam and its
reservoir have increased agricultural production by improv-
ing irrigation of already existing cultivable lands and by en-
abling the reclamation of large tracts of desert. The dam has
also increased the production of electrical power, allowing
Aswan to become an important industrial center. Under con-
trol of the Aswan Regional Planning Board, development in
the area has been significant, including a chemical fertilizer
plant and other chemical factories.

On the negative side, however, the building of the dam led
to the flooding of a large area of land historically inhabited by
the Nubian people. As a result, more than 100,000 were relo-
cated to villages north of Aswan (such as Kom Ombo), and
much of their cultural heritage was lost. In addition, many
ancient temples, including Abu Simbel, were threatened with
submersion and so were moved to new locations through a
huge effort of international cultural cooperation. The High
Dam and Lake Nasir have also caused serious environmental
problems, not least of which is the need for Egyptian farmers
downstream to rely on artificial fertilizers as they are now de-
prived of the naturally fertilizing silt that used to be deposited
by the Nile as it flooded.

Just outside Aswan there continues to exist a regular camel
market, one of the largest in North Africa. Sudanese animals

are regularly sold here for shipment north to Cairo. The camel
caravans into the city will often also carry smuggled goods:
ivory and electronic equipment still make their way across
the Egyptian-Sudan border for transshipment north or west.
In addition to Elephantine Island, there is also Kitchener
Island, where rare and exotic flowers and trees from through-
out the world are maintained, and the restored Isis Temple,
saved from Philae Island when it flooded because of the dam.
The new Nubia Museum houses artifacts from Aswan’s his-
tory but also an extensive collection on the history of lower
Nubia, lost to the dam. A new cable bridge spanning the gorge
has been built, and the city now has its own local TV station.
Aswan is also known for the annual migration of the rare
White Storks, which stop in the area while heading to Libya.
Recent history in Aswan has also involved radical Islamist
politics. Al-Jama’ al-Islamiya had a base in the city, and in
1993 a series of confrontations between them and security
police led to the deaths of two police and fourteen militants in
the al-Rahman Mosque in the city. Despite this, the city was
awarded the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cul-
tural Organization (UNESCO) African City of Peace Award in
2004 for improving the living standards of its citizens.
Nicola Pratt
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Babylon
Population: 200,000 (560 BC estimate)

Babylon was one of the most significant cities of the ancient
world. Known by many around the globe because of the
biblical references to the city, Babylon’s iconographic role as the
representative of urban decadence continues today in popular
culture, while other achievements connected with the city, such
as Hammurabi's Law Code or its Hanging Gardens, still
fascinate the modern mind. Located in southern Iraq, the city
retains its symbolic importance to both Iraqi leaders and to
Christians, both east and west.

The remains of the ancient city of Babylon (Old Babylo-
nian, Bab-ilim; Hebrew, Babel; Arabic, Babil) are located
about sixty miles south of Baghdad in modern-day Iraq,
slightly east of the Euphrates River and north of the town of
al-Hillah. Tts prime location, on the alluvium of southern
Mesopotamia between the two powerful rivers of the Tigris
and the Euphrates, and not far to the north of the marshy
areas of the Delta where these rivers meet the Gulf, was cru-
cial to its geopolitical power. Lying next to the Euphrates, and
subsequently bisected by it as the city expanded, Babylon
took advantage of the ease of cultivation, irrigation, trans-
port, and management of the lower Euphrates that was not
available along the Tigris.

The first mention of a city with this name is around 2300
BC, 1,000 years after the spontaneous rise of the urban-based
culture and city-state system of Sumer further to the south.
Under the Ur dynasties of the neo-Sumerian period (2122-
2001 BC), Babylon served as a regional capital (see also “Ur”).
It is not until 1894 BC, however, that Babylon enters the lists
as a world city. Under the direction of Sumu-abum, an Amor-
ite (West Semitic) tribal leader, walls were built to protect his
newly captured capital.

Sumu-abum and his descendants form the First Dynasty
of Babylon within the Old Babylonian Era (2000-1600 BC).
Babylon’s authority expanded through the conquest of neigh-
boring city-states; by the end of the reign of the sixth king, the
famous Hammurabi (1792-1750 BC), the city was the center
of an extensive territorial empire, based on a vibrant city sys-
tem, stretching from the Gulf to Anatolia, west to northern
Syria, and east into Persia.

The Law Code associated with Hammurabi ranks as one of
the outstanding developments of the rise of urban civilization
in Mesopotamia. Known to us from an engraved stela, now in
the Louvre, that shows Hammurabi receiving the law from the
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god of justice, Shamash, the code set standards for equality,
fairness, and transparency that remain central to the rule of
law today.

Babylon’s first empire ended when Hittite invaders raided
the city, perhaps in 1595 BC. After a period of chaos,a new dy-
nasty, Kassite in origin, arose to rule for the next 400 years,
with Babylon as its primary capital (1590-1155 BC). Mean-
while, the northern areas of Mesopotamia experienced
tremendous urbanization and political development, with the
result that a north-south dynamic, one Assyrian and one
Babylonian, each based around primate cities and their city
systems, began to evolve to drive regional politics over the
next 700 years (see also “Nineveh”).

Babylon itself became a regional religious center for the
cult of its city-god, Marduk. A large ziggurat, topped by his
shrine, was built at the core of the city as his dwelling place,
giving rise to the biblical story of the Tower of Babel and its
statement on human hubris. This religious role, when com-
bined with the massive power of the city politically, econom-
ically, and militarily, meant that Babylon and Marduk’s fol-
lowing evolved together, placing both at the head of the
southern Mesopotamian pantheon of cities and gods. All sub-
sequent regional kings called themselves by the title “King of
the City of Babylon,”and the Enuma Elis (the Babylonian Cre-
ation epic) stresses this link between the gods’ presence and
the city as the seat of political power.

This centrality meant that subsequent short-lived dynas-
ties found they had to locate themselves in Babylon. Ulti-
mately, however, Assyrian suzerainty was established, operat-
ing through local kingship from about 1000 BC until the fall
of Assyria ca. 628 BC. Conflicts did arise from challenges pre-
sented by immigrant groups, in particular the Chaldeans,
who occasionally captured the city. Finally, in 689 BC, the As-
syrian king Sennacherib reportedly ordered the complete de-
struction of the troublesome city by having its remains
thrown into the Euphrates and washed into the Gulf.

Babylon rose from the ashes, however, under the next As-
syrian king, and when Assyrian domination finally ended, a
Chaldean dynasty appeared in the city and began a period of
expansion that quickly resulted in a new period of Babylo-
nian empire. This neo-Babylonian period (626-539 BC), par-
ticularly during the rule of the biblically famous Nebuchad-
nezzar 11, was the high-water mark of the city’s culture and
glory, seeing its power stretching to the Mediterranean, incor-
porating Assyria and down the Gulf into Arabia. It was the
confrontation with the Egyptians, particularly over control of
Syrian and Palestinian cities, that was reported in the Bible.
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Map of the world, with Babylon at its center, 600-500 BC. (HIP/Art
Resource)

The destruction of Jerusalem and the exile of Judea to Baby-
lon remain today powerful images of imperial power and
diaspora.

Trade routes and their control were crucial. The camel was
probably domesticated prior to 1200 BC, and this allowed
long-distance trade by land to supplement or even replace sea
routes, and Babylon was the key entrep6t of the region. Given
its agricultural productivity (based on its massive system of
irrigation canals and bureaucratic management), manufac-
turing, cultic significance, and political authority, all the key
factors of city power came together in the metropolis of Baby-
lon. This power is well represented in one of the oldest maps
ever discovered, the Babylonian world map (600-500 BC),
now in the British Museum, where Babylon is presented as
the “hub of the universe;” surrounded by other cities.

The outer wall of Nebuchadnezzar’s city was eight miles
long, incorporating more than 2,000 acres, making it the
largest city in the world until the heyday of imperial Rome. In
fact, Aristotle, in his book Politics (part 3), claimed that Baby-
lon had the “circuit of a nation” and that it took three days for
some citizens to hear that the city had been captured. The
Greeks of the classical period, in writing about the wonders of
their world, referred to the irrigated, elevated gardens of

Babylon at the time of Nebuchadnezzar as a marvel; it can
only be guessed what the actual gardens were like, how exten-
sive they were, and how they were irrigated. But it must have
been impressive to see, in the middle of a dry plain, a city
crowned with trees and foliage making it like an oasis.

Nebuchadnezzar II ruled for more than forty years, dying
in 562 BC. His successors, through military adventures and
lavish spending, quickly undermined the foundations of the
empire, and the city was unprepared for the rise of the Per-
sians. In 539 BC, the city fell to Cyrus the Great, who, legend
suggests, diverted the Euphrates in order to enter the city
through its soggy riverbed.

The Achaemenids allowed Babylon to continue as a key en-
trepot and supported its international cult status. Herodotus,
perhaps reporting from a personal visit in the fifth century,
was hugely impressed by the size of its walls and moat, its
multistory houses, the tower, and the agricultural system.

When the Persians were defeated by Alexander the Great
(331 BC), Babylon entered a new phase in its history. It now
became included in the wider Hellenic world, and older
Mesopotamian and Sumerian influences began to fade. One
of the main dreams of Alexander was to colonize the Persian
Gulf from his new capital, Babylon. But he died (323 BC)
within the city, lying in the palace of Nebuchadnezzar, before
his plans were implemented. Subsequently, Babylon became
part of the Seleucid Empire (312 BC), but its position as the
capital was bypassed by the decision to build a new capital, on
the Tigris, at Seleucia. However, within Babylon, a building
program of Greek theaters and an agora added to the quality
of the built environment, while major financial houses pro-
vided credit for international trade, although ships from the
Gulf did shift to navigating the Tigris.

It is, however, with the rise of the Parthians (141 BC-AD
226) and their anti-Hellenistic policies, and their subsequent
struggle with Rome, that Babylon lost its importance as a key
trade and cultic center. Land and sea routes shifted further
west, north, and south, making Babylon’s geographic position
no longer advantageous for international long-distance trade.
Interesting remnants of high Babylonian culture, in particu-
lar some cult worship and the use of cuneiform, resonated
through the region well into Sassanian times, when they ruled
over a shrinking city (AD 226-637).

The Zoroastrian Sassanians persecuted, among others, the
Babylonian Jewish community, which by then was almost
1,000 years old. Noted for their scholarship and religious
leaders (gaonim, or great ones, and amoraim, explainers), this
community was the source of the Babylonian Talmud (com-
mentary on the Mishnabh, late fifth century AD) and a schis-
matic sect called the Karaites (ca. AD 765), and it thrived
under leaders like the philosopher and translator Sa’adiah
Gaon (AD 882-942).

When the Battle of Babylon matched Sassanian elephants
against forces of the invading Arabs, however, Babylon was
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primarily in ruins, and it was within sight of its remains that
the victorious Arab armies established a temporary staging
camp after their defeat of the Sassanians at Qadasiya in 637.
A small town known as Babil has remained near the site ever
since. Following the invasion of Iraq in 2003, American sol-
diers established a base, “Camp Babylon,” near the ruins; they
have subsequently been accused of serious damage to the
city’s remains.

Our current knowledge of ancient Babylon results from
comprehensive archaeological excavations begun in 1899 by
the German Oriental Society under R. Koldewey and later ex-
cavations by the German Archaeological Institute. As a result,
extensive artifacts are now located in Berlin. The Iraqi De-
partment of Antiquities has carried out significant recon-
structions of the Ishtar Gate, the Emakh Temple, the Proces-
sional Way, and the palace complex on-site.

Bruce Stanley
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Baghdad
Population: 5.6 million (2003 UN estimate)

Baghdad, that city of flying carpets, Aladdin, and The
Thousand and One Nights, has now given way in the Western
imagination to a dangerous warren of car bombs,
kidnappings, and suicide bombers. Our mental image of this
ancient city on the Tigris is now more likely to be of
ambulance sirens, reporters embedded in the backs of
Humvees, or of eerie green antiaircraft tracers threading the
night sky. For many Arabs, however, it has long represented a
golden age of Islamic civilization and the unity of the umma
(the Muslim community as a whole); for the Ottomans, it was
the symbol of their right to rule all of Islam; for Baghdadi Jews,
it is now a lost community that spanned 1,300 years of culture
and religious expression. This most evocative of imagined
cities represents both the best and the worst of the human
condition, ranging from the piles of skulls left by Temiir to the
heights of advanced Islamic astronomy, science, and theology
during the early Middle Ages. This “City of Peace” has known
little peace, located as it is in the heartland of the Eurasian
system, where dreams of power and authority have always
clashed with the possibilities of urban civilization.

Baghdad (or Bagdad) sits astride the Tigris River in the
middle of Iraqg, approximately 25 miles east of the Euphrates
River at the point the two rivers flow most closely together.
Often portrayed as located on a jazirah (island) between the
two rivers, the city lies at a point where the alluvial floodplain
begins and runs some 330 miles southeast to Basrah and the
Persian Gulf, while to the northwest is Mosul. Few geological
formations mark the light brown landscape: Baghdad is the
river, which sets its rhythms and, until recently, often disas-
trously flooded its streets and canals. Located at the conver-
gence of roads leading east to ancient Khurasan and west to
Damascus or Jerusalem, the river provides navigable access
south to the Shatt al-Arab or north to Anatolia, meaning that
Baghdad is easy to get to and the central node in distant
transport and communication routes. Sited on a key defensi-
ble bend in the river, the city has now spread for 10 miles
along both banks of the Tigris.

The city dates its beginnings from its intentional found-
ing in 762 by the second Abbasid caliph, al-Mansur, as his
new capital. However, the site and the area around it reveal
archaeological remains of human habitation back to the be-
ginnings of Mesopotamian civilization. Tell Abu Harmal,
now on the outskirts of the city, was ancient Shaduppum, the
administrative center for the Kingdom of Eshnunna, whose
capital, Eshnunna (established around 3000 BC), is modern
Tell al-Asmar, lying twenty miles northeast of Baghdad. At
Abu Harmal, archaeologists have discovered ancient tablets
containing laws predating Hammurabi (ca. 1792-1750 BC),
fixed prices for basic commodities of grain and oil, and
mathematical and geometric tablets suggesting advanced
calculations. Twenty miles to the southeast along the river
lies Medain (two cities): the twin ruins of Seleucia (ca.
312-165 BC), the center of Hellenistic culture of the classical
age; and Ctesiphon (ca. 300 BC-AD 700), the Parthian and
Sassanian capital. Thus, the location of the new Abbasid city
was in the middle of a rich 3,000- year-old tradition of urban
civilization and kingship.

The Arab armies defeated the Sassanians in the spring of
637 at the Battle of al-Qadisiyah, just south of modern Bagh-
dad, and then took Ctesiphon. To confirm their rule over the
valley of the two rivers, they established Basrah and Kufa in
638 as garrison cities to house Arab armies (see also “Basrah”
and “Kufa”). Over the next 100 years, the struggles within
Islam and the establishment of the Umayyad Empire meant
that tension continued in Mesopotamia between believers
about political power and how it should fit with the new Is-
lamic faith. Out of this area of the empire emerged the Ab-
basid Revolution, which proceeded to defeat the Umayyad
Empire in AD 750, with Abu al-Abbas declared the new
caliph.

Abu al-Abbas was succeeded by his brother, al-Mansur (r.
AD 754-775), who went looking for a site to establish a new
capital, one that did not reflect the Arab foundations of Islam
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or have a separate ancient existence, like Damascus, but could
symbolize the new multiethnic coalition that lay at the base of
the Abbasid Revolution. Abu al-Abbas had built a palace on
the Euphrates at Anbar, but al-Mansur looked farther east, to
the Tigris, away from the anti-Abbasid and pro-Arab influ-
ences of nearby Kufa.

In 762 al-Mansur chose a site that, like his imperial pre-
cursors, would enable him to control the major trade, agricul-
tural production, and communication networks in the two-
rivers valley. Reportedly declaring that there was “no obstacle
between us and China,” al-Mansur located his new capital on
the western bank of the Tigris near both a Sassanian village
called Baghdad and the navigable canal Nahr Isa, connected
with the Euphrates. With the help of regional architects, al-
Mansur laid out a round city plan, which he named Madinat
al-Salaam (the City of Peace). The Round City, as it also came
to be called, had a high inner brick wall that enclosed the
palace of the caliph, administrative offices, and the main con-
gregational mosque. The next ring wall enclosed army quar-
ters, while the third enclosed city inhabitants. All this was
surrounded by a moat. It is too much to call this a major
urban plan: the Round City was small in size and primarily an
administrative or security complex, although it initially had
quarters for different regional troops and markets for the in-
habitants. The city had four gates and four major access
roads. Al-Mansur employed many architects, craftsmen, and
workers from throughout the Muslim world to build the new
city, which was completed in four years. Above it all rose the
caliph’s palace, with its green dome.

However, the city’s new inhabitants quickly put their own
stamp on the built environment, and the City of Peace began
to break through the plan. The markets were soon moved out
of the Round City and relocated to the southern Basrah gate
in a new area called al-Karkh. The northeast gate, leading to
Khurasan, crossed a bridge of boats to the eastern bank and
the growing suburb of Rusafah. The caliph’s son built his
palace on the eastern bank, to be followed by many others; in
later years, the caliph and administration relocated in
Rusafah. The city also picked up the nickname al-Zawra,
since one of its inner gates was set askew (izwarrat).

Within thirty years, Baghdad was the premier city in Eura-
sia, greater in population (700,000 estimate), cultural impact,
intellectual activity, and control of world trade than any other
global rival. It remained the premier city in the world for the
next century and a half. Yet it long remained a city of subdis-
tricts and areas rather than an integrated entity. There were
east and west Baghdad, divided by the river; there were sub-
urban areas with their own districts, markets, mosques, and
cemeteries. Such divisions still have some resonance today in
the way its inhabitants live the everyday city.

The writer Yakut (ca. 891), describing al-Mansur’s city 150
years after it was built, emphasized the two vast semicircles of
the city, on the right and left banks of the Tigris, twelve miles

in diameter, with watchtowers on the north and south river en-
trances. Along the quays, Chinese ships and local rafts made of
inflated skins jockeyed for position, while thousands of boats
and gondolas plied the river. The caliph’s palace stood in the
center of a huge park with wild animals and birds. Wide
streets divided the city into quarters, with each quarter over-
seen by a local authority responsible for its cleanliness, sanita-
tion, and comfort, while gardens and parks were regularly
swept. Homes were supplied with water via aqueducts,and the
streets were lit at night. Multistoried palaces of marble were
outfitted with Chinese vases and gold, and the city offered hos-
pitals, schools, and lunatic asylums for its inhabitants.

A wide diversity of minorities and workers were attracted
to the new capital. The Church of the East, what later became
known as the Assyrian Orthodox Church, had been head-
quartered in Ctesiphon. Their head of the church, Catholikos
Timetheos I, moved his residence to Baghdad in 780. Jews
from Palestine and Babylon came to the new capital as well
and evolved a large and stable community that lasted until
the 1950s.

This flowering of Islamic civilization produced many blos-
soms. In particular, the city was known for its scholarship in
religion, theology, and philosophy. Although often divided by
the schism between Sunni and Shi’i, Baghdad produced many
great religious scholars in its numerous mosques and
madrasas. Crucially, two of the four schools of Islamic law
were founded by inhabitants of the city. Imam Abu Hanifa
(AD 699-767), founder of the conservative Hanafi branch of
Islamic law, had met some of the Companions of the Prophet
and was crucial in helping al-Mansur establish the city and its
legitimacy, although he may have died in prison as a chal-
lenger to the Abbasid caliph. His tomb is still venerated in the
city, and his school still predominates in Iraq and former Ot-
toman lands. Ahmad ibn Hanbal (780-855), son of Baghdad,
suffered persecution for his learning, piety, and faithfulness
to tradition. His concerns for orthodoxy and the Hadith pro-
foundly shaped his followers concerns, providing the founda-
tions for the Wahhabi movement. His shrine has long been
venerated in the Quraish cemetery.

Some 300 years later, Shaykh Abdul Qadir al-Jilani
(1077-1166),a follower of Ibn Hanbal, took a religious school
founded by the jurist and expanded it to establish the al-
Qadiriya Sufi order. Regarded as one of the greatest saints of
the Sufi tradition, this shrine of the “Sultan of the Saints” and
the accompanying mosque have long been sites for pilgrim-
age and the source of many miracles and wonders. It is
recorded that al-Jilani attracted such huge crowds with his
sermons that he was forced to preach out in the open. He was
famed for his conversions to Islam and for saving sinners; re-
portedly, many of those listening died of emotion.

One of the greatest theologians of Islam, Abu Hamid al-
Ghazzali (1058-1111), began his search for the relationship
between the inner and outer life when he was appointed di-
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rector of the Nizamiyyah in Baghdad (1091), the most presti-
gious teaching post in Islamic law. Gradually developing
doubts about his beliefs, al-Ghazzali left Baghdad to live the
life of a wandering Sufi on the road, finally writing his Thya
Ulum al-Din (Revivification of the Religious Sciences) and the
Tibr al-Masbuk (An Ethical Mirror for Princes) at the end of
his career.

For the Shi’i, Baghdad had pilgrimage and holy signifi-
cance as well. Within the Quraish cemetery are the four
golden minarets of the Kadhmayn, the Shrine of the Two
Imams. Its precinct holds the shrines of both the Seventh
Imam, Musa al-Kadhim, and that of his descendant, the Ninth
Imam, Muhammad Taqi al-Jawad, both revered by the
“Twelvers” community. The Shi’i shrines were burned in the
riots of 1051 but rebuilt. Shii religious scholars from Bagh-
dad included Kulaini (d. 939), with his al-Kafi fi Ilm ad-Din
(Compendium of the Science of Religion); Ibn Babuwailhi, who
wrote on Shi’i law and tradition in Kitab man | yadhuruhu
I-Faqih (Every Man His Own Lawyer); and al-Tusi, with his
Tahzhib al-Ahkam (The Correcting of Judgments).

Baghdad was central to world science and medicine.
Within the Bayt al-Hikma (House of Wisdom), a center estab-
lished by Caliph al-Mamun to translate Greek scientific writ-
ings into Arabic, new advances were made in understanding
the body, nature, and the cosmos. It is recorded that al-
Mamun requested copies of texts held in Constantinople for
the study and use of his scholars in the Bayt al-Hikma; such
interlibrary loans proved crucial for the preservation of Greek
scholarship. Al-Khawarizmi, the father of algebra (kitb al-
jabr), lived and worked in the city; there was an observatory
where he recorded his study of the stars.

The Abbasids worked hard to establish a strong imperial
administration, remnants of which still echo throughout the
region. They laid down a set of bureaucratic procedures and
standards for civil servants and instituted the role of vizier
(chief administrator). The empire was integrated via a royal
road system and via pilgrimage roads, such as the famous
Darb Zubayda, that provided security, shelter, and water sup-
plies to pilgrims traveling from Baghdad to Makkah (see also
“Makkah”). Baghdad was the center of a barid, or postal sys-
tem of the empire, that moved royal mail quickly across vast
distances.

Baghdad was also the center of fashion and high urban
culture, and it sucked up the most exquisite products in the
empire. The Abbasids continued the old Sassanian system of
requiring a textile revenue (firaz, or embroidery) from the
districts of Egypt, the Caspian, and Persia. For example, 300
bales of green silk carpets and quilts, plus cotton embroi-
dered garments, were sent from one district of the Caspian to
the caliph al-Mansur as tribute; a century later, Khurasan was
regularly sending 27,000 textile pieces to Baghdad. The gov-
ernment bought the best quality, and thus Baghdad became
known for the diversity and quality of the silk textiles avail-

able in its streets. This is reflected in the numerous types of
textiles mentioned in the Alf Layla wa Layla (The Thousand
and One Nights) stories. The government distributed silk
robes of honor, rulers would transport silk to Baghdad for
sale and then donate the proceeds to the poor in Makkah,
while the elite of Baghdad competed to wear the most beauti-
ful silks from China.

Baghdad at this time was particularly known for its many
great women. The writer al-Masudi mentions a number of
them, for example, Zubayda, wife of Harun ar-Rashid and
benefactor of the Darb Zubayda pilgrim route to Makkah.
There was also al-Haizuran (also known as Khayzuran, which
means the bamboo) (d. 803), wife of al-Mahdi and mother of
Harun ar-Rashid, who was a gaina (trained professional mu-
sician slave); she was known for her political influence with
both her husband and her son.

Baghdad’s grandeur inspired much praise and scholarship.
Ibn al-Jawzi (d. 1200), using the traditional structure of the
fada’il (a poetry form) to catalog the praiseworthy character-
istics of Baghdad, authored the book Manaqib Baghdad
(Virtues of Baghdad) to honor its citizens. Khatib al-Baghdadi’s
(d. 1071) Tarikh Baghdad (History of Baghdad) adopted the
tradition of city histories prevalent in the Muslim world to
provide statistics, key information about its famous people,
and a sense of the city’s historical development across the gen-
erations. In twenty-nine chapters of introduction about the
city, and fourteen volumes of biographic entries in alphabeti-
cal order discussing the city’s key religious scholars, al-Bagh-
dadi provided a resource on which later scholars could build.

Al-Mansur left his son Mahdi (r. 775-785) a full treasury
and an empire concerned with trade. This was a time of great
expansion for Islam, as it moved with the traders and mer-
chants along the trade routes facilitated by the empire. Harun
ar-Rashid, immortalized in many stories in The Thousand
and One Nights, took over from his brother (786-809), and
his rule represents the height of Baghdad’s glory. After ar-
Rashid died, civil war led to the first siege of the city. This
yearlong siege, along with the city’s capture and partial de-
struction, began a long process of decline.

Caliph Mutasim (r. 833-842), great grandson of Mansur,
moved the caliphate out of Baghdad thirty miles north to a
new capital of Samarra (see also “Samarra”). After the civil
war of his other brothers, Mutasim had come to rely on Turk-
ish slave troops to secure his rule. These forces had little of the
urban Baghdadi feel, trampled women and children as they
rode through the city, and raped and pillaged as they wished.
Consequently, the merchant elite of Baghdad became alien-
ated from the caliphate, and there were uprisings against the
caliph’s troops. Mutasim himself did not like Baghdad, being
unfamiliar with the city, its customs, or its people, and so
withdrew his court into a new garrison city, close enough to
keep a watchful eye on Baghdad but far enough away not to be
tainted by its power.
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Baghdad suffered little from this move, retaining its eco-
nomic, cultural, and intellectual role. Certainly, the poets,
thinkers, and religious figures like Ibn Hanbal remained in
Baghdad rather than move to Samarra. The city was still ten
times larger than Ctesiphon had been, and its economic net-
works remained global: merchants still regularly left the city
for China. Yet its trade routes were fragile: the Zanj Revolt of
black slaves in southern Iraq cut Baghdad off from the Per-
sian Gulf during the 870s, and they threatened to capture the
city in 878.

The Abbasid capital remained in Samarra until 892, when
Caliph al-Mutamid returned it to Baghdad. Yet the city went
into decline over the next century. By the tenth century, the
canal system had fallen into disrepair, and many of the river-
side palaces had been demolished. Al-Fustat (Cairo) had re-
placed Baghdad as the vibrant heart of the Muslim world, and
by the millennium the city had dropped behind Cordoba,
Constantinople, and Cairo in population and influence. A key
reason for this decline was the factional struggles that beset
the capital when political control of the empire had passed
from the royal family and its retainers to nonindigenous mil-
itary societies. The first was when Muizz ad-Dawla entered
Baghdad in AD 945, destroyed much of the city, assumed the
title of Commander of Commanders, and set up the Buyid dy-
nasty. Under the Shi’i Buyids, the first independent Shi’i
school was established in the city, and its textile production,
for example, the brocade known as “Baghdadi;” was desired in
Europe.

Tughril Beg, first sultan of the Seljuq dynasty, defeated the
Buyids in 1055 and returned Sunni rule to the city. Under the
influence of the exceptional Nizamulmulk as vizier, Tughril’s
successors Alp Arslan (1063-1072) and Malikshah
(1072-1092) were able to expand Seljuq power, and Baghdad
experienced a resurgence. Nizamulmulk stressed training
and education as the key to a strong society and founded the
Nizamiyyah in Baghdad (1067) as the key madrasa for
preparing scholars of future generations. The creation of
madrasas gathered speed after this, with more than thirty
recorded in the city a century later. It is interesting to note
that Nizamulmulk was concerned about the rise of populist
street mobs in the city, particularly Hanbalis emerging from
their stronghold in the Harbiya Quarter, who used mob vio-
lence to silence scholars and preachers with whom they dis-
agreed. The city was increasingly racked by street battles be-
tween various religious groups during this time; combined
with regular fires, sacking by bedouin, and floods, the ninth
and tenth centuries were not easy times for the city’s
inhabitants.

The caliphate in Baghdad was able to carve out some po-
litical space for itself in the late twelfth and early thirteenth
centuries, particularly under Caliph al-Nasir (1180-1225),
and the city controlled much of present-day Iraq. Al-Nasir en-
joyed showing off the head of the last Seljuq sultan on the

gates of Baghdad in 1194, but he also worked hard to organ-
ize futuwwah, or men’s clubs, one expression of popular
urban Sufism, as a way of controlling the Muslim community
in the city. Al-Nasir also sought to reconcile Sunni and Shi’i
communities in the city, encouraging mutual tolerance.

The temporary resurgence of the Abbasid Caliphate ended
in January 1258, when the Mongols appeared outside the city
walls. Huleghu, one of three brothers, grandsons of Genghis
Khan, led the Mongol expansion into the Middle East, com-
mitted to overthrowing the caliphate and its claim to God’s
authority over that of Genghis Khan. Huleghu may have of-
fered the caliph al-Mutasim, the thirty-seventh Abbasid
caliph, a deal to accept Mongol sovereignty. However, al-Mu-
tasim was overconfident and threatened a worldwide Muslim
uprising if Baghdad was invaded. Later, when the city was be-
sieged, al-Mutasim proposed negotiation, but it was too late.
The city was surrendered without resistance, but Huleghu
gave the city over to plunder, which reportedly lasted forty
days. The entire population was massacred, with the excep-
tion of the Christians, the coreligionists of Huleghu’s wife and
father. One report says the “blood of the slain flowed in a river
like the Nile” Many parts of the city were burned; the canals
and dikes were destroyed, making their rebuilding impossi-
ble; the grave of Harun ad-Rashid was turned out; medieval
chronicles claim that the Tigris was dammed by the library
books thrown into its water; and the caliph al-Mutasim and
his sons were, according to various reports, either strangled,
rolled in a carpet and trampled, or locked up with only gold to
eat until they starved.

To Arabs the destruction of the iconic Baghdad by the en-
emies of Islam was a terrible, cataclysmic event. For 500 years,
the city had been the center of Islam and Arab authority. For
many, the sacking of the city was a punishment by God for
forgetting him.

After the Mongol invasion, the city was reduced to the role
of a provincial city and shrank to one-tenth of its former size.
Revenues from the province dropped 90 percent, and most of
the western part of the city lay abandoned. Under the II-
Khanids (subordinate Khanate), Baghdad was just one more
city subservient to Tabriz and to Kublai Khan in faraway
China. Buddhist temples were built in the city, although after
1295, the Mongol rulers adopted Islam, and the Buddhist tra-
ditions were ripped out. When Marco Polo visited the city (ca.
1272), there was trade, but by the time Ibn Battuta made his
pilgrimage to Baghdad in 1327, he found a small city, with “no
beauty in her;” although the congregational mosque had been
rebuilt and the Mustansiriya, where all four legal traditions
were studied, was still functioning.

The city had little time to recover. The campaigns of Temiir
(Tamerlane or Timur-i lang) across Eurasia from 1382 to
1405 consumed Baghdad. At the time, Sultan Ahmad of the
regional Turko-Mongolian Jalayir dynasty ruled the city. In
1393 Temiir captured the city, and Ahmad fled; it is on this
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occasion that Temiir ordered his cupbearer to seize all the
city’s wine and to pour it into the Tigris. Temiir placed the city
under the rule of his son, Amiranshah, and 3,000 troops, but
Sultan Ahmad Jalayir retook Baghdad soon after. Conse-
quently, Temiir returned in 1401 and recaptured the city, leav-
ing more than 100 towers of skulls dotted around the city’s
ruins. Sultan Ahmad regained what remained, however,
shortly after Temiir died, in 1405.

Baghdad took centuries to rebuild. (In fact, it was not until
the twentieth century that the irrigation systems were fully
restored and the population reached its former size.) For the
next 350 years, Baghdad’s value to empire builders lay prima-
rily in its religious propaganda value rather than in any eco-
nomic or strategic potential. For the rising Safavid Empire,
Baghdad’s capture in 1508 offered them, as a Shi’i power, sig-
nificant legitimacy by controlling the former seat of the Sunni
Caliphate. They plundered the shrines of Abu Hanifa and al-
Jilani and murdered many Sunnis in the city. The Shrine at
Kadhmayn was rebuilt and still attracts thousands of pil-
grims each day.

For the expanding Sunni Ottoman Empire, the city’s sym-
bolic value was also significant. The Ottomans captured the
city in 1534 and divided their new territory into three vilayets
(provinces or large administrative districts): Mosul, Baghdad,
and Basrah each headed by a vali (governor). The Safavids re-
conquered Baghdad in 1623 but were expelled by Sultan
Murad IV in 1638, who reportedly participated in the digging
of the siege trenches. At a further siege in 1683, the story is
told that Sultan Mehmet IV participated in single combat
with a Safavid Goliath for the fate of the city, killing the Per-
sian with one sword stroke.

Ottoman interest in direct control over Baghdad waned
after 1750, and Mamluk pashas exercised the real authority
over the city. The greatest Mamluk leaders were Sulayman II
(r.1780-1802), who brought the rule of law and solid admin-
istration to the city, and Daud (r. 1816-1831), who set about
modernizing the economy and infrastructure and introduc-
ing new technologies, such as the printing press. The city con-
tinued to suffer from regular floods and epidemics, however:
in 1831,7,000 homes and Daud’s palace were washed away in
twenty-four hours, and the subsequent famine killed 70,000
people, half the city’s population.

The mid-eighteenth century was a time of dramatic
change in the Persian Gulf, as the European trading compa-
nies entered the region in force and began to shape trade,
local production, and communication networks for their own
purposes. Basrah was the key outlet to India, with Baghdad
an administrative appendage to the much more significant
city to the south. The East Indian Company (EIC), for exam-
ple, established a factory (trading base) in 1763 in Basrah,
which until 1798 was the site of the British representation to
the pashalik (province ruled by a pasha) of Baghdad. In par-
ticular, the Basrah resident was responsible for organizing the

Basrah-Baghdad-Istanbul section of the overland mail from
England to India. Armenian merchants had long been using
this same route via Baghdad to carry pearls from Basrah to
Istanbul using a system of escorts and extra post-horses (see
also “Basrah”).

Numerous external threats to the city appeared at the close
of the eighteenth century. As Napoléon Bonaparte set out for
Egypt in May 1798, fear of Bonaparte’s plans via the Red Sea,
or the Persian Gulf, led the EIC to establish a resident at Bagh-
dad to collect information. It is interesting that this first resi-
dent was already thinking of Britain’s strategic imperial inter-
ests: he argued to London in a memorandum that Britain
should send troops to Baghdad to be ready for the eventual
breakup of the Ottoman Empire so that Britain could estab-
lish an independent state under British control. By 1830 the
British had a full-time residence in Baghdad, linking the city
into the nascent great Indian defense network in the Middle
East.

The Wahhabi-Saudi alliance was also a threat to the city.
They placed Baghdad under siege in 1799, and the Mamluks
were forced to conclude a treaty before their withdrawal.
Muhammad Ali of Egypt also articulated an interest in grab-
bing Baghdad from the Ottomans, though the British
squashed the plan. Such threats, combined with the new com-
mitment to imperial modernization, forced the Ottomans to
reestablish central control in Iraq. Using the excuse of Mam-
luk mismanagement of the 1831 famine, the army massacred
the Mamluks and reasserted Istanbul’s direct authority over
Baghdad. Subsequently, there were ten governors between
1831 and 1869. The eleventh was the best of the lot: appointed
in 1869, Midhat Pasha was reform minded and laid the foun-
dation for modern Iraq during his tenure. He reorganized the
army, created codes of criminal and commercial law, secular-
ized the school system, destroyed the city walls so the city
could grow, started a newspaper, introduced modern printing
presses, extended Baghdad’s control over provincial areas,
created an elected municipal council (1870), and reformed
both the tax and landholding systems. The introduction of
steamboats on the Tigris after the 1840s, the laying of the
telegraph linking Baghdad to Istanbul in 1861, and the open-
ing of the Suez Canal all brought dramatic changes. Baghdad’s
economy became vulnerable to the vicissitudes of the global
economic and political system, local artisan crafts died away,
and the city provided export cash crops to Europe and the
United States.

Baghdad’s inhabitants reacted in diverse ways to these de-
velopments. Many of the emergent intelligentsia and land-
holding elite acquired important roles in Istanbul in adminis-
tration and in the Ottoman army. The surrounding tribal
confederations, however, felt threatened and revolted; traffic
on the river and the new telegraph line to Basrah were at-
tacked, and between July and October 1864 Baghdad was cut
off to the south by an insurgency. The revolt threatened
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Ottoman control but also the Indo-European telegraph proj-
ect, a key strategic concern of London. With significant
British involvement and heavy Ottoman military repression,
the rebels were defeated, leaving behind a legacy of British in-
terference in local Baghdad politics and a preference for mil-
itary solutions to political problems.

The city’s strategic significance received a boost from the
late nineteenth century with the Berlin-to-Baghdad Railway
project, an ambitious plan to link the European rail system to
Istanbul and then via Baghdad to the Persian Gulf. Conceived
as a tool to facilitate the integration of the Ottoman Empire, it
combined German capital and engineering with Ottoman
labor. Sections in Anatolia were completed in 1896; the Bagh-
dad and Basrah sections were not started until 1911, post-
poned by political maneuvering occasioned by British fears
that the Baghdad section was part of a German strategy for
military expansion toward India. The Samarra-to-Baghdad
portion opened in October 1914.

With the Young Turk Revolution of 1908 and the subse-
quent “Turkification” of the empire, Iraqi intellectuals and
young officers began to organize underground Arab societies.
One such was Jamiyyat al-Ahd (the Covenant), a secret organ-
ization of Iraqi officers in the Ottoman army. This group went
on to provide a core of support and then resistance to the new
Hashemite monarchy.

The outbreak of World War I put British and Turkish inter-
ests in Iraq into direct confrontation. Quickly the British cap-
tured the strategically important port of Basrah but equivo-
cated on whether to march on Baghdad. The Turkish
authorities sent few supplies to the city, and by the winter of
1915 Baghdad’s citizens were on the edge of starvation. A
huge cholera epidemic broke out, with more than 300 dead
each day. The cemeteries became full of floating coffins and
exposed bodies; Christian dead were buried along the edge of
the roads.

It was not until 1917 that the major British push on Bagh-
dad could begin. Both sides saw the city as crucial in propa-
ganda terms but lacking in any real strategic value. Thus,
when Turkish forces were finally defeated in Kut in February,
they fell back north to defend Baghdad. The Turks had 12,000
men and German Army Air Service planes to defend the city;
the British built field railroads and flotillas of gunboats on the
Tigris, and their Russian allies supported the flank. With the
first British attacks, the Turks fell back to better defense lines.
With a second attack on 10 March, the Turkish commander
wavered, not sure what to do. His German advisors suggested
a counterattack; instead, the Turks retreated northward, loot-
ing the city’s food supplies to support the retreating troops.
Anglo-Indian troops entered the city the next day without a
fight and captured 9,000 prisoners.

The British occupation forces expected to be welcomed as
liberators, but very quickly the people of Baghdad agitated for
an end to the occupation. Guided by experts like Percy Cox or

Gertrude Bell (the “Oriental Secretary” to the British military
occupation), the British authorities began remaking the com-
munity in their own interest: they introduced new tax meas-
ures, interned ex-Ottoman soldiers, propped up Sunni elites
to the exclusion of Shi’i, and ignored the Shi’i religious estab-
lishment. Most significantly, they cobbled a new country to-
gether from the three vilayets of Mosul, Baghdad, and Basrah;
brought in Amir Faysal as king of their creation; and crafted
a 96 percent positive referendum for his appointment.

Riots broke out in Baghdad, and mass demonstrations
quickly spread to rural areas in the Shi’i south; the British
blamed outside political agitators. In what became known as
the Iraqi Revolt of 1920, over the next five months rebels cap-
tured towns, killed British soldiers, and agitated for an end to
British occupation. In response, the British military dropped
poison gas from airplanes and bombed villages, which Win-
ston Churchill argued had an “excellent moral effect” on the
locals. They also confiscated 63,000 weapons, exiled opposi-
tion leaders to Ceylon, and implemented harsh imprisonment
and collective punishment regimes. T. E. Lawrence estimated
that as many as 10,000 Arabs were killed in repressing the up-
rising.

In the interwar years, Baghdad benefited from the intro-
duction of new technologies and communication networks.
In 1921 the Royal Air Force dug a furrow all the way across the
desert from Palestine to Baghdad for its planes to follow so
they could find Baghdad. Imperial Airways later used this line
in the sand after January 1927, when they opened the Cairo-
Baghdad-Basrah sector of its Britain-to-India route. By 1924
Baghdad was connected to the Mediterranean by regular au-
tomobile and bus transport following the ancient caravan
routes to Palmyra or via Rutbah Wells to Damascus. Bagh-
dad’s elites found jobs in the state administration, expanded
their trade ties, and began to feel their way in the world mar-
kets. Oil production began in 1934, dumping revenues into
the city. Irrigation canals were dug and expanded, increasing
agricultural production. Some 900 miles of railroad track
were laid in the country before 1938.

Many in the 50,000-strong Baghdadi Jewish community,
for example, found work in the mandate public service and
were regular participants in the political and cultural life of
the city. This ancient religious group had their own quarter
(Dar al-Yahud) connected to the rest of the city via the “Jew-
ish Bridge”; their own leader (the Exilarch or Resh Galutah);
ancient religious training academies; twenty-eight syna-
gogues; and had long served as goldsmiths, pharmacists, and
traders. When Benjamin of Tudela visited the community (ca.
1170), he estimated a population of more than 40,000. Under
the Mamluks, the repression forced some to emigrate: this
was the beginning of the Sassoon commercial empire in India
and the United Kingdom, for example. As tension increased
over Palestine and in World War II, there were demonstra-
tions and attacks on members of the community. With the
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Skyline of Baghdad, 1932. (Library of Congress)

creation of Israel, most Baghdadi Jews immigrated in the
early 1950s and made up an important segment of Israeli in-
tellectual and business life.

Assyrians, refugees from World War I and Turkish attacks,
settled in both the Gailani Camp area of the city and in Jeelu
Camp and found employment with the British occupation au-
thorities. Other Assyrians went to work on the railroads, and
gradually their communities acquired churches and ex-
panded into new districts of the city by the 1960s.

Baghdad was a city of culture and experiment, particularly
during the interwar years and following World War II. The
British set up the first cinema in the city in 1917, and by the
1940s the city was hosting a budding Iraqi film industry. Tra-
ditional Iraqi music has long remained popular in Iraq, with
Baghdad serving to host and support its continuation. There
is a Baghdadi song tradition (al-Magam al-Baghdadi) that
still has many fans in Baghdad. In cafés in the evening as part
of a populist tradition, a soloist sings couplets, and a chorus
sings a reiterated refrain. The city hosted an Institute of Fine
Arts, International Conferences for Arab Music, a Traditional

Music Center/Archives, and the Institute of Iraqi Music Stud-
ies. Some of the most famous contemporary Arab sculptors,
poets, and writers have come from Baghdad, and its National
Theater was considered the best in the Arab world. The Iraqi
Museum, National Museum of Modern Art, and the Museum
of Iraqi Art Pioneers all supported the claim that Baghdad
was the cultural center of the Arab world.

King Faysal had to negotiate a fine line between his British
backers and an increasingly alienated population. Although
the country became nominally independent in 1932, the
British continued to have inordinate influence in the political
and economic life of the state. One of Faysal’s advisors, Sati al-
Husri, helped provide the theoretical basis for Arab national-
ism and the Baath Party, which was to transform Iraq over the
next fifty years. Al-Husri, a Syrian educator, accompanied
Faysal to Baghdad in 1921 and became dean of the faculty of
law at the University of Baghdad and a minister of education
and archaeology. His writings called for the creation of the
Arab Nation through the vehicle of national education and
had a profound effect on many Arab intellectuals, including
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Michel Aflag, founder of the Baath Party. As “the philosopher
of Arab nationalism,” al-Husri’s ideas also fed the frustrations
of the new working class in Baghdad. A large general strike in
1931, led by workers from the Iraqi Railways, fed the creation
of the Workers Federation of Iraq in 1932. Banned by the
British and Iragi authorities, the federation went under-
ground, and its leaders were jailed.

Military coups occurred in Baghdad with alarming fre-
quency, starting in 1936. The general weakness of the central
government, whose power really only extended to Baghdad,
was compounded by political factionalism in the military.
Finally, in March 1940, Rashid Ali al-Gilani became prime
minister and began to move Iraq toward a pro-Axis policy. In
spring 1941, the regent Abd al-Ilah fled the country only to re-
turn with British troops to oust Rashid Ali. The exiled Pales-
tinian leader, Haj Amin al-Hussayni tried to rally the Baghdad
population to stop the invasion, but by the end of May 1941
Ali was out, the regent returned, and Nuri as-Said was in-
stalled as prime minister.

Riots and civil unrest continued, however, with uprisings
in the city in 1948 and 1952. Squatter camps of thousands of
landless peasants living in palm huts appeared throughout
the city as in-migration from rural areas swelled the urban
poor.

The Nuri as-Said government was further delegitimized
by both the Anglo-American 1955 attempt to create the
Baghdad Pact as part of the cold war struggle with the USSR
and by the government’s failure to support Nasir in the 1956
Suez War. Riots broke out in Baghdad, and secret groups
formed within the military. In July 1958, a joint military-
civilian coup in Baghdad brought down the monarchy, with
the rebels expressing their anger by toppling the statue of Sir
Stanley Maude, “the liberator” of Baghdad, invading the
British Embassy, lynching the regent, killing young King
Faysal II, and disinterring Nuri as-Said. Crowds looted and
burned parts of the city.

A further coup in February 1963 was orchestrated, this
time by the Baath Party and sympathetic military; over the
next few days, significant street battles between Communists,
Baathists, and Nasirites tore the capital apart, leaving more
than 2,000 dead. Subsequently, televised People’s Courts sen-
tenced hundreds of “traitors” to death.

A subsequent coup in 1968 brought about control of the
country by the “Tikriti” faction of the Baath. Numerous con-
spiracies were “uncovered,” and show trials purged anyone
seen as threatening the new leadership. One of the more dra-
matic results was the January 1969 public hanging of four-
teen “Israeli spies,” including several Baghdadi Jews, in front
of a huge crowd of spectators.

The city experienced dramatic growth in the three
decades after 1950. Its population expanded to 4 million,
making it the largest Arab city after Cairo. Increased oil rev-
enues allowed the government to spend great sums in the

capital. Much of it went to education: the University of Bagh-
dad (1957), al-Mustansiriyya University (1963), the Univer-
sity of Technology (1974), and the al-Bakr Military Academy.
Some went into new housing projects to house bank workers,
oil laborers, state bureaucrats, and military officers. Outside
architects were invited to help in this process: in 1957 Frank
Lloyd Wright was invited to Baghdad to design an opera
house for the city, and he completed a number of other de-
signs for the downtown as part of a “Plan for Greater Bagh-
dad) including a rework of the grand bazaar, buildings for the
university, plans for a Harun ar-Rashid Monument, and a
ziggurat-shaped parking garage. The coup in 1958 meant that
the plans were never implemented.

The city has been caught up in war three times since 1980.
The first was during the Iran-Iraq War, from 1980 to 1988. For
most of this war, Baghdad was little affected, there were few
blackouts, and construction projects and expansion contin-
ued apace. It was the bombing of the city starting on 17 Janu-
ary 1991, however, that began a fourteen-year period of de-
struction, decay, and terror. On that date, Allied Coalition
bombing for Operation Desert Storm began, with attacks on
the Presidential Palace, the Baath Party Headquarters, and the
Ministry of Defense as the coalition sought to drive Iraq out
of Kuwait. In what was the largest aerial bombardment since
World War II, most of the bridges across the Tigris were de-
stroyed, electrical generation was targeted, and broadcast fa-
cilities were hammered. Civilian loss of life was high; in one
incident, American bombers killed 300 civilians huddled in
an air-raid shelter in a Baghdad neighborhood.

Baghdad’s elite suffered little over the following twelve
years of United Nations (UN) embargoes and sanctions. The
city’s poor, and especially the Shi’i, however, lived in increas-
ingly desperate conditions and always under threat of the
secret service. The notorious Qasr al-Niharyyah (Palace of
the End), which served as a torture chamber after the 1958
and 1963 coups, continued to serve Hussayn in the 1980s
and 1990s. Throughout much of the 1970s and 1980s, Sad-
dam Hussayn’s uncle and foster father, Khairallah Tulfah,
was mayor of Baghdad. His vigilantes would grab women on
the street who were showing too much skin and paint their
legs black; his corruption finally became too much, however,
and he was removed and his numerous enterprises shut
down.

The city was again attacked by American bombers in late
March 2003; this time troops followed up the bombing to
capture the city by 9 April 2003. An influx of Iraqi exiles,
civilian contractors, and private security personnel have
joined the world’s media in changing the face and image of
Baghdad. Daily suicide bombings have killed thousands of
civilians and civil servants, the city’s neighborhoods are
guarded by local militias, and kidnappings of schoolchildren
are commonplace. The city’s infrastructure remains fragile,
with water, sewage, and electricity provided irregularly and
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chronic diseases now a regular feature in poorer neighbor-
hoods like Sadr City.

As the occupation continues in tandem with an attempt
to craft a legitimate political framework for the country, the
municipalities of Iraq are becoming more autonomous in
the political space that has remained open. The Baghdad
municipality, led by the mayor, Ala® al-Tamim, is, among
other powers, directly supervising foreign aid implementa-
tion in the city. As the violence continues, Baghdad is virtu-
ally cut off from the rest of the country, and Amman, the
capital of Jordan, has replaced the capital as a site for Iraqi
intercommunal debate, discussion, and agreements (see
also “Amman”). With almost 25 percent of the Iraqi popula-
tion living in the capital, and an annual growth rate of 2.6
percent, the UN estimates of the city’s population in 2015 of
7.4 million seem low.

Bruce Stanley
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Baku
Population: 2.1 million (2005 estimate)

Baku, the ‘city of oil” and the quintessential boomtown built
around oil wealth, has been known since ancient times for the
black gold bubbling just below its surface. Located on the
western shore of the Caspian Sea, the city of Baku is now the
capital of Azerbaijan and its largest city. Visited by countless
travelers over the years as a site for trade along the Silk Road,
and crucial to north-south exchange between the Middle East,
India, and Moscow along the Volga, Baku was early associated
with Zoroastrianism and later with an icy dessert. Today the
city’s fame is built on the oil industry, its militant labor unions,
and its association with individuals such as Stalin and Alfred
Nobel.

Baku (Arabic, Bakuya) is located on the southwestern
shore of the Caspian Sea on a bay created by the Absheron
Peninsula. This forty-mile-long peninsula is the culmination
of the Caucasus Mountains, jutting out into the Caspian. The

mountains create a wide amphitheater, or plateau, above the
bay, terracing the city nestled in the basin. Combined with
numerous islands offshore, this geography created the best
natural harbor on the Caspian and usable transit routes into
the hinterland. Although the winds in Baku (the khazri) can
be exceptional, there is low precipitation, and the city has a
moderate climate year-round. The current administrative
district of Greater Baku incorporates eleven districts, forty-
eight townships, and islands near the peninsula, including a
created “city;” Oil Rocks, built by the Soviets sixty miles from
Baku out into the Caspian and connected to the city by roads
suspended above the waves. The area contains many mud vol-
canoes and salt lakes.

Archaeological finds indicate that the site was first inhab-
ited during the Paleolithic period (8000 BC). Wall paintings
and carvings in the surrounding mountains suggest that pas-
toral nomads used the site for their flocks and that reed boats
plied the Caspian Sea. Burial sites have been discovered at the
lowest layers of the tell dating from the pre-Zoroastrian pe-
riod (1000 BC).

The first significant agglomeration appears around a
Zoroastrian cultic site, called Ateshi-Baguan, dating to the
seventh to sixth century BC. Exceptional natural fires oc-
curred in this area from the seepage of oil and natural gas
close to the surface. Thus, the Baku site attracted cultic prac-
tices associated with “the eternal fire.” Followers of Zoroaster
erected three major fire temples in the vicinity, and this at-
tracted pilgrimage and trade to the growing city. One version
of the meaning of the name is that it refers to “God’s City”
since Zoroastrian cultic sites cluster in the area. It appears
that even at this early date, caravans of oil, extracted from
open pits, were exported in all directions, linking Baku into a
variety of long-distance trade and exchange networks.
Herodotus (fifth century BC) talks about the region of Baku
and refers to the boats used by its traveling merchants to ne-
gotiate rivers around the Caspian.

The city prospered under Achaemenid control, and this
may be when the city got its name, since another version sug-
gests that it is Persian for “windy city” Sometime between 285
and 282 BC, Alexander’s former general, Seleuk, sailed these
shores of the Caspian. Romans under Pompey invaded the re-
gion around 65 BC, but their control was tenuous. Later
Roman monuments have been discovered in the region, in-
cluding one found on the peninsula dating from the first cen-
tury AD that has an inscription from the period of Emperor
Germanicus. Ptolemy of the second century AD refers to Baku
and to the political divisions in the area; in general, however,
the Parthians held the region against the Romans.

Baku was a key city for the Caucasian Albania kingdom
during the third to seventh century, and early on it became
Christian; Baku was known for its Nestorian sites. Byzantine
visitors in the fifth century remarked on the “flame which
rises from the reef” along the edge of the sea, and it is clear
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that oil was being traded, in particular for medicinal pur-
poses. The Sassanians held Baku as a vassal city with some
autonomy.

The city was invaded by the Huns, the Khazars, and the
Turks in the early medieval period, but it was the Arab inva-
sion in AD 661 that brought a significant shift in fortunes.
Garrisons of Arab warriors were settled in the area, including
24,000 Syrian soldiers and some Yemenis.

Arab writers of the tenth century comment on oil and salt
as key products from the region traded in the long-distance
trading system of Dar al-Islam. Authors such as al-Massudi
report that various types of oils, including black and white oil,
were being extracted in Baku and that the city was getting
rich on the trade. Under the Abbasids, Baku was a small,
walled city with a castle directly on the coast. Caravans came
to Baku for oil from throughout the empire, with khans serv-
ing different communities, such as the ones for Bukharaians
and another for those from India that still grace the city today.
Interestingly, snow from this region was shipped to Baghdad
during the period of the Abbasids to make a form of frozen
dessert for the elite of that city.

The city was important as well as a key node on the trade
route up the Volga and Don to the island of Gotland. This
minor but evolving “fur route” was to have important reper-
cussions over the next 1,000 years, given the growth of
Moscow and its interest in trade to the Middle East and
India. The first indication of this interest was a raid on the
city by Russians in AD 913. The modern explorer Thor Hey-
erdahl even goes so far as to postulate Azeri settlement of
Scandinavia.

The Seljuq Turks invaded Azerbaijan in the eleventh cen-
tury (AD 1051-1060), leading to a general failure of Abbasid
power in the area. In their place arose Shirvani dynasties.
Baku was one of their key cities, and it was during their
tenure that the defensive walls of the city were enhanced by
Shirvanshah Manuchuhr II (AD 1120-1160). The famous Giz
Galasy (Maiden’s Tower), still a predominant site in the city,
was built in the twelfth century over Zoroastrian foundations
dating from the seventh century BC.

The dynasty worked hard to maintain and expand the
power of Baku. The city became their capital in 1191 and
made it a naval base. Although the city was attacked by land
and by sea, the Shirvanshahs continued to spend on building
fortifications, mosques and caravansaries, bathhouses, and
water-storage facilities; Muhammad’s Mosque, built AD
1078-1079 within the fortress, is an existing example.

Despite further massive fortress construction, such as the
Sabail Castle, the city fell to the advancing Mongols in the
1200s. After a lengthy siege, Baku finally surrendered and was
sacked and destroyed for resisting. Subsequently, city officials
and elites worked hard to revive the city’s fortunes, using
strategies such as reduced customs duties to entice mer-
chants to return to the city. This strategy appeared to work,

but the Mongols returned in 1258 under Huleghu Khan to
sack the city a second time. It was around this period that
Marco Polo visited the city on his way to China, commenting
on the way oil was used both to light homes and for “anoint-
ing camels” suffering from mange.

During the 1300s, long-distance trade and maritime trade
experienced a resurgence. Genoa and Venetian traders ap-
peared on the Caspian and invested in linking trade through
Baku to their ports on the Black Sea. Baku benefited from
trade links with the Golden Horde in New Saray; with
Moscow, Bukhara, and central Asia; the Middle East; and with
India. Key exports for the city were oil, saffron, carpets, cot-
tons, and salt. Baku was so important to Caspian and Cauca-
sus trade that one European map of the period (AD 1375)
named the Caspian the “Baku Sea”

Baku was incorporated into the empire of Temiir and the
Timurids after 1400. The Arab geographer Abd ar-Rashid al-
Bakuvi (fifteenth century) commented on how the walls of
Baku were washed by the waves of the sea, how the city de-
pended on imports of wheat from nearby cities, and how the
walls were strengthened by two fortified castles of stone. He
also comments on the white oil used by local inhabitants for
light and heat and on the 200 mule loads of oil exported from
the city every day.

During the fifteenth century, a further grand period of
building and development occurred. The Shirvanshah’s
Palace complex built during this time is now considered an
outstanding example of Islamic architecture of the period,
and it has been designated a World Heritage Site by the United
Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO). This was the time of the city’s greatest wealth, and
it benefited from important diplomatic links and from its cul-
tural centrality in art and handicrafts.

In 1501 the new Safavid dynasty of Iran besieged and cap-
tured Baku. Reports of the city’s defenses at the time talk
about a fortress with high walls, protected by the sea and a
huge trench. Significantly, the city was taken by the use of ex-
plosives under the city walls. Despite the clear indication of
the power of this new technology, the city continued to have a
reputation as the best-fortified city in the Caucasus.

Under the Safavids, the city continued its role in the long-
distance trade in oil and as an entrep6t for transit. Archaeo-
logical finds reveal that open oil wells of up to 115 feet deep
were being dug by hand in Baku at this time: a workman
named Mamed Nur-oglu recorded his name on the wall upon
completion of one in 1594.

Venetian and Genoese merchants continued organizing
trade and making deals throughout this period. They were
connected with compatriots in Kaffa and Azak on the Black
Sea, key entrep0ts for the Italian city-states. The newly rising
State of Muscovy was also expanding its trading networks in
the Caspian. Baku brokered connections between the Safavids
and the Russians in an anti-Ottoman trade relationship along
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the longitudinal routes connecting the Indian Ocean and the
Baltic.

A number of European visitors report that by the 1600s
Hindu and Armenian merchants controlled trade on the
Caspian. For example, the Indians in particular linked the city
with the key northern port, Astrakhan, where they had a very
important community until the 1700s, and with other Indian
communities in central Asia and the Punjab. One indication
of the significance of the Indian community of traders was
the Indian temple in Baku. As early as 1784, visitors noted its
presence and that it was served by Brahman priests. The
Hindu community did not always have an easy time, however;
there are reports of attacks on the Hindus by Muslims and of
regular persecution.

By the sixteenth century, the English had appeared in Baku
as well. In 1555 agents from a new Moscow company in Lon-
don were sent to central Asia to report and develop trade.
From 1568 to 1574, their reports mention Baku as “a town
strange thing to behold, for there issueth out of the ground a
marvellous quantity of oil, which serveth all the country to
burn in their houses. This oil is black and called ‘nefte’ There
is also by the said town of Baku another kind of oil which is
white and very precious, and it is called petroleum”

The expanding Ottoman Empire occupied Baku from
1578 until 1603, when the city returned to Persian control.
Shortly after, the Turkish traveler Evliya Chelebi twice visited
Baku (1647 and 1660) and commented that the imposing
citadel protected a thriving caravan city, hosting caravans
from China, Syria, and Moscow. The Muscovites traded wal-
rus fangs, sables, and gray squirrels, he reports, in exchange
for salt, oil, saffron, and silk, and ships filled with oil set sail
for Iranian ports to the south. The German physician Engel-
bert Kampfer visited Baku in 1683, and his paintings offer an
excellent indication of the nature of the city at this time.

Under Peter the Great, the expanding Russian Empire set
out to turn the Caspian Sea into a Russian lake. The Russian
army besieged and captured Baku in July 1723 but returned
it to the Persians in 1735. New Russian-Iranian trade al-
liances were signed, and Baku was the key entrepot for the
regional exchange of slaves, agricultural goods, textiles, silk,
and iron.

In the wake of the Safavid decline, an autonomous
Khanate of Baku emerged after the mid-1700s. This indepen-
dence did not last long, however. Under Czar Alexander I (r.
1801-1825), Russia moved aggressively into the Caucasus,
and Baku fell to the Russians in 1806 during the Russo-
Iranian War of 1804-1813. Under the Treaty of Gulistan, Baku
was ceded to Russia, and the Baku Khanate was ended. The
city that was incorporated into the Russian Empire was small,
having only 10,000 inhabitants.

Despite its small population, the city was clearly a world
city. One indication of its global interlinkage was the 1817
outbreak of cholera, which spread along the trade routes from

India in the first of the great modern global epidemics. An-
other indication of the city’s continued prominence was the
growth of the carpet industry, serving changing fashion and
the rise of disposable income in Europe. Baku became a cen-
ter for carpet production, and producers were well aware that
they needed to meet the design and quality “requirements” of
a global industry.

Russian rule began to have an effect on increased trade
and economic welfare in the city. New legislation, standardi-
zation, and the introduction of steamships plying the
Caspian all had a powerful effect on moving Baku further up
the ranks of the global urban hierarchy. During this period,
the Russians affirmed the city’s centrality in a number of
ways: in 1859 Baku was designated an administrative center
at the core of the newly created Baku province, and in 1868
telegraph communications between Baku and Tbilisi were
established.

The city began its march to global oil dominance in 1823
when the first paraffin plant in the world was built in Baku to
process oil extracted around the city. In 1848 Russian engi-
neer E N. Semyenov drilled the world’s first modern oil well
on the Aspheron Peninsula. The first refinery plants were built
in 1859 in the suburbs of the city, ironically near the site of the
Zoroastrian temple. Modern exploitation began in 1872, with
the first “gusher” occurring in 1873.

The takeoff of the oil industry in Baku was fueled by both
local and foreign investors. The most famous were the Nobel
brothers, one of whom was Alfred Nobel of Nobel Prize and
dynamite fame. In 1878 they financed a major pipeline, and
in 1879 the older Nobel brothers established their own oil
production company, the Nobel Brothers Oil Extraction Part-
nership, and they quickly went on to control 75 percent of the
local industry. In addition, they were innovators: it was their
company that designed and ordered the first tanker to ply the
Caspian, and they went on to own a whole fleet of tankers. It
was also the Nobels who introduced railroad tanker cars and
tanker ports for storage. British investors were crucial to the
development of Baku oil as well. The Rothschild’s company
was formed in 1885, and Shell Oil appeared in 1890.

Baku’s central place in the evolving world system meant
that innovations in the industry had a global impact. In 1884
the “Baku method” of drilling using percussion to slam the bit
deeper into the ground was developed, and it quickly spread
globally.

It also meant that regional and local development revolved
around reticulation of the transport and supply networks for
Baku. The Rothschilds financed a railway to transport oil
from Baku to Tbilisi in 1883. In 1897-1907 the Nobels devel-
oped the largest pipeline in the world at the time to link Baku
with Batumi on the Black Sea (549 miles). Interestingly, the
oil magnates created their own association to “talk” about oil
issues, the Oil Extractors Congress Council (1884), with its
own magazine and library. In 1874 they supported the
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establishment in the city of a school for studying oil and its
discovery.

By 1900 Baku was the most significant ol city in the world,
the center of the global oil industry, and it serviced the largest
oil field of the time. There may have been more than 2,000 oil
wells in the city, producing more than 200,000 barrels per day.
This meant that by 1910 the city was responsible for more
than half of the oil industry’s global output. Alexandre
Dumas, the French author, visiting the city in the late 1850s,
observed of this nascent boom that “Baku is the most turbu-
lent city on the Caspian shore . .. [it] is indeed the commer-
cial center of the region.

The massive growth of the oil industry encouraged un-
planned and rampant growth of the city physically and in
terms of population. Baku was the world’s first oil “boomcity,”
and it suffered all the problems of a typical boomtown. One
key problem was the influx of people. In 1880 the city may
have had a population of more than 40,000; by 1913 that
number had swelled to 400,000. Many of these immigrants
were from outside Baku, either from across Russia or from
further afield, and the heterogeneous mix and cosmopolitan
feel of the city is still in evidence today. There was a high de-
gree of European immigration into the city along with the oil
industry. An influx of European Jews, for example, joined the
local Baku community to make Baku the most important
Jewish community in Azerbaijan.

Another implication of this unrestrained growth was the
dramatic transformation of its built environment. In particu-
lar, the city was directly influenced by the competition of the
various company owners in building villas and headquarters,
many still in evidence today around its streets. The commu-
nity also benefited from their involvement in supporting city
institutions and innovations, gardens, and civic projects. In
1896 the first womens college in eastern Russia was built in
Baku. The spin-offs into the service sector (hotels, telecom-
munications, transport) were tremendous and continue to in-
fluence the city today. The oil barons’ concern about innova-
tion and research laid the foundation for much of the
scientific and industrial progress made in Baku over the next
century. Some of the wealthiest were local investors, and they
plowed back into the community much of their wealth.

However, all this growth meant that the city was virtually
lawless and clearly a city of contrasts: the villas of the wealthy
oil barons versus the squalid company town housing on the
outskirts of the city for the immigrant labor. There were so
many assassinations and murders that the oil barons had
contingents of bodyguards with them wherever they went.

This lawlessness meant that dissidents from throughout
Russia could find a hiding place from the czar’s secret police
within Baku. From 1900 to 1904, for example, the Baku Power
Station was managed by a key Bolshevik, good at raising and
managing funds. He was able to hide comrades on the run

within the staff of the power station, and under cover of this
institution the whole Bolshevik financial network was man-
aged and expanded.

By 1905 the boomtown was running into difficulty: ethnic
and worker tension divided the city, and a downturn in pro-
duction and the loss of markets to other developing sites
globally meant that Baku was not as shiny as it had been. In
October 1906, the Union of the Workers of the Oil Industry
was established in Baku, and it became an important union
leading revolutionary activity throughout Russia. The subse-
quent oil worker strikes of 1907 were extremely important,
both for the organization of labor and for the trajectory of one
young Bolshevik organizer, losif Dzhugashvili (Stalin). Stalin,
born not far from Baku in Georgia, came to the city to organ-
ize a refinery workers strike, but local Mensheviks and Bol-
sheviks decided not to support him. Soon after, in early 1908,
Stalin was arrested and spent a formative six months in the
city prison, from where he was exiled to Vologda Province. But
in 1912 he was back in Baku, trying to keep the party to-
gether. It was during this same period that Pan-Turkic and
Pan-Iranian movements began to organize within the city for
dominance.

The German army understood the significance of Baku,
and in World War I it became a strategic objective of the gen-
eral command. German troops finally were landed in Batumi
on the Black Sea in June 1918. The war ended, however, before
they were able to march across the Caucasus and capture the
city.

With the Russian Revolution, Baku entered a difficult pe-
riod. Because of the large numbers of foreign and Russian
workers in the oil industry, Baku was the only city in the Cau-
casus to strongly support the Soviets. Outside Baku, however,
28 May 1918 was independence day for a non-Soviet Azerbai-
jan. Under pressure from a coalition of international forces,
the Baku Soviet was forced to abandon the city in late July
1918, and Baku became a key city for the Azerbaijan Demo-
cratic Republic during its short existence from 1918 to 1920.
In August 1918, 1,400 British troops arrived in Baku, invited
in by the republic as part of a scheme to keep out Turkish
troops. A month later, twenty-six “Baku Commissars” were
killed by British troops, and Armenians were massacred by
soldiers of Enver Pasha’s “Army of Islam.”

On 17 November 1918, a British army officer, General V.
Thompson, was appointed to run Baku in what became
known as the British Oil Administration. The goal was to sta-
bilize the oil and economic situation in Baku against chaos
that threatened Western interests. Thompson commented in
his journal that the lack of stability in the Caucasus, particu-
larly Georgia, was detrimental to Baku’s future: the West must
get the oil to Batumi or Supsa. The primacy of Baku can be
noted in Thompson’s observation that “ the general situation
in Azerbaijan depends almost entirely on the town of Baku.
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Owing to its oil wealth, the town of Baku has an influence far
out of proportion to its size” The British stayed only a year,
leaving Baku to its fate in August 1919.

The republic sent representatives to the Paris Peace Con-
ference, which recognized Azeri independence. But the Sovi-
ets under Lenin were not about to abandon the oil wealth of
Baku. In April 1920, components of the Bolshevik army fi-
nally captured Baku and overthrew the government, and
Baku was designated the capital of the new Azerbaijan Soviet
Socialist Republic. It was in the wake of this takeover that So-
viet policy in “the East” was crafted, starting with the Septem-
ber 1920 Congress of the Peoples of the East held in Baku and
attended by the likes of American John Reed.

After the revolution, Soviet policy was to develop Baku as
a key industrial city with a focus on the petrochemical indus-
try. The oil industry was nationalized, and the city was ex-
panded to include industrial and residential areas, supported
by a huge building program for libraries, museums, theaters,
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0il rigs in the boomtown of Baku, 1926. (Bettmann/Corbis)

and parks. Soviet policy also sought to control the diverse re-
ligious communities in Baku: mosques and churches were ei-
ther closed or brought under national control.

Under the Soviets, some oil from Baku was sold interna-
tionally. Most of the output, however, was used to serve the
expanding needs of Russia and the other republics. The in-
dustry remained innovative during this period, with the
first offshore oil field in the world opening near Baku in
1923, and in 1940 the first superdeep drilling occurred in
the area.

Baku came to play another role for the Soviet Union as
well: that of producing hard currency through its production
of two other products—caviar and carpets. Carpets and
caviar were exported to Europe and the monies returned to
Moscow. Ninety-five percent of all black caviar comes from
the Caspian, and the industry is crucial for Baku. Ironically,
it was impossible to find caviar in Baku during much of the
Soviet era.
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During World War II, the Germans, in need of oil, focused
on Baku again, Hitler pushing his troops to take the city. They
never made it, however, being stopped at Stalingrad. Part of
the German army did capture oil fields to the north around
Grozny, but Baku went on to play a key role in the industrial
war effort for the Soviets: two-thirds of the country’s wartime
0il came from Baku, and 100 new oil products were invented.

Postwar development of Baku was dramatic. The Russians
expanded offshore production with the building of the Oil
Rocks city in 1947 to access the shallow pools offshore in the
Caspian. They also continued industrial and scientific invest-
ment in the city, and Baku became the fifth-largest city in the
USSR and an educational center. The city became known as a
center for the production of oil industry equipment as well as
a key site for shipbuilding and the production of electrical
machinery. Baku also became crucial for chemicals, cement,
foodstuffs, shoes, and textiles production. The Baku Metro
subway opened in 1967, and the Soviets developed expanded
oil pipelines and rail links for oil through the Caucasus to the
Black Sea port of Novorossisk. Unfortunately, the city was
locked into the Soviet transport and economic system so
deeply that only Russian and Turkish airlines flew into the
city; it was completely disconnected from the Middle East
and from the expanding global order.

In the mid-1970s, the oil began to run out around the city,
shifting exploration and attention offshore. Refineries oper-
ated at partial capacity, and the city’s economic health began
to decline. Perhaps this is one reason why Baku was a site for
unrest against the Soviet regime. Certainly, by 1990 the possi-
bilities of change were in the air, with riots and internecine at-
tacks within the city. Gorbachev sent in Soviet troops: and on
19-20 January 1990, in what became known as “Black Janu-
ary; Soviet troops killed more than 200 protesters in the city.

Azerbaijani independence day was 18 October 1991, and
Baku became the capital of the new country. The city holds
significant primacy in the country, with more than 50 percent
of the country’s urban population living in Baku. Oil has con-
tinued to dominate the life of the city; for example, what be-
came known as the “contract of the century” was signed in
1994, creating the Azerbaijani International Operating Com-
pany (AIOC). Three different groups of international compa-
nies were brought together under a plan to invest more than
$1 billion to exploit three deepwater pools offshore. This
marked the return of Baku to the global oil market. In addi-
tion, the pipeline debates have involved Baku in political
wrangling over the routes and financing of various possible
pipelines to connect central Asian and Azeri oil to the
Mediterranean or Persian Gulf ports. The final decision to
pursue the Baku-Thilisi-Ceyhan route (BTC) owed much to
American and Turkish interests and to Baku’s need to dis-
tance itself from Moscow. The BTC, when completed, will
carry 1 million barrels of oil per day to the Mediterranean.

0il continues to move out of Baku along other tracks as
well, however. Relations with Iran have improved, and so
tankers on the Caspian move oil to northern Iran from the
city, as do pipelines. Major refineries for Azerbaijani oil are lo-
cated in Baku; for example, the Azneftyag refinery produces
60 percent of the country’s output. However, its refining ca-
pacity remains underutilized, and the national government is
working hard to get contracts from Russia and Kazakhstan.

Today the city has three major geographic areas: the inner
core, or city (Icheri Sheher), sometimes called the “Acropolis
of Baku,” which is where the ancient monuments and build-
ings, many twelfth century, are congregated; a second area of
modern buildings from the Soviet era, including the univer-
sity, the museums, and the boulevards; and the sprawling
suburbs, which extend up the mountain, cover the peninsula,
and stretch well to the north and south of the ancient core.
Some of those living in the poorest areas of the city are inter-
nally displaced persons (IDPs) from the conflict with Arme-
nia. International nongovernmental organizations (NGOs)
are currently helping more than 26,000 IDPs within Greater
Baku.

Issues of Islamic fundamentalism have arisen in the city,
with the three Sunni mosques accused of being avenues for
Wahhabism (one report suggests 15,000 Wahhabists within
Baku alone) and Saudi financial largess. Leaders of the
Jeyshullah (Army of God) were convicted in 2000 of robbing
the European Development Bank and of planning to blow up
the U.S. Embassy in Baku. And since 2003, the government
has been cracking down on all such movements, arresting
Imams and protesters in this predominantly Shi’i city as well
as curtailing human rights and freedom of expression.

The city faces other problems as well. Pollution in particu-
lar is of grave concern. Given the unfettered development of
the oil industry over the last century, the push for chemical
and petrochemical industrial production, the high use of fer-
tilizer for agriculture, and poorly planned population expan-
sion, the Baku region is now suffering from three interrelated
environmental disasters: chemical pollution by the rivers
feeding into the Caspian, offshore oil industry refuse, and ris-
ing water levels. International aid agencies are particularly
concerned about the effects of these environmental problems
on the health of the local population, and new projects in con-
junction with the national government are set to try to tackle
them.

Bruce Stanley

Further Readings

De Waal, Thomas. Black Garden: Armenia and Azerbaijan through
Peace and War. New York: New York University Press, 2003.

Henry, James D. Baku: An Eventful History. London: A. Constable,
1905.

Heyat, Farideh. Azeri Women in Transition. London: Routledge, 2002.

Suny, Ronald G. The Baku Commune, 1917-1918. Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1972.



Bandar Abbas

69

Bandar Abbas
Population: 351,000 (2005 estimate)

Bandar Abbas was the main Safavid port city in the
seventeenth century and one of the grandest ports on the
Arabian Sea. Strategically located at the entrance to the
Persian Gulf, halfway between India and Aleppo, the city is
both the descendant of the famous ancient city of Old Hormuz,
which so awed Marco Polo, and the amirate of Hormuz, which
flourished from 1300 to 1600 on the island nearby. The fragile
opulence of Hormuz gave way to a new state-controlled port,
and today Bandar Abbas is Iran’s most important port and
main naval base and key to its networking with the global
economy.

Bandar Abbas, named after the Safavid Shah Abbas I
(1588-1629), is strategically located on the Strait of Hormuz,
through which flows 40 percent of the world’s oil. Thirty-
three miles to the south across the Persian Gulf is the Sul-
tanate of Oman and the United Arab Emirates. Bandar
Abbas, pronounced Bandar-e Abbas (port of Abbas) but
commonly referred to as Bandar, is protected from the heavy
sea by the islands of Hormuz, Larek, and Qeshm. The coast of
the Strait of Hormuz is dotted with reefs, and the winds are
notorious for going calm. Its climate is humid and hot, with
50 percent humidity and the temperature often reaching 122
degrees Fahrenheit between May and October. Traditionally,
many of its inhabitants migrated out of town during the
hottest periods. The city is now the capital of Hormuzgan
Province, and although most of the province is desert rarely
more than 820 feet above sea level, the hinterland is moun-
tainous. The Payeh Mountains are located approximately 150
miles to the north, with its highest peak at Mount Hezar at
14,502 feet; the Zagros Mountains are approximately 150
miles to the northwest; and smaller mountains are about 100
miles to both the east and the west. From the city, there is a
natural pass inland into the heart of the country, and it was
this easy access route that made the port, with its natural
harbor, such a desirable site. Tehran lies 920 miles to the
north.

The origins of the ancient Old Hormuz, located next to
Bandar Abbas, are vague. The name Hormuz could have de-
rived from the Zoroastrian god Ahura Mazda or from the
local word hurmogh (date palm). The creation of the town has
been credited to Ardashir I (r. AD 226-241), the founder of
the Sassanian dynasty. Ptolemy (ca. 100—ca. 178) referred to a
“Harmuza” but with a different position. The earliest refer-
ence, however, is that of Nearchus, one of Alexander the
Great’s officers, who anchored in the district of Harmozeia at
the mouth of the Anamis River (now Minab Creek).

Between the ninth and sixteenth centuries, overland trade
routes linked Hormuz to Shiraz via Tarom, Forg, Fasa, Lar,

Gahrom, and Karzin. The route between Hormuz and Lar was
one of the country’s harshest passings, winding through in-
hospitable mountain ranges. Although Siraf and Kish were
the two ports that dominated the Persian Gulf between 1000
and 1200, by the tenth century Hormuz had established itself
as an important port city for the Kerman, Sistan, and
Khurasan provinces. In 1229, when the ruler of Hormuz con-
quered Kish, the city was considered to be the Persian Gulf’s
chief port city and trading center with the East, and it re-
mained so until the Portuguese invasion. During this period
it grew to approximately 200 acres. Marco Polo may have vis-
ited Hormuz in 1272 and 1293 on his journey through Iran to
and from China.

With the breakup of the Ilkhanid dynasty, the Persian
Gulf’s islands became united by the kings of Hormuz, with
Sunnis of Arab ethnicity ruling a semi-independent princi-
pality. In their advance to power, they used their navy to
capture rival port cities like Kish, which was taken in 1229.
By 1300, fearing attack from marauding tribes, Shah Qutb
ad-Din Tahamatan moved the port and its inhabitants to the
island of Jarun, four miles south of the nearest point on the
mainland and twenty-five miles west of the entrance of the
Hormuz Creek. Although the new port was known as New
Hormuz, both the port and the island came to be simply
known as Hormuz. This small but powerful trading state,
controlling territory on both sides of the Gulf, used the is-
land with its two ports (one for large ships, the other for
smaller ones) as a highly defensible site, built their kingdom
around it, and cleared pirates from the sea-lanes. The pow-
ers on the mainland could not take the city and did not wish
to. Although the island was only rock and salt, with no good
drinking water, an entrep6t grew up on the new site and
hosted quarters for many different merchants, including
Jews, Gujaratis, and Iranians. By charging low customs fees,
the shah ruled over powerful merchant clans (such as the
Baghdadi or Fali families) but did not directly participate in
trade, rather extracting wealth by taxing imports. The city
did serve long-distance trade, but it was also crucial to the
intra-Indian Ocean trade of Iran with India and East Africa.
Of particular value was the trade in horses (to southern
India), jewels, pearls, and slaves for the armies of India. To
the Europeans who visited in the 1400s, Hormuz was a “vast
emporium of the world”; to the Chinese admiral Ma Huan,
it was the best-managed port in the Indian Ocean. To Ibn
Battuta, ca. 1347, it was a fine and large city, with busy mar-
kets. Unfortunately, the city-state increasingly suffered from
internal strife, and by 1503 it was forced to pay tribute to
Shah Isma’il I.

Although seized briefly in 1507, the city was captured by
the Portuguese under the leadership of Afonso de Albu-
querque (1453-1515) around 1514. These invaders recog-
nized Hormuz as a strategic location for the foundation of
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their empire in the East but did not manage the city nearly as
well as had its previous rulers. At first, Hormuz prospered, but
gradually the corruption and heavy-handedness of their ad-
ministration drove merchants away. There were a number of
revolts by the local population; the one in 1522 led to the re-
bellion being crushed, the city being burned, and a new,
young shah of Hormuz being placed on the throne to sign a
new treaty with the Portuguese overlords. Although the Ot-
tomans tried a number of times to capture the city, it was not
until 1622 that the Portuguese commercial monopoly came to
an end and Hormuz’s importance was replaced by that of
Bandar Abbas. By 1927 the site on the island was practically
uninhabited, with only around 200 families.

The village of Gamru (also known as Gombroon) on the
mainland, approximately thirteen miles northwest of the new
Hormuz and a little west of the modern Bandar Abbas, was
also under Portuguese occupation and had been developed
into a successful port. Although Gamru was reportedly seized
by Safavid troops as early as 1614, it wasn't until January
1622, after a three-month siege, that New Hormuz was cap-
tured by Shah Abbas Is forces, led by the Fars governor Imam
Qoli Khan and assisted by the East India Company. Initially
the company was reluctant to get involved in an act of war as
it was against its charter. However, with the promise of privi-
leges—opportunity to house a factory, duty-free imports and
exports, half of the revenues received in customs, a monopoly
of Persian silk, the Hormuz castle—they succumbed. Gamru,
which lies inland up the Minau River, was renamed Bandar
Abbas and became the first commercial settlement of the
British in the Persian Gulf. New Hormuz was plundered to
provide building materials for the new Bandar Abbas. The po-
litical appointments of sultan (the superior authority) and
shahbandar (master of the port) were created. As these were
named directly by the imperial court, they tended to reflect
the rise and fall of influential groups. The year 1622 was a
turning point in the history of the Persian Gulf as it marked
the decline of the Portuguese and the rise of the British in the
region.

Shah Abbas established Bandar Abbas as the main port of
the dynasty and the Persian Gulf as part of the strategy to
control silk production and its trade. Although initially an
insignificant settlement of about 1,500 houses, the city was
especially laid out to enable the loading and unloading of ves-
sels. Small crafts were used for the embarkation and disem-
barkation of large vessels, which were able to come about five
miles from the coast. A 1638 report describes two castles and
a square fort defending the city’s entrance. Its houses were
built with burnt brick and featured wind towers. The city was
at its busiest commercially between October and May, with
the arrival of the caravans. Traders included those of Persian,
Arab, Jewish, and Armenian origin, and in 1672 Bandar
Abbas was described as an emporium visited by Moors, the

English, French, and Dutch. Exports to India via Bandar
Abbas included horses, gold, silver, Khorasani raw silk, bro-
cades, and rhubarb, while imports included Asian dyestuff,
spices, and Indian rice and sugar. By the 1630s, the link be-
tween Bandar Abbas and the textile-producing areas of
northern India was extremely significant to the city’s trade.

The latter part of the seventeenth century saw the start of
a decrease in the importance of the city. The port’s business
was driven away by the extensive corruption of the 1640s and
1670s, the Mughal-Safavid wars of the 1650s, and famine and
harvest failures of the 1660s. The Dutch, having also estab-
lished themselves in Bandar Abbas, relocated to Kharg Island.
By 1645 the British moved to Basrah, partly because their
ships could only use the port for a couple of months per year
and were vulnerable to attack. Nonetheless, 1664 saw the
founding of the French East India Company (EIC) and the es-
tablishment of trading rights and factories for it at Bandar
Abbas.

Although commercial activity continued during the eigh-
teenth, nineteenth, and early twentieth centuries, the city was
no longer the emporium of its glory days. The population
dropped from around 12,000 at the end of the eighteenth cen-
tury to approximately 5,000 in 1830. A key reason for the
city’s decline was the overall decline in Iran’s trade caused by
the Afghan overthrow of the Safavids, the subsequent Russian
and Turkish invasions, and the establishment of a rival port at
Bushehr by Nadir Shah (r. 1736-1747) (also known as Tah-
masp Quli Khan).

Another reason for its decline was infighting among the
European powers for control of the port. On 12 October 1759,
for example, the French, under the leadership of Comte d’Es-
taing, landed in Bandar Abbas as part of their war with En-
gland. The EIC submitted, and its factory along with its con-
tents and money were handed over; the factory was burned.
The EIC temporarily moved to the Dutch factory and in 1763
completely abandoned Bandar Abbas for Bushehr.

After 1793 the city was leased to the sultan of Oman, who
used the island primarily for the production of salt and kept
a garrison at the fort; he reportedly made approximately
$10,000 per year in revenue from customs that passed
through the city, and when he visited the city he stayed in the
former Dutch factory house. The city reverted back to the Qa-
jarites midcentury following a rebellion in Muscat. During
the nineteenth century, it was the export point for Kerman
carpets and Khamir sulfur. Even by the end of the century,
caravans were still plying the roads from the port, reaching
Kerman to the north, for example, in around eighteen days. In
the growing age of steam on the Persian Gulf, mail steamers
would call at the port on their way to India. During World War
I, the British raised a force in Bandar Abbas called the South
Persian Rifles to fight the Ottomans in Basrah. In 1927 it was
reported that the Bushehr-Shiraz route diverted traffic from
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German map of Hormuz, 1747. (Arkstee, Johann Caspar, and Henricus Merkus, Allgemeine Historie der Reisen zu Wasser und Lande; oder Sammlung
aller Reisebeschreibungen, no. 10. Leipzig, ca. 1747)

the city. By the 1950s, Bandar Abbas was reduced from its pre-
vious glory to a fishing port. The population was estimated at
17,000, having grown from the 1930s estimate of 8,000.

Despite Bandar Abbas being out of favor for the first half
of the twentieth century, its fortunes changed dramatically
during the second half. Investment in the city began in the
1930s with the establishment of a cotton-spinning mill and a
road between Bandar Abbas and Kerman. It was developed as
a major commercial port during the Iran-Iraq War (1980-
1988) to replace Khorramshahr, which had been occupied by
Iraqi forces. By the 1990s, about 75 percent of Iran’s Persian
Gulf imports were passing through the city. Now populated by
Persian Bandaris, black Africans, and Arabs, and having a
large Sunni minority, Bandar Abbas has been restored as an
important port city, connected by air, rail, and road to Tehran
and the rest of the country. It was from Bandar Abbas in July
1988 that Iran Air 655 left on its way to Dubai and was shot
down by the USS Vincennes; 290 civilians were killed.

Unusually, in February 1999, Bandar Abbas hosted a group
of American cruise tourists.

In addition to being a smuggling center for small ships
crossing to the Arab side of the Gulf, Bandar Abbas is now

home to major industries such as steel, milling cotton, fish
processing, textile manufacturing, aluminum smelting, and
refining. It is also the export center for the hinterland’s
chromium, red oxide, salt, and sulfur mines. Bandar Abbas is
also home to the crackers (refining plants) that transform
South Pars gas into ethylene feedstock. Recent projects in-
clude an Iranian-Indian joint-venture condensates refinery in
May 2004, expansion of the refinery in June 2004, an Iranian-
European joint-venture steel production plant in April 2005,
and a smelter project at the end of 2005. On a regional scale,
Bandar Abbas is now assuming a key role in the regional
transport infrastructure as well. In November 2005, a draft
agreement for the Trans-Asian Railway, which would link
northern Europe to southern Asia via Bandar Abbas, was
signed, thus developing a new north-south corridor to com-
pete with ship traffic via the Suez Canal.

The port remains a center for the Iranian navy. In 1977 the
shift was made from Khorramshahr to the newly completed
base at Bandar Abbas, and it is now the naval fleet headquar-
ters and principal dock facilities. A small submarine force is
headquartered there, as are frigates and destroyers.

Shabnam Holliday
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Basrah
Population: 1.5 million (2005 estimate)

Basrah is the second-largest city in Iraq, the key port for
Baghdad on the Shatt al-Arab, and the first created city of
Islam. Home for the development of Arabic grammar and
renowned for poetry, the city has been a key trading center for
1,300 years, with its merchants and expatriate community
spread widely throughout the Islamic and edge cities of Africa,
central Asia, and the Indian Ocean. It is also a city of
resistance, the mother of numerous Islamic sects, and a site
where Arab nationalism began to flower.

Basrah (Arabic, al-Basrah; Medieval Europe, Basorah or
Bassora) is situated in southern Iraq, thirty miles northwest
from the head of the Persian Gulf. Located in a marshy flood-
plain created over thousands of years by the confluence of the
Tigris and Euphrates rivers as they flow into the Gulf, the city
has had to cope with flooding, meandering rivers, and silting
throughout its history. As a result, the city has actually “mi-
grated” over the centuries, gradually moving toward the
northeast since its founding. Today “old Basrah, as it is called,
lies some seven miles to the southwest of “new Basrah,” which
is closer to the current channel of the Shatt al-Arab. This mi-
gration has occurred for a number of reasons, including con-
flict and destruction. With each rebuilding, the city’s elites
have taken advantage of the necessity to relocate the city
closer to the changing Shatt al-Arab channel. In addition,
since the hinterland of the city is laced with ancient or re-
newed canals and ditches, the city’s location has evolved as
this network has expanded or contracted. The new Basrah is
located on elevated land known as the “Basrah Bar™: silt de-
posited by the Karun River running down from the Zagros
Mountains into the Shatt al-Arab.

Habitation of the site and in the vicinity is very ancient.
Archaeological evidence indicates that the local area was in-
habited at least from the Bronze Age, and it is believed that a
sequence of cities lies scattered around the plain, all within
close proximity of the site under layers of alluvial silt. The
Persians had a settlement in the area known as Vahishtabadh

Ardasher. When the first Arab army arrived in AD 635, they
camped close to the remains of the Persian site and called it
al-Khurayba (little ruin).

In 638 Utba ibn Ghazwan, companion of the Prophet, es-
tablished a military camp on the site under the orders of
Caliph Umar. Umar’s reasoning appears to have been strate-
gic: build a military camp for Arab troops on the eastern bor-
der of the nascent empire, both to keep them uncorrupted by
the local community and to guard the major boundaries of
the Arab desert. Basrah was thus the first city founded by
Arab Muslim troops after they emerged from the Arabian
Peninsula and the first city of the Islamic Empire.

As a security city, Basrah quickly grew as the supply and
provision base for campaigns into Iran. Many Arab fighters
from the Arabian Peninsula subsequently retired here, and
the new city quickly took on a tribal and militaristic charac-
ter. Companions of the Prophet, like al-Zubayr ibn al-Awwam,
settled in Basrah as investors and landowners. Al-Zubayr’s
house in the city was famous, and he was so wealthy that
when he died he left behind 50,000 gold dinars, thousands of
slaves, and more than 1,000 horses. Other companions owned
so much land that their daily income was more than 1,000
dirhams. These new landowners encouraged infrastructural
projects; the salt marshes around the city were drained, creat-
ing fertile plains for grains and profits.

The city also quickly became a site for unrest and rebel-
lion. The source of this unrest was the changing nature of the
Muslim community as it expanded. Given the flood of new
non-Arab converts to the faith, a key political question was of
progenitor rights and privileges of the original Arab tribes
from the peninsula. Likewise, by the time of the third caliph,
Uthman, the Muslim state incorporated territory stretching
from Iran to North Africa. Fundamental communal questions
of legitimacy, centralization of control, land allocation, and
taxation could no longer be managed as they had been in the
period just after Muhammad’s death. Caliph Uthman did not
handle these issues well, and rebellion came to a head in 655
when dissidents from Basrah, Kufa, and Egypt joined to-
gether to murder Uthman in Makkah (see also “Kufa” and
“Cairo”).

Basrah was the site of the uprising against the fourth
caliph, Ali, by Muhammad’s widow, Aisha, and her Quraishi
supporters, including al-Zubayr. Seeking to bring to justice
the murderers of Uthman, the rebel forces were defeated at
the Battle of the Camel outside Basrah in 658, and the upris-
ing was quashed.

Although the city was primarily Sunni, a number of the
early heterodox movements in Islam found great favor and
support in Basrah. Uprisings occurred in the city in 683 and
again in 701 against the Umayyads. In particular, Ibadhism,
which stressed that membership in the Muslim community
came by faith and not by Arab blood, evolved within the
Quranic madrasas of Basrah around AD 720. Women played
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an important role in helping spread the new beliefs, as did
merchant converts in the city. It is from Basrah that the first
Ibadhi missionaries (hamalat al-ilm, or bearers of learning)
were sent out to proselytize North Africa. The seeds that fell
among the Berbers in what is now central Algeria and in Mo-
rocco were particularly successful. By the mid-eighth century,
one of those sent out from Basrah was declared Imam, and
the Ibadhi Berber (Rustum) power was born (777-909). For
generations afterward, Ibadhis, long-distance trade, and Bas-
rah were linked into merchant networks and scholar ex-
changes that stretched from Morocco to Oman and China.

The early city was also the home of holy mystics who in-
spired the Sufi tradition in Islam. Hasan al-Basri (d. 728), a
gadi (Muslim judge or legal official) and preacher, is consid-
ered the father of Muslim mysticism. Rabi’a of Basrah
(717-801), a female mystic who is revered as an early Suf, is
another example. She was born in Basrah, apocryphal stories
of her visual parables illustrating the insights of Islam
abound, and her poetry and teachings are still studied today.

The city was home to the invention and institutionaliza-
tion of Arabic grammar. Generations of scholars developed
Arab philology into a high art, and the city was famous for its
school of grammarians. It is usually argued that Abul Awad
al-Duali (d. ca. 689) was the founder of the discipline. He and
the early philologists evolved their skills in concert with the
study of the Quran and with the collection of traditions; the
scholars collected poetry and verse from the Bedouin of the
desert, known for their pure Arabic. Basrah was the site for
this development, goes one argument, because the city was
the first meeting place for the hordes of new Persian converts
to Islam and the original Arab converts from Makkah and
Madinah. The Arabs became so concerned that the Persians
would corrupt the Quran with their sloppy Arabic that it was
essential to train them in proper Arabic grammar.

Among other roles, the city became the point of embarka-
tion for Iraqi pilgrims going on the hajj to Makkah. The
Basrah-Makkah route, known as the Darb Zubayda, became
one of the most famous pilgrimage routes in Muslim history.
Under the Abbasids (750-1256), the newly developed route
from Basrah to Makkah had to be laid out, provisioned with
regular water via underground cisterns as well as khans built
for the thousands of pilgrims, and provided with ample secu-
rity. Many benefactors gave money to provide this support for
the yearly procession. The most important donor to the devel-
opment of this pilgrim route was the wife of the caliph Harun
ar-Rashid (786-809), Zubayda (see also “Makkah”).

The heyday of the city was during the eighth and ninth
centuries. Baghdad was the world’s largest city, the center of a
world order that stretched from North Africa to Afghanistan.
Basrah was the empire’s key entrepdt, home to perhaps
400,000 people. Trade routes radiated out from Basrah to
China, East Africa, and the Russian steppes. Given the city’s
constant struggle with tidal flooding and silting, the Ab-

basids, to maintain Basrah’s preeminent position, imple-
mented further massive construction projects, including
canals, a river port,and major water provision. Early Arab ge-
ographers described the city as a garden city, crossed by
canals and gardens. The canals allowed oceangoing ships to
sail up the Shatt al-Arab and unload their goods into ware-
houses around Basrah. Caravans as well, arriving via Persia
and the Arabian Desert, unloaded in Basrah. Customs were
collected at Basrah, and only then would the goods be loaded
onto riverboats for the trip up the Tigris to Baghdad for dis-
tribution throughout the empire (see also “Zubair”).

The stories of Sinbad the Sailor, codified in the collection
The Thousand and One Nights, are generally assumed to orig-
inate from seafaring stories collected in Basrah from among
the thousands of sailors who berthed in the city during the
days of the Abbasids. Ships from the city dropped anchor in
ports from Zanzibar to Malacca, returning with perfumes,
precious stones, and gold. Basrahn merchants, often Persians,
set up agencies and trading outposts along these long-
distance routes; few traders were seen as better than the Bas-
rahns (see also “Zanzibar”).

Basrah was also a production and industrial site. It was
particularly known for its glassmaking, pottery, and carpets
as well as the diversity and sweetness of its dates. As a secu-
rity city, it also was an arsenal for the storage and production
of major military hardware. Industrial production, agricul-
tural plantations, and long-distance trade all required cre-
ative financing, and so Basrah attracted a large Christian and
Jewish community heavily involved in providing credit to
support these ventures.

Basrah, with its canals, date plantations, cotton and sugar
production, and seaport status, needed labor to maintain its
infrastructure and support its industry. As a result, thousands
of black slaves (zanj) from East and West Africa were brought
to the Basrah area to work as forced labor and were main-
tained in large slave camps. The slave market in Basrah, the
Suq al-Nakhkhasin, was famous throughout the empire. One
rebellion was crushed in 694, but in 868, fired up by a
preacher proclaiming himself a prophet, the zanj rebelled and
maintained their rebellion until 883. In the process, they cap-
tured and burned Basrah in 871, leaving perhaps as many as
300,000 dead. The city remained under their control for a
number of years before their strongholds in the marshes
around Basrah were wiped out.

From its founding, Basrah was a city known for its schol-
arship, educational institutions, poetry, and musical accom-
plishments. Ibn Sarwan and the library he built in Basrah
were renowned throughout Dar al-Islam. Many famous poets
emerged from the city’s creative environment. Basrah also
was celebrated for its slave girls (gayna), who received exten-
sive training in singing and music. After nine years of train-
ing, such slave girls were reported to have had a repertoire of
more than 4,000 songs. With the fall of the Abbasid Empire,
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Basrah’s role as a key entrepot decreased, although the city
kept its hand in trade.

Basrah was virtually untouched by the Mongol invasion in
the late thirteenth century. But with Baghdad destroyed and
the Ilkhani dynasty in charge (1256-1336), regional trade
routes suffered dramatically,and Basrah with them. The city’s
population declined, and the city shrunk in size and impor-
tance. When Ibn Battuta visited the city in 1327, he found the
Grand Mosque in need of repair and, for a city renowned for
its grammarians, its ulema (clerks or religious scholars who
led the Muslim community) poorly trained. As a result of this
decline in fortunes, and the continual silting of the Shatt al-
Arab, “old Basrah” was abandoned, and “new Basrah” was
founded farther to the northeast.

The city’s wealth and importance revived with the estab-
lishment and expansion of the new “gunpowder empires” of
the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. To the northwest of Bas-
rah, the Ottoman Empire emerged after 1350. As the Ottomans
progressively conquered Anatolia and eastern Europe, Aleppo
became the entrance from the east into this new empire. Trade
routes to the Indian Ocean and East Africa were reinvigorated,
and the Aleppo-Hit-Ana-Baghdad-Basrah city network be-
came crucial to overland trade via Bursa and Venice to Europe.
The centrality of the Aleppo-Basrah route is reflected in the
emergence of a second route between these two cities via al-
Qusayr, Karbala, Kubaysah, and Qasr al-Thvan. Basrah wel-
comed goods from India, including textiles, spices, and dyes;
from China and Tibet, caravans arrived with shipments of
musk and rhubarb destined ultimately for Bursa.

By the early 1500s, the Ottomans expanded into Iraq, and
Basrah was captured by their troops, using artillery, in 1546.
Within a year, the vilayat (province) of Basrah was estab-
lished as the seat of a sanjak begi (its own governor-general).
The Ottomans built a new naval base in the city, emphasizing
its role as a security city for the southern flank of the empire.

A second empire emerged to the southeast of Basrah in
the early sixteenth century, that of the Portuguese, who cap-
tured Hormuz at the southern entrance to the Persian Gulf in
1515. The first reports of the city by Portuguese visitors ap-
peared in 1517. With the simultaneous consolidation of Ot-
toman power at the head of the Gulf, the stage was set for a
century of military and trade confrontation. Hormuz and
Basrah squared off as key ports for each empire, and the cities
and islands caught between became pawns in the “great
game.”

The Ottomans did not stop with Basrah but went on to
capture al-Hasa and al-Qatif on the eastern littoral of the Per-
sian Gulf in 1550. Pushing their offensive, in 1552 the Ot-
toman Suez fleet tried to take Hormuz but failed. The Por-
tuguese in Hormuz responded by trying to capture Basrah in
1556 (see also “Bandar Abbas”). With their failure, Bahrain
became the central point of tension and conflict between the

two empires over the next 100 years (see also “Manama”).
Gradually, a modus vivendi emerged, with the Ottomans con-
trolling the overland route to Europe, starting in Basrah, and
the Portuguese dominating the sea routes to India and East
Africa.

Basrah benefited from being the central command, con-
trol,and provision city for the southern frontier. For example,
in 1558, 200,000 pieces of gold were sent to Basrah by the
governor-general of Egypt to support the construction of a
fleet in Basrah. Basrah was the key supply point for al-Hasa
Province; numerous times the governor of Basrah supplied
gold, lumber, ships, cannons, gunpowder, and soldiers to sup-
port the Ottoman domains further along the Gulf.

As the century progressed, overall transit trade increased.
Ships came to Basrah from Hormuz every month filled with
Indian goods such as spices, drugs, indigo, and Calicut cloth.
Caravans of 4,000 camels accompanied by a mixture of west-
ern merchants (termed “Franks” by the Arabs but primarily
Venetians), Indian Muslims, Baghdadi merchants, and Per-
sian brokers would assemble in the city then depart for
Aleppo. The city’s minority communities increased, with
Jews, Armenians, and baniyans (Hindu merchants) all in-
volved in the long-distance trading networks as financers,
merchants, and commodity brokers.

At the beginning of the seventeenth century, a new empire
appeared in the Persian Gulf and threatened Basrah’s preem-
inence. As the Safavids (1501-1722) under Shah Abbas
(1588-1629) centralized their control over the Iranian
plateau and coast, they clashed with the Ottomans in the Gulf.
The Safavids were able to dislodge the Portuguese in Hormuz
by 1622, leaving the Portuguese a toehold only in Muscat.
From 1624 to 1638, the Safavids controlled Baghdad but were
unable to take Basrah. One reason was that in 1624, when
threatened by the Persians, the Ottoman commander of Bas-
rah asked the Portuguese in Muscat for naval assistance. This
the Portuguese provided, since Basrah had become a key
trading port for what was left of their “empire.” The result was
the establishment of a Portuguese “factory” in Basrah and the
formation of a community of Carmelite monks in the city.

With the restoration of Ottoman control over its Iraqi
provinces and the signing of an Ottoman-Persian treaty
known as the “peace of Zuhab” at Qasr Sirin in 1639, the
Iranian-Iraqgi border became fairly well agreed upon, and a
period of calm followed in the Gulf. It was during this period
that the emerging trading companies of the English and
Dutch began to work their way into Basrah. The English first
established a factory in 1645, though it was not permanent.
The Dutch came at about the same time and in fact were the
primary European traders in the region during most of the
rest of the century. They imported textiles, pepper, nutmeg,
cloves, steel, tin, sandalwood, and manufactured goods into
Basrah. Of particular importance were the regular “sugar voy-
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ages” of Java sugar from Batavia to Basrah. Following the
third Dutch-British war of 1672, however, Dutch power in the
city began to decline.

In a demonstration of changing power structures in
southern Iraq, the Muntafiq tribal confederation was able to
capture Basrah in 1694 and hold it for a number of years. A
revitalized Ottoman administration finally retook the city,
however, and set out to restore Basrah’s centrality to trade at
the head of the Persian Gulf. They even went so far as to shift
the Euphrates River back into its old bed, a major engineering
project that helped the city that had been left high and dry by
the shifting river.

During the eighteenth century, there was fierce competi-
tion between Basrah and the Iranian ports to attract and keep
European trade. In 1763 the British East India Company
(EIC) received permission to move its primary factory in the
Gulf from Bandar Abbas to Basrah. This agreement privileged
British interests to the detriment of local Basrahn merchants.
It did mean, however, that during subsequent hostilities with
the Persians, the Basrah governor was able to ask the British
to organize “coffee ship convoys” under their flag and protec-
tion to protect the Mocha-Basrah coffee route so important to
British merchants. Europeans became more involved in polit-
ical and economic intrigue in the city, often subverting the
local governors as well as each other’s contracts and plans.

The late eighteenth century was not an easy one for the
city’s inhabitants. Basrah experienced a major epidemic in
1773, followed by a siege by Zand (Iranian) forces in 1775. As
a result, the city’s population plummeted from 40,000 to as
few as 4,000. The Jewish community was able to persevere,
however. The story goes that during the Zand occupation of
the city, the sizable Jewish community was severely perse-
cuted by the occupying army. In response, they communally
prayed for a miracle. Soon afterward, his own men killed the
Zand vizier, and their forces withdrew from Basrah. To this
day, Iraqi Jews, although living in Israel, celebrate a special
“Purim of Basrah” to remember their deliverance.

The residents for the East India Company, being poorly
paid, were allowed to enter into their own private trading
deals in addition to their responsibilities for the EIC. As a re-
sult, many of them became very wealthy, lived out their lives
in Basrah, jointly owned ships trading out of the city, and in-
vested in export and import ventures. Residents were not al-
ways culturally sensitive. In 1803, for example, a mob report-
edly broke into the home of one of the EIC’s sea captains to
“rescue a Muslim woman” kept as his mistress. Their respon-
sibilities for the EIC included spying on the French and Dutch
agents in the city and maintaining their section of the over-
land mail route from England to India via Istanbul (Aleppo to
Basrah to Bombay). Security along the route was always a
problem: between 1801 and 1803, the mail was “plundered”
by robbers fourteen times. Since Armenian merchants were
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moving pearls from Bahrain via Basrah to Istanbul using the
overland mail, there was some attraction in stealing the mail
packets.

With the rise of Napoléon in France, British representa-
tives in Iraq began to worry about broader security issues, in
particular French territorial designs on the Gulf. It is in this
context that in 1805 we get the first suggestion by local British
residents to their superiors in London that the government
should establish a protectorate over an independent Iraq
where security could be provided by a local force trained by
the British army.

Long-distance trade through Basrah continued despite
global conflict and the beginnings of industrialization. In the
1830s, the yearly Basrah-Aleppo caravan still contained 6,000
camels and transported Indian textiles, perfumes, drugs,
pearls, rubies, glass, and porcelain. Grain shipments from the
Basrah area to other parts of the Ottoman domains increased
during this time, making the city a crucial breadbasket for the
empire.

Ship traffic into the city declined in the early nineteenth
century; during the 1840s, Basrah received only eighty ships
(11,000 tons) per year. With the introduction of steamships,
new technologies of communication, and overland transport
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during the middle part of the century, however, the city’s for-
tunes experienced a dramatic reversal. By 1890 Basrah was
receiving 100,000 tons of imports via its harbor; by 1913 the
figure was 400,000 tons. The opening of the Suez Canal in
1869 was particularly significant for the health of the city’s
trading role. Instead of using the slower, overland northern
Iran-Black Sea route, for example, the Iranian capital could
now be quickly reached via a Tehran-Basrah connection (see
also “Tehran”).

Basrah experienced significant socioeconomic disruption
after 1869. Much of it was self-inflicted by the Tanzimat re-
forms in land tenure and education, which destabilized many
sectors of traditional society. Between 1910 and 1914, the
Turks also implemented a number of large-scale infrastruc-
tural projects around Basrah, including extending the irri-
gated date plantations around the city and building the
Hindiya Dam. International banks opened offices in Basrah
in the early twentieth century, and the appearance of printing
presses contributed to the spread of new ideas. Within the
city, a new intellectual elite evolved that sought to expand
their horizons through connections with the Arab world,
other urban elites, and the emerging world order. These “new
Basrahns” began to imagine their future via Arabism, Iraqi
nationalism, or Islamic reform.In 1911 Taleb al-Nagib, a lead-
ing Sunni notable in the city, started the newspaper al-Dustur
(the Constitution) and established the Reformist League of
Basrah. The league and paper initially argued for Iraqs incor-
poration within a federated empire but soon began calling for
an independent Irag, where Sunni and Shi’i would work to-
gether for the good of the “Arab nation”

European involvement in the city became more compli-
cated with the new century. A Russian consulate opened in
1901, and the first German consulate appeared in 1911. The
Germans in particular sought influence with the Ottomans
through technological projects such as the Berlin-Baghdad
Railway. The British were fearful of this project for geostrate-
gic reasons and so sought to push for a Baghdad-to-Basrah
leg of the project that they might control. To sweeten their
proposal, they even offered to dredge the Shatt al-Arab to
allow Basrah to again host oceangoing shipping, which it had
lost early in the 1800s because of silting of the channel. The
German project was never fully completed, although impor-
tant segments of the route were in place by the beginning of
World War I, in 1914.

In the lead-up to World War 1, the British in the Persian
Gulf became very concerned about protecting their oil inter-
ests on Abadan Island, their privileges in Kuwait, and the
route to India (see also “Abadan” and “Kuwait City”). They
were fearful that German influence in Istanbul might trans-
late into a German presence in Baghdad and Basrah, allowing
a German military thrust into the Gulf. Some foreign policy
officials therefore proposed, as early as 1911, that Britain at-
tach the Basrah province to the British Empire and make it “a

granary for Europe” Some political officers even suggested
that settlers from the Punjab be “encouraged”to settle around
Basrah, to pacify it for the empire.

On 5 November 1914, Britain declared war on the Ottoman
Empire, and by 23 November soldiers from the Indian Expe-
ditionary Force had captured Basrah. After the fall of the city,
Sir Percy Cox publicly reminded its citizens that the British
had “not come as conquerors but as liberators.” At the same
time, in private, government analysts like H. Saint John Philby
and Gertrude Bell were discussing annexing Basrah.

In April 1915, the Turks mounted a significant attack to re-
capture Basrah, which just barely failed. During the rest of the
war, Basrah served as a key regional supply base for the
British war effort. To enhance the city’s capacity in this re-
gard, the British immediately began dredging the Shatt al-
Arab and building a new port.

Following the war, tribal unrest emerged around Basrah.
There was great dissatisfaction with the British occupation,
and in 1920 this exploded in an open revolt in the rural areas,
and Basrah was caught up in the conflict. Although the British
were able to suppress the rebellion by aerial bombardment
and massive force, the three-month uprising forced them to
implement an Arab facade to their rule in Iraq. In 1922 King
Faysal officially took over a semiautonomous Iraq.

Under the British Mandate for Iraq, key infrastructural de-
velopments linked Basrah to the emerging world order. By
1919 the Basrah-to-Baghdad Railway was finished. In 1927
Basrah-to-Baghdad airmail service was established, and
within three years, passenger air service existed. By 1930 an
express rail or bus ticket from London to Basrah could be
purchased, with air or steamer connections via Dubai
through to India.

Because Basrah was the second city of the new state, the
state poured considerable resources into Basrah, making it
central to national transport networks and to the production
of dates for export from the palm plantations surrounding
the city.

After the Iragi Revolution of 1958, Basrah became an oil-
exporting port. Its administrative role was enhanced as the
regional capital of the Basrah Province, and the University of
Basrah, established in 1964, gave the city a national educa-
tional role as well.

During the first Gulf War (1980-1988), Basrah suffered
the most physical damage and the greatest number of civilian
deaths of any Iraqi city. The city entered the war with 1.5 mil-
lion inhabitants; at the end of the war, it housed less than
900,000. In July 1982, Iran sent five divisions to capture the
city. They advanced to within seven miles of Basrah but were
stopped. One thousand Iranians died each day of this attack.
In 1984 the Iranians again tried to capture the city. They at-
tacked through the marshlands and almost succeeded in cut-
ting the major road to the south. As part of the so-called
tanker war, Basrah was the site of surface-to-surface missile
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attacks on Iran’s oil terminal at Kharg Island. Today the city is
home to the “Museum for the Martyrs of the Persian Aggres-
sion” and a mile-long riverside string of statues of ninety-
nine Iraqi soldiers killed in the war, all pointing accusingly to-
ward Iran.

In the second Gulf War (1991), Basrah was again bombed.
Allied pilots caught Iraqi soldiers fleeing both into the city
from the south and out of the city to the north, and thousands
were killed in their vehicles along al-Mutla (the Highway of
Death). Today babies born in the city are still suffering con-
genital deformities from the effects of depleted uranium used
by Allied forces.

Survivors of the retreat from Kuwait soon caught the spirit
of revolt, and Basrah followed Zubair by a day in rebelling
against Saddam Hussayn (1 March 1991). An Iraqi officer in
Basrah led the attack on the mayor’s office, the security head-
quarters, and the Baath Party headquarters, where prisoners
were released from secret torture chambers. The rebellion in
Iraq’s second city inflamed other urban centers throughout
the country. For a short while, before Saddam’s security forces
retook the city and “disappeared” thousands, the city was an
open city, and exiles returned.

During the third Gulf War (2003), Basrah was the first
major Iraqi city surrounded by coalition troops. British sol-
diers laying the siege expected an internal uprising. This did
not happen, and after two weeks of targeted attacks on Baath
Party and Iragi military installations, British commandos
moved in and took control of the city.

In the period after the end of formal hostilities, there have
been a series of successes in redevelopment as well as contin-
uing difficulties. Basrah Airport was quickly reopened, pri-
marily to serve the humanitarian community, with Qatar Air-
ways the first carrier to restart commercial services into the
city. Basrah Airport also served as the site for a new phenom-
enon: corporate warriors. In the wake of the 2003 occupation,
the U.S.-led coalition employed thousands of private military
contractors to fulfill a range of tasks, including the protection
of Basrah Airport and the training of Iraqi military forces.

The Basrah refinery, one of the main refineries in Irag, is
back under production postinvasion but has so far been un-
able to export fuel oil products because of sabotage, the theft
of oil, and technical difficulties. The electrical supply to the
city suffered significant damage in the war but has been re-
stored, although Basrah has been unable to supply electricity
to Baghdad because of damaged transmission lines between
the two cities. For a long time, however, the wastewater and
sewage treatment plants have not functioned, and the water
supply is often contaminated. Basrah has already suffered a
significant cholera outbreak as a result.

Basrah’s location on the Shatt al-Arab and the edge of the
largest marsh area in the Middle East has meant that trouble
with the marshes affects the city. Saddam Hussayn ordered
the marshes to be drained and poisoned in 1991 as a security

move and retaliation against the Shi'i “Marsh Arabs” (the
Madani) and their 5,000-year-old culture. Most of the ap-
proximately 200,000 people displaced by this process moved
as refugees into Basrah. In the wake of the 2003 war, there is
now talk of restoring as much of the marshes as possible and
perhaps restoring the Madani culture as well. Nongovern-
mental organizations (NGOs) and international organiza-
tions are assessing the current situation and looking to de-
velop strategies to rehabilitate the destroyed ecosystem and
support those Madani who wish to return.

Despite three wars, the built environment of the city still
contains some remnants of the ancient city center. There is a
kasbah of narrow streets and tall houses centered on court-
yards, and the city’s more than 1 million inhabitants retain
some hope for the restoration of their lives and the city’s
economy.

Bruce Stanley
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Beersheba
Population: 190,000 (2006 estimate)

Beersheba is a modern frontier city, selling dreams of making
the desert bloom, a home for Israel’s recent immigrants, and a
bright future in software and the chemical industry. But it is
also an ancient crossroads, an edge city where markets arose
when the Palestinian village areas touched the Bedouin
seminomadic lifestyle. Lacking any built environment older
than 1900, for 7,000 years the site was an oasis of springs and
pasture, most famous as one of the homes of the patriarch
Abraham. Its dramatic transformation to the large planned
city of today makes it both a city of hope and denial, with its
Bedouin heritage threatened and its future to be determined
by the dynamics of mineral exploitation, nationally directed
growth, immigration, and land seizures.

Beersheba (Hebrew, Beer-sheva; Arabic, Bir Saba) is situ-
ated in Wadi Saba at the juncture of the fertile plains of south-
ern Palestine and the northern semiarid Negev. At this point,
the aquifer from the southern Hebron Mountains flows close
to the surface, creating numerous springs and water accessi-
ble by digging shallow wells. To the north, rainfall is sufficient
for settled agriculture; to the south, pastoralism is the best
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use of the ecology. Numerous natural tracks to all points on
the compass converge at the oasis, making the site since an-
cient times a crossroads for traffic heading northeast toward
Hebron and Jerusalem, southwest to the coast of Gaza and
thence to Egypt, south to Agaba on the Red Sea, and east to
the Dead Sea and the Jordan. Beersheba is the southernmost
city on the limestone ridge that runs north to Hebron and
Jerusalem and marks the watershed between the Mediter-
ranean and the Great Rift Valley.

The archaeological record indicates periods of agricultural
settlement in Wadi Saba as far back as the late Neolithic and
Chalcolithic (5000-3500 BC) eras. From the eighth to the
fourth millennia BC, the Negev climate was milder than
today, and the area does show signs of continuous habitation.
Findings at Tel Abu Matar suggest the cultivation of wheat,
lentils, and other basics using floodwater farming techniques
along the wadi during the fourth millennium as well as herd-
ing of goats and sheep. Unique underground structures and
craft specialization are in widespread evidence for this pe-
riod. Copper ore was processed at one time on the site, but the
ore was not local and, like shells found in the area, was im-
ported via long-distance trade. Evidence of metalworking
and raw malachite and flint anvils suggest an advanced min-
eral-processing site. Artistic traditions were well advanced as
well, with sophisticated ivory carvings of male and female fig-
ures. The evidence also suggests a chiefdom political organi-
zation, because of the two-tier settlement hierarchy, with
smaller satellite settlements surrounding a central larger
community. This Ghassul-Beersheba culture disappeared
around 3000 BC.

Significant and regular long-distance trade through the
site continued over the next two millennia; there are refer-
ences in Egyptian texts (ca. 1900-1200 BC) to nomadic
raiders of caravans in this area and of the nomadic Shasu
moving their herds in the search for fodder. It is from this
time that the Old Testament refers to Abraham watering his
flocks at Beersheba; of Hagar and Ishmael being thrown out
to wander in the wilderness of Beersheba; and of Abraham
and King Abimelech swearing an oath or covenant of alle-
giance at Beersheba, suggesting that the city’s name means ei-
ther the “well of the seven (lambs)” or “the well of the oath.”

Another site in the wadi, Tell Saba (Tel Sheva), sits where
two major tracks intersect, giving command of the major
roads and over access to the wells. Tell Saba yields up Iron
Age remains, including tenth-century walls and gates, and
appears to have served as an administrative site for the re-
gion during Israelite rule. Rebuilt walls, intricate water sys-
tems, and deep wells all testify to its defensive importance
over the next 200 years. It is this period that is highlighted in
the Tel Beersheva National Park on the site. Persian-period
materials from the fourth century were also uncovered, in-
cluding large numbers of ostraca (inscribed potsherds) re-
ferring to a range of trade goods. The personal names indi-

cate Edomites moved back and forth to the Transjordanian
plateau at this time.

By the third century BC, the first indications of a Nabatean
trade network in the southern Negev appear, with small defen-
sive forts located to the south of Beersheba. At the height of the
Nabatean commercial empire, from 100 BC to AD 100, regular
large-scale trade from Petra to the east of Wadi Araba headed
for Gaza, though there is no record that they had a trading cen-
ter at Beersheba (see also “Gaza” and “Aqaba/Eilat”).

Rome annexed the Nabatean trade networks in AD 106
and extended their rule as far south as Aila. The Roman road
for Palestine linked Beersheba to Hebron and Jerusalem. Dur-
ing the Byzantine period, ecclesiastical records show a bish-
opric at Beersheba, and the town is indicated on the Madaba
map (ca. AD 560). After the Arab conquest, however, trade
and pilgrimage patterns shifted to the east, and there is little
indication of any permanent structures on the site, with visi-
tors commenting on the ruined tell.

The city reenters global history with the Ottoman takeover
of the area from the Mamluks after 1514. Ottoman authority
in the Negev was light, however, and it was the major tribes
such as the Tarabin, al-Azazma, Tiyaha, Aheiwat, Wuheidat,
and Zullam who held the key grazing grounds and water sites.
They controlled the markets and trade of the region, interact-
ing with Hebron, Maan, Gaza, and Cairo on a regular basis
(see also “Hebron™).

As Ottoman authority in this region cycled over the cen-
turies, Beersheba remained a site of local importance to the
Bedouin tribes of the Negev. But after Napoléon Bonaparte’s
occupation of Egypt (1789) and the push to dig the Suez
Canal, the strategic interests of the great powers in Palestine,
the Red Sea, and the Sinai began to change, and with them an
increased focus on the long-distance transport routes
through Beersheba. In 1841 Ibrahim Pasha and the Ottoman
sultan agreed to Egyptian administration over the Egyptian
hajj route through the Sinai, thus effectively granting Egypt
de facto control up to a line from Aqaba to Rafah. This left
Beersheba as a key oasis near the Ottoman border and strate-
gically significant to Ottoman attempts to guarantee their
continuing sovereignty in the area.

The border problem between Egypt and Ottoman Pales-
tine was exacerbated by the conquest of Egypt by Britain in
1882. The Ottomans thus needed to secure the absolute loy-
alty of the shaykhs and the settlement of the nomadic
Bedouin tribes on the land. By the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury, the Ottoman government had been able to attain a con-
siderable degree of internal security in Palestine. The roads
were safer, and the Jerusalem council was responsible for
Beersheba and served as an appeal tribunal for the nizam
court held in tents in Beersheba. The Bedouin tribes had the
choice of either withdrawing to the desert fastness or accept-
ing the authority of the regime, although Bedouin in the pe-
ripheral zones and desert areas would continue to demon-
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strate their independence from the authorities for decades to
come. Many failed to pay taxes, and internecine violence con-
tinued. These considerations led to the establishment of the
new district (qada) of Beersheba. Thus, Beersheba was
founded in 1900, as the capital of the fifth gada (the others
were Jaffa, Hebron, Jerusalem, and Gaza) under the Jerusalem
mutasarriflik. A qaimagam, or dignitary, was appointed to
govern the area.

The government purchased 480 acres of land from the
Mhemdiyin tribe of the al-Azazma clan to establish the city,
and in 1896 the leader of the clan, Shaykh Hasan al-Malt’a,
donated his own large tent, which he pitched at what is now
the saraya (government house) to serve as the administrative
headquarters. The first qaimagam, Isma’il Kamal Bey (of Ot-
toman origin), held his office in that tent until the saraya was
built. The Ottomans appointed a team of architects to plan the
new city, which was to be focused around the new govern-
ment offices. Two Arab Palestinian engineers, S'id Effendi al-
Nashashibi and his assistant, Ragheb Effendi al-Nashashibi,
were joined by two foreign engineers, one Swiss and one Ger-
man, and they laid out a European grid system for the city
that took little notice of the surrounding topography.

During the first phase of construction (1900-1903), the
Saraya House and several structures around it were built as
well as an army barracks and a center for the gendarmerie.
During these early years, various rooms in Saraya House were
set aside to serve different purposes: on the top floor, single
rooms served for the district court, the tribal court (mahka-
mat al-ashar), and the office of the qaimagam. On the bottom
floor could be found rooms for the magistrate’s court, the
Muslim religious court, the superintendent of police, and the
city clerk. Temporary quarters for the municipality were also
located in the building until a proper municipal building was
built across the street. Throughout the oasis, old wells were
cleaned out and fixed, and two new wells were dug.

The second stage of the city’s construction commenced in
1904, during the period of Qaimagam Assaf Belge Bey, the
Damascene (1904-1906), and included construction of the
municipality building, a mosque, and, afterward, a two-story
school for Bedouin children, the first school in the district.

The Ottomans established their administrative center next
to the ruins of Byzantine Beersheba for a number of reasons.
To begin with, the oasis is central, and the surrounding area,
which is flatter than most of the Negev, has more fertile soil
and receives more precipitation as well; hence, the Beersheba
Plain already contained a large Bedouin population. Second,
the area was under the control of a friendly shaykh, al-Malt’a,
which facilitated the government’s functions of peacekeeping
and monitoring Bedouin activities. In addition, the Tiyaha
clan was located a few miles to the north, and the Tarabin clan
a few to the west. Fourthly, the presence of ancient wells and
the proximity to the surface of groundwater, facilitating the
digging of new wells, guaranteed that the administrative cen-

ter would not want for water and in fact would be able to con-
trol an ancient intertribal irrigation area. Other reasons for
the choice of the site included Beersheba’s sanctity to Mus-
lims because of its connection to Abraham and Ishmael as
well as to Amro ibn al-’Aas and his son Abdullah (famous
Muslim fighters).

The government encouraged the Bedouin to settle in the
new city with land grants of a quarter of an acre; other set-
tlers had to pay. The shaykhs and tribal elites were attracted
enough to commit to the city, building large homes and stores
for themselves. They did not live full-time in these homes,
however, frequently spending time with their tribal commu-
nities and then returning to the city.

To encourage the Bedouin to participate in government,
the district governor established two councils: one to govern
the district (al-majles al-idary) and the other to govern the
city (al-majles al-baladi). Both councils had Bedouin mem-
bers. The district council included, in addition to government
officials, shaykhs representing the five largest Negev clans.
The municipal council also included five shaykhs who repre-
sented the same five Negev clans. The authorities appointed
one of the most important shaykhs, Shaykh Hajj Ali Sliman
al-Atawna, to the mayorship. He served in this post until his
death, in 1922.

The Qaimaqam Assaf Bey enhanced the religious status of
the district capital in 1906 with the inauguration of the large
and elaborate Great Mosque, which came to symbolize coop-
eration between the Bedouin and the Ottoman authorities.
Negev Bedouin tribes contributed more than 1,000 pounds
sterling toward the mosque’s construction. At the inaugura-
tion ceremony, the authorities held a great banquet for the
Bedouin, at which hundreds of their newborn sons were cir-
cumcised.

Among the other municipal functions by which Assaf Bey
enhanced the attraction of the city for the Bedouin were an
improved water system, construction of a flour mill, and the
establishment of a post office and telegraph, housed in the
saraya. Since the city would only thrive by serving as a re-
gional market and commercial center for the Bedouin who
lived outside the city, Assaf Bey established an open livestock
market and set Wednesday as the regional weekly market day;
the weekly Bedouin market in the city still attracts Bedouin
from the region as well as tourists and new Israeli immi-
grants. In addition, Assaf Bey built one of the most pleasant
public buildings of the period, the district’s first school, a two-
story structure. Several of the school’s Bedouin graduates
would eventually go on for further schooling in Istanbul.

Early in 1914, the Germans completed a narrow-gauge
railway line connecting Beersheba with Jerusalem and Jaffa.
When World War I broke out in August, Beersheba served as
the Ottoman command center where supply and transporta-
tion facilities were located along with workshops, ware-
houses, and sundry other installations used by the army.
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There were large military forces in the area, and the school
building was refurbished and converted into a Red Crescent
hospital. General Allenby began his Negev offensive in Octo-
ber 1917 and on the thirty-first of the month took Beersheba
after a six-hour attack. In the Zionist organization proposal to
the subsequent Versailles Conference in 1919, they laid claim
to the Negev, citing the biblical reference “from Dan to Beer-
sheva” as their justification.

During the British Mandate (1917-1948), Beersheba re-
mained the capital of the Qada and the administrative center
of the Bedouin population, serving as a unifying factor that
engendered a feeling of political belonging and participa-
tion. At the outset of the mandate, the authorities chose
seven shaykhs, representing the five principal Negev clans, to
serve as an umad, or council of advisors, with whom they
consulted on economic affairs and to whom they listened, on
occasion.

Under the British, Beersheba continued as the seat of the
gaimaqam. These administrators were chosen for their
knowledge of Arabic and admiration of the Bedouin lifestyle,
a view that was shared by many of the British serving in the
city. Beersheba also became a juridical center for the district
court system and for the tribal courts. The prominence of
Beersheba as a Bedouin juridical center was particularly no-
ticeable during the tenure of the scholar Arif al-Aref as
gaimagam (1929-1939). Al-Aref enhanced the juridical effi-
ciency of the Qada capital, succeeded in making Bedouin law
less severe, and helped bring it into line with the law of the
state. As of 1931, it was estimated that the city served a wider
community of 100,000 Bedouin.

To preserve law and order among the Bedouin, the British
established a special mobile police force, the Palestine Gen-
darmerie, based in Beersheba. Gendarmerie personnel,
known as hajjaneh, would patrol the expanses of the Negev by
horse and camel to make the government’s presence evident.
Eight additional police stations and posts, under the central
headquarters in Beersheba, were put into operation.

With the founding of the town, there were 300 inhabitants
listed in 1902. By 1922 there were around 2,500 people
counted, including 235 Christians, 98 Jews, and 11 Druze. By
1945 the city had a population of 5,570, composed mainly of
Muslim villagers from Gaza and Hebron.

At the time of the British conquest of Beersheba, a single
military hospital, situated in the Bedouin school building,
served the entire Beersheba region. After World War 1, the
British quickly built a government hospital in the city. This
eight-bed hospital employed a doctor, pharmacist, and a
number of nurses. The hospital and its outpatient clinic also
supported outlying clinics, which the hospital’s physician
would visit from time to time. During al-Aref’s tenure as
qaimagam, a district health officer with offices in Beersheba
was appointed. He would visit encampments in outlying areas
and dispense medical aid and advice.

Until the 1940s, the mandatory administration main-
tained five tribal schools for Bedouin boys in rural areas away
from Beersheba. As in the case of village schools, tribal
schools consisted of a single room and a teacher, with the in-
struction offered at the lower-elementary-school level; most
of those who attended were the sons of the shaykhs and well-
to-do tribesmen. From the 1930s, those who completed the
lower forms at tribal schools could attend upper elementary
in Beersheba as boarders. In 1932-1933, al-Aref revived the
idea of a boarding school exclusively for Bedouin. Targeted
primarily at the sons of shaykhs and notables, it was hoped
that the school would provide future tribal leaders with the
skills necessary for maintaining relations with government
officials. Many former students of that institution have be-
come shaykhs and professionals, among them Shaykh Ham-
mad Khalil Abu-Rabi’a, who went on to become a Knesset
member (1973-1977,1979-1981).

All was not happy in Mandatory Palestine, however, and
Beersheba was caught up in the general unrest experienced
after the 1936 Arab Revolt. In September 1938, Palestinian
rebels raided Beersheba; government buildings were torched
and weapons taken. As a result, the police station in the city
was closed. Later, the city was briefly taken over and held by
rebels until December 1938. Finally, the military government
retook the city and imposed martial law.

Muhammad Abd al-Hadi was the last qaimaqam in Beer-
sheba during the British period. The British Mandate in Beer-
sheba terminated in May 1948 as a result of a United Nations
(UN) resolution (29 November 1947) to divide Palestine be-
tween Jews and Palestinians. Under the UN Partition Plan,
Beersheba was the southernmost city in the Arab state, with
most of the Negev directly around it allotted to the Jewish state.

The British quit Beersheba on 14 May 1948 in an impres-
sive ceremony attended by Bedouin leaders and senior gov-
ernment officials. The Union Jack was lowered, and the mayor
of Beersheba, Shafiq Mushtaha, raised the Palestinian flag
over the saraya. Palestinian rule over Beersheba lasted only a
few months. As the war in Palestine raged to the north, the
Egyptian army entered the city in May 1948 and used the
boarding school as their headquarters.

Count Bernadotte recommended in September that the
Negev should be part of the Arab state in return for some land
in Galilee for the Jewish state. This suggestion spurred the Is-
rael Defense Forces (IDF) to solidify their hold on the area.
Beersheba was bombed on 16 October and captured on 21
October 1948. The IDF officers failed to control their troops,
who looted the town and drove out the remaining population.
In total, by December, more than 30,000 Palestinians from the
city and the surrounding areas had been kicked out or fled to
Transjordan. Many more were concentrated to the east of
Beersheba under military restrictions.

The city provided the base for a subsequent attack in De-
cember by Yigal Allon’s troops up the ancient Roman road
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from Beersheba to el-Auja as they harried the Egyptian
troops. The UN negotiator, Ralph Bunche, proposed an Israeli
withdrawal, with the city being demilitarized and placed
under an Egyptian governor. In fact, the Egyptians went so far
as to designate a governor for Beersheba, but in the end they
signed an armistice with Israel rather than contest the issue.
Although under international pressure, Israel refused to evac-
uate the city, claiming that the Negev was an integral part of
the Jewish state.

By February 1949, the new Israeli government was placing
Jewish families in the cleared city housing. These first settlers
along with soldiers garrisoned in the city made up a popula-
tion of about 3,000 until 1950, when the military administra-
tion ended and the municipal council was established. The
regulatory boundaries of the city were greatly enlarged to in-
corporate great tracks of land far beyond the city, denying the
Bedouin ancient rights in the oasis. Electricity and water were
finally established by 1952, and new immigrants were housed
in “the new town” constructed over the next decade around
eight neighborhood districts, each projected to be a neigh-
borhood unit. Regional administration for the Negev was lo-
cated in the city, and it became a major transshipment site for
minerals and Eilat traffic during the last half of the twentieth
century (see also “Aqaba/Eilat”). The city was thus the pri-
mate city for the region from 1950, and government commit-
ment to development of the region and to the city has gone
hand in hand.

Health care for the entire southern district, for example,
rotates around the Soroka Medical Center and the medical fa-
cilities and research of Ben Gurion University. Schools for
training teachers, a veterinary hospital, and a music conser-
vatory have been located in the city. The headquarters for the
Southern Command of the military is located here as well.
Ben Gurion University has become a major engine for the
city’s development, instigating global networks, innovative
training, and knowledge about the situation in Beersheba and
its inhabitants. Intel built a $1.6 billion plant on the edge of
the city, although other industries, for example, Motorola,
Dell, the Dead Sea Works, Israel Aircraft, and Makhteshim
Chemical, employ the most staff.

The various waves of Jewish immigration into Israel since
1948 have been reflected in changes in the demographic
makeup of the city. Middle Eastern and North African immi-
grants made up the majority of early immigrants into the
city. Most recently, Russians have become a major presence
in the city. The massive Russian migration to Beersheba has
spurred the growth of new neighborhoods since 1990. Most
of the buildings built in the 1960s and 1970s are ill-suited to
the desert environment, and there are few green areas of the
city. As the city grew, the physical layout of the town became
a hindrance on its growth and sense of unity, and traffic pat-
terns became obstructive and difficult. As a result, master
planning for the future of the city is beginning to direct new

developments, and there is a projection for a population of
500,000 by 2020. However, the city is struggling to remain
economically and politically significant to the rest of the
country and to maintain its frontier and innovative reputa-
tion. By 1998 the city had fallen from fourth to fifth place in
city rankings by size, and estimates suggest a slide to ninth
place in the future.

Beersheba still acts to deny its Bedouin heritage. By 1951
fewer than 13,000 Bedouin remained in the Negev, and more
were expelled to Jordan in 1953. Following the return of the
Sinai to Egypt (1978), the transfer of Bedouin from their tra-
ditional lands around Beersheba to seven “tribal” towns sur-
rounding the city was enforced by the Green Patrol, a para-
military police unit. Despite significant resistance to this
enforced urbanization, the denial of Bedouin access to land
continues, along with the destruction of homes. The Beer-
sheba Mosque remains closed to worshipers and is scheduled
to become a museum. Bedouin are discriminated against in
finding employment in Beersheba, holding only 2.5 percent of
all industrial jobs in the Negev (1998), and the government
has discriminated in committing development funds to the
new Bedouin townships. Yet in the 1990s, the Bedouin com-
munity had one of the highest population growth rates in the
world (5 percent), and their respective population will have
doubled by 2010, making them one-quarter of the Negev’s
population.

A coordinated regional development plan that incorpo-
rates the Bedouin and non-Bedouin development towns of
the area together into a regional economic development
plan with Beersheba seems to be an urgent requirement for
the future. The city and its hinterland are currently frag-
mented into a collection of dysfunctional towns and uncon-
nected rural settlements, and so developing the regional
transportation networks linking the region together and
with its surrounding regions (both domestically and cross-
border) is a key priority. Transport development is in the
cards, with the expansion of new passenger rail connections
with Tel Aviv, the possibility of rail connections between
Eilat and Ashdod via Beersheba to compete with the Suez
Canal, and a proposed international airport. Yet, what is nec-
essary is a new focus on human capital development that
brings the Jewish and Bedouin communities together into a
shared political-economic development space with Beer-
sheba as its core.

Aref Abu-Rabia
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Beirut
Population: 1.8 million (rough estimate for post-2002)

Beirut is one of the oldest cities on the eastern coast of the
Mediterranean. Although conquered many times actoss the
centuries and wracked by violence, this beautiful Lebanese
port city continuously reemerged, phoenixlike, from
destruction, earthquake, and flame to resume its preeminent
commercial role between east and west. Known most recently
for the bloody civil war that divided the city for fifteen

years and destroyed its urban fabric, the city was, across

the centuries, part of the Phoenician expansion across the
Mediterranean, home to one of the most important Roman
law schools, a Crusader outpost, terminus of the medieval
caravan trade, and the Switzerland of the Middle East during
the 1960s. Rarely a political capital, Beirut has always been
famous for the commercial savvy of its merchants, its
educational opportunities, and its financial and tourist
services.

There are many stories about the foundation of Beirut
(Canaanite, Biruta; Phoenician, Brt; Greek, Berytos; Latin,
Berytus; French Beyrouth; Arabic, Beyrout), but none are
credible. The word Biruta originates from the ancient Semitic
word for pit or well, with Biruta being the plural form, mean-
ing wells; it is possible that the city was so named because of
the abundance of wells that furnished its water supply.

Beirut is situated on a rocky peninsula bounded by the sea
to the north and west and having a sheltered harbor. The cli-
mate is mild in winter and hot and humid in summer. Imme-
diately inland, the hills rise quickly to high mountains, and so
the view from the harbor is spectacular. The city is fortunate
in its location, centered on the coastal road to the north and
south, which facilitated contact with other Mediterranean
ports. To the east, the city is linked through the mountains
both via Damascus with the Euphrates and to the Palestinian
mountains to the southeast.

The peninsula and the surrounding areas were initially
settled during the lower Paleolithic Age 250,000 years ago.
Neolithic settlements dating to the sixth millennium BC were
numerous along this littoral, with findings of tools for hunt-
ing and fishing and pottery for domestic use. As the Canaan-
ite civilization developed in Syrio-Palestine after the third
millennium BC, small cities appeared along the Levantine
coast, brokering long-distance trade between Mesopotamia
and Egypt. Byblos (Gebail) to the north was the primary port,
but others are mentioned in the texts found in Ebla dating
from 2500 to 2300 BC, including one ba-u-ra-at-tu: Berytus
(see also “Ebla”). One tradition of the founding of the city has
it as a southern colony of Byblos (see also “Byblos”). During
the redevelopment of Beirut in the late 1990s, archaeological
excavations revealed new aspects of the city’s early history:

successive city walls, dating back to at least 2000 BC, along
with remains of the first acropolis and citadel and a massive
city gate.

Archaeological and literary references for the city during
the Middle Iron Age (900-550 BC) indicate a thriving junior
member of the Phoenician city system, trading with Cyprus,
the western Mediterranean, and Assyria. It was known as the
Phoenician port of Berytus, and much of what has emerged
about this age comes from excavations at the necropolis of
Khalde, near the Beirut Airport, where more than 170 burials
(ca. 900 BC) were discovered. Evidence of a local purple dye
industry near the ancient harbor also suggests a vibrant trad-
ing city. The town had massive fortifications and a population
known for its educational achievements. The biblical prophet
Isaiah mentions the great thinkers who lived in the cities
along the Lebanese coast. The historian Sanchuniathon, who
lived in Beirut around 1000 BC, wrote a history of Phoenicia.

Berytus’s chief divinity during this period was the female
Baalat, and the city’s population rejected the extensive poly-
theism of the age. Evidently, one ancient Phoenician custom
in the cities continued during this time: for the prince of the
city, in time of crisis, to take some of the most loved of his
sons, dress them up as “lords” or gods, and behead them in
sacrifice to the god EL

After the Assyrians, the resurgent Egyptians, and the
Babylonians, Berytus passed under the rule of the Achae-
menid Persians (530-333 BC). During their rule, the city was
laid out along a network of streets intersecting at right an-
gles, and this remained the fundamental orientation
throughout the Hellenistic and Roman periods. A new sub-
stantial wall around a larger city was built,and further exten-
sive urban development occurred ca. third century BC under
the Seleucids.

Under the Roman Empire (after 64 BC), Beirut flourished
and attained a splendor it had never known before. It was a
center of Roman civilization in Syria, the most Roman city in
the East. Its port was the main anchorage of the Roman gal-
leys that patrolled the eastern Mediterranean seas. Textile
production and trade enriched not only the merchants and
artisans but also brought income to other citizens involved in
providing lodging, transportation, and other services in sup-
port. The ready availability of agricultural products provided
income for the peasants and providers of foodstuffs. The nu-
merous travelers who passed through the city also enhanced
the flow of monetary exchange both within and beyond its
gates. The government and the city’s religious institutions
were instruments of redistribution of wealth by taxation and
by the provisioning of government officials or provision for
the poor. Economically, Beirut became a focal point for the
commerce of the ancient world, both east and west.

Besides its commercial importance, it was in Beirut that
one of the empire’s most distinguished law schools flour-
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ished, attracting students from all parts of the Roman world.
From the third century AD onward until 551, one of only three
law schools of the Byzantine Empire world flourished in
Berytus. Two distinguished professors from its faculty were
invited by Emperor Justinian (527-565) to sit on commis-
sions for the official revision of the entire legal system. This
important legislative work of the sixth century AD, the Justin-
ian Code, has preserved Roman law, which in turn provided
the basic principles for the laws regulating many European
societies in our day. Beirut was celebrated as a center of learn-
ing and important Syrian cultural center.

One of the most significant changes Beirut underwent was
caused by the spread of Christianity; the early city hosted a
large enough Christian community that there were six
churches for its believers. By the fifth century, the Byzantines
moved their administrative representative from Tyre to
Beirut, which gave the city greater religious standing in the
ancient world (see also “Tyre”). Under Justinian, Beirut also
became a center for the new (stolen) skills of silk production;
Beirut’s silk factories supplied the state monopoly and
shipped silk as far away as western Europe.

Destroyed by a cataclysmic earthquake on 16 July 551,
which was followed by a tidal wave and fire, the city was re-
duced to ruins. It is estimated that 30,000 people died. These
unfortunate events ended the glorious days of Beirut, and the
city sank into oblivion for a long time.

The seventh century was the century of the Arab conquest
of the eastern Mediterranean. Beirut held out after the fall of
Damascus in September 635 because the Byzantines could
supply the city by sea. But once the Byzantine army fled after
the Battle of the Yarmuk, in August 636, Beirut passed into
Muslim hands. The establishment of the Umayyad Caliphate,
and their shift of the capital from the Hijaz to Damascus,
quickly made Beirut the primary Umayyad port on the
Mediterranean (see also “Damascus”). Muslims began to set-
tle in Beirut and gradually supplanted the Christian popula-
tion. One of the most prominent early Muslim personalities
was Imam Abd ar-Rahman bin Amr al-Awzai, one of the most
famous Islamic jurists of his time. He was an authority lis-
tened to both by the population and by the highest personal-
ities of the state; he was always welcomed by the caliph al-
Mansour.

With the establishment of Islamic control over the city, the
Christians of Beirut were not harassed. When the city passed
under Fatimid control (978), the religious toleration contin-
ued, and the Christians of Syria and Palestine maintained
their ties with the Christians of the west, and believers were
free to practice their religion. The two great powers of the
time, Fatimid Egypt and Byzantium, were on good terms, as
both wished to keep Seljuq incursions in check on their east-
ern borders. Nevertheless, in 1071 the Seljugs captured
Jerusalem and in the same year inflicted a crushing defeat on

the Byzantine army. The harsh treatment by the Seljugs of
Christian pilgrims passing from Beirut to Jerusalem helped
spur the nascent crusading movement in Europe.

Beirut was not spared by the Crusaders, who sought to
control all the Syrian harbors leading to Jerusalem. At the
time of the first Crusader attack on the walls (1110), Beirut
was a small and unassuming city, lacking the size and wealth
of its neighbors along the coast. The materials for the Cru-
saders’ siege engines were taken both from the ruins of
Roman Berytus, just beyond the medieval city’s walls, and
from the surrounding pine forests. Its 5,000 inhabitants put
up a strong resistance, but the city was finally taken; the
Franks massacred all the inhabitants as a lesson for the other
cities along the coast. Beirut remained under the control of
the king of Jerusalem until 1187, when Salah ad-Din recap-
tured the coastal cities for Islam, including Beirut.

Beirut was retaken by King Aimery of Jerusalem in 1197
and experienced a 100-year golden period. Beirut was
granted in fief to John of Ibelin, who ruled as the Lord of
Beirut. He restored the city, built its towers again, encouraged
commerce and industry, and invited the merchants from
Venice, Genoa, and Pisa to invest in Beirut. After the Egyptian
Mamluks defeated the Mongols at Ain Jalut (1260), Sultan
Baybars signed a truce with Beirut in 1261 and reaffirmed it
in 1269. Under Sultan Qalawun (r. 1279-1290), a new truce
was signed with Lady Eschiva, a descendant of John of Ibelin,
who ruled Beirut at the time under the authority of the Lusig-
nan dynasty in Nicosia. The truce lasted until July 1291, when
Qalawun’s son, Sultan al-Ashraf Khalil, responded to provoca-
tions by Italian Crusaders who had broken the truce and be-
sieged the city. The Frankish elite finally fled by ship, taking
with them the reliquaries from the city’s cathedral that had
been acquired by the Crusaders while in Palestine. The Mam-
luk army entered Beirut, pulled down its walls,and turned the
cathedral into a mosque. This put an end to Crusader rule,
which had lasted longer in Beirut (171 years) than in any
other coastal city.

The Mamluk sultans kept Beirut unfortified lest the Cru-
saders regain a foothold. They destroyed all the harbors and
fortifications of the Syrian and Palestinian coast. For eco-
nomic reasons, however, the Mamluks could not sustain the
politics of destroyed harbors, and by the fourteenth century
the decision was made to rebuild the harbor of Beirut, and the
merchants from Venice restarted their business via its port.

The past glories of Beirut appeared to have ended. Beirut
had no political role, and its economic role was nothing com-
pared to what it had been under the Romans or even com-
pared with its neighbors along the Syrian coast. The unstable
political situation in the region and successive wars made it
difficult for Beirut to flourish economically. Moreover, the cul-
tural and intellectual focal point of the region lay in hinter-
land cities like Damascus, Baghdad, and Cairo. Yet it still
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played a role in the spice trade, with Venetian ships calling at
the city to buy spices and pepper. With the success of the Por-
tuguese in rounding Africa, there were serious regional shifts
in the spice trade and availability. For Beirut, this meant sig-
nificant problems; in 1504, for example, the Venetian galleys
found no spices in Beirut. Yet the next three decades were a
growth time for the city, as particularly up until 1534, the En-
glish began to visit the port and to initiate direct trade to En-
gland. They carried woolen cloth and jerseys of different col-
ors to Beirut in exchange for pepper, spices, silks, carpets, oils,
and cotton.

After the Ottomans defeated the Mamluks in 1517, Syria
and Egypt were annexed to the Ottoman Empire. For the next
400 years, Beirut remained nominally within the Ottoman
Empire but under shifting local rulers who often had a high
degree of autonomy. The empire was divided into provinces
(willayat) under the control of an appointed governor (wali),
and there were local principalities in some areas. One of these
kingdoms was established in Mount Lebanon (a mountain-
ous area overlooking Beirut). In 1598 Fakhreddin II Maan
was the ruler of Mount Lebanon, and the Ottoman authorities
installed him as the ruler of territories between Aleppo,
Palmyra, and Palestine in return for a certain sum of money.
Beirut became part of the Mount Lebanon principality, and
some historians claim that Beirut became the “capital” of the
Fakhreddine dynasty. Many improvements were made to the
city; the prince built a beautiful palace inspired by Italian ar-
chitecture, for example, and he planted a forest of fir trees
south of the city to improve the water supply. Another impor-
tant family were the Buhturis, who had been granted the tax
rights to the harbor of Beirut under the Mamluks in exchange
for protection against raids from Cyprus.

Beirut factories returned to producing silk of the finest
quality, which brought wealth to the city. After the death of
Fakhreddine, Beirut continued to prosper economically. It
served as a transit road for the silk commerce from the Shouf
Mountains to Damascus. The population was modest, not
more than a few thousand, and composed mainly of Sunnis
and Greek Orthodox, a few Druze families, and a small Ma-
ronite community.

During the eighteenth century, the regional situation was
evolving rapidly in the Orient, and the Ottoman Empire faced
difficulties both within its provinces and with the expanding
European powers. France, the United Kingdom, Russia, and
others were interfering in the internal politics of the empire,
and Beirut was caught up in these intrigues. In the Russo-
Turkish War, between Russia and the Ottoman dynasty
(1768-1774), the Russian fleet captured Beirut (1773), which
had around 6,000 inhabitants at the time. The city was once
again destabilized politically, which badly affected the econ-
omy. Merchants fled to Tripoli. After the Ottomans regained
Beirut, Bashir Shehab II held the city under his rule of the

Druze principality, producing a long period of political stabil-
ity and economic growth thanks to a booming silk industry.
The city’s population remained small, yet the European mer-
chants who had fled returned, and the city developed again
after years of instability.

During the early 1800s, the city’s power and position
began to grow because of numerous shifts in the city’s re-
gional administrative role. In 1832 the expansive Egyptian
ruler Muhammad Ali sent troops to take over Syria, and
Beirut became the provisional capital for his administration.
The British and French governments set up consulates in the
city, followed by other Europeans and the Americans. By
1840, however, global politics turned against the Egyptian ad-
venture in Syria, and on 11 September 1840 an Anglo-Turkish
fleet heavily bombarded Beirut at the start of a campaign to
drive Muhammad Ali’s forces from Syria. In the wake of the
Egyptian withdrawal, ironically Beirut's administrative cen-
trality actually increased, as the Ottomans began to use the
city as a center for their own renewed control of the region.
This bureaucratic significance was confirmed by the changes
in 1888, when Beirut became the administrative capital of a
new Ottoman willayat bearing its name. The territory of
Beirut ran from Latakia to the north (in today’s Syria) to
Nablus (in today’s Palestinian territories), an 11,000-square-
mile territory. The result was that by the end of the century,
Beirut housed substantial administrative offices, was accepted
as the administrative center of the region, and attracted com-
mercial services linked to the administrative offices.

This period was a time of great change. The city’s travel
networks were improved with the opening of a new carriage
road between Beirut and Damascus in the 1860s and the sub-
sequent development of a new narrow-gauge railroad head-
ing inland as well. Beirut benefited from the changing politics
of free trade that occurred after the 1838 Anglo-Turkish Com-
mercial Convention struck down Ottoman monopolies and
opened up internal markets to the Europeans. Beirut experi-
enced a dramatic increase in the number of European mer-
chants within the city.

American Presbyterian missionaries first arrived in 1820,
and Beirut became their primary headquarters and area of
greatest success in converting other Christians to Protes-
tantism. The year 1834 was key, with the Jesuits returning,
more Americans arriving, and the beginnings of a Catholic-
Presbyterian competition for converts and institutions. New
missionary schools, some acting as colleges for advanced
training, were built, many with funds from American
churches. The first schools for girls were established, the
printing press was introduced, and new textbooks were dis-
tributed. Butrus Bustani founded a newspaper in Beirut in
1860 called Nafir Suriya (Clarion of Syria), the first political
journal, which called for peace among the various sects
within Lebanon.
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Entrance to the port of Beirut, 1848. (Yanosky, Jean, and Jules David, Syrie ancienne et moderne, pl. 2. Paris, 1848)

The city’s geographical position as an open gateway to the
East, combined with the ingenuity of its inhabitants during
the later nineteenth century, slowly brought back to its port
the all-important trade from the West. Moreover, Beirut reap-
peared on the cultural map through the establishment of
what were to become two of the most prominent universities
in the region. In 1866 the Syrian Protestant College, later to
become the American University of Beirut, was founded, to be
followed in 1875 by the Université Saint Joseph, which later
grew to include a faculty of law. These institutions made the
city once again a maj