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At the turn of the twentieth century, a six‐year‐old boy named Ismail bin Mubarak was
kidnapped from his hometown of Mkokotoni in Zanzibar by a slave dealer and taken away to
Arabia in a Suri dhow. The slave broker took him to a spot on the Batinah coast of northern
Oman near the Sawadi Islands where he sold him to man from Hamriya (a town not far from
Dubai). Five years and two owners later, Ismail found himself the slave of Salim bin Sultan of
Sharjah who sent him to the pearl banks to dive each season the for the next twenty years. In
March 1931, after two decades of abuse and grueling work as a pearl diver, Ismail had had
enough. He stole one of his master’s boats and fled with four other enslaved divers across the
gulf to seek their freedom at the British naval depot at Bassidu on the northwestern tip of
Qishm Island off the coast of Persia.1
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Nine days later Ismail and his companions were taken aboard the HMS Hastings, a
British sloop only a few months old and on its inaugural assignment patrolling the Persian Gulf.
The commanding officer received the five men aboard and telegrammed the Political Resident
for instructions, noting that he had “obtained all particulars” and was “convinced case is
genuine.” The brief notes preserving the testimonies of these refugees reveal a common story
among a diverse group captives: A 26‐year‐old Zanzibari diver who as a boy had served in the
German East Africa campaign was kidnapped by a dhow operator who promised to take him
from Zanzibar to Mombasa but instead took him Dubai and sold him as a slave; a 20‐year‐old
Swahili pearling crewman who was born to slave parents in Persian Mekran and sold at age ten
to slave owners in Oman; and two Baluchi divers of mixed Swahili‐Baluchi ancestry in their early
twenties who had been kidnapped or sold to slave owners in Oman in the early 1920s.2
Ismail and his companions present something of a paradox for the contemporary
historian. The conventional historiography of Indian Ocean slavery tells us that the slave trade
from east Africa to Arabia should have been eliminated by the diligent work of the British Royal
Navy in the second half of the nineteenth century and would have been, at the very least, cut to
only ‘a trickle’ by the last decades of the century.3 The literature on Middle Eastern and Arab
(or ‘Islamic’) slavery informs us that ‘Arab slavery’ should have consisted only of a ‘benign’ form
of domestic slavery—non‐productive labor, dominated by women, outside of the economic
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sector—unlike the intense slavery of the Atlantic world.4 Pearl diving seems both too arduous
and too profitable to fit this description. In addition, economic historians tell us that the
economy in Arabia and the Gulf should have been so trifling following the devastation of the
nineteenth century—the region’s loss of trade after Napoleonic Wars, the ultimate collapse of
the dhow trade following the rise of steam ships and the opening of the Suez canal in 1869—
that few, if any, Gulf residents could have afforded to own slaves.5 Demand for slave labor
should therefore have been low. Historiography from the Gulf has tended to further reinforce a
picture of a region long impoverished before the development of oil resources under the
benevolent tutelage of the region’s wise sheikhs and sultans.6 Everything about these men’s
story seems out of place.
Ismail’s story is not an isolated case. It is one example of the stories of thousands of
Africans who were kidnapped in their youth and sent to work in the Gulf. Hundreds of similar
cases are preserved in the archives from British outposts in the region. The five men who
boarded the HMS Hastings in the spring of 1931 had been sold into slavery during a period that
also marked the peak of a global pearl boom – an oft‐neglected period of massive pearl
production and soaring consumption that spanned the half century ending in 1929. Ismail’s
capture and subsequent manumission help us understand wider global economic trends that
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affected thousands of enslaved divers in the Gulf and around the world. His capture coincides
with the peak of the global pearl boom, and his manumission coincides with the industry’s
collapse.
During the half century that ended in 1929, the Gulf pearl banks, which had produced
on a smaller scale for regional markets for millennia, were drawn into a massive, expanding
global market. Another Gulf product – dates – found global appeal around the same time. Like
the pearl market, the date market experienced a boom followed by a catastrophic decline
around 1929. Both industries were victims of broader global economic forces – rapid growth
while demand was high and collapse when more developed regions found ways to mimic or
exceed Gulf production with the benefit of industrial technology. During the boom in these
industries, labor demand was in high and incentives to import labor – often slave labor – grew
in tandem. With the collapse of the Gulf’s date and pearl industries, the regional economy
ground to a halt. The collapse was followed by a corresponding rise in abuse, flight, and
manumission of enslaved workers. It is thus no coincidence that Ismail and his companions
chose to flee in 1931 in the midst of the Gulf’s economic crisis. This paper places the late‐
nineteenth and early‐twentieth‐century slave trade from east Africa to Arabia in the context of
wider global economic developments. I argue that the experience of thousands of enslaved
Africans in the Gulf presents a challenge to traditional interpretations of Middle Eastern slavery
and the economic history of the Gulf and the Western Indian Ocean. Their experiences are
should not be seen as part of an “Islamic” slave trade, but part of a slave system which – like
Atlantic slavery – was structured around global economic forces.
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Arabia and the East African Slave Trade
It is difficult to gauge the numeric dimensions of the east African slave trade, in part
because – unlike the Atlantic trade – traders produced little documentation and most of the
trade existed beyond the view of Western observers who account for our usual source for such
quantitative data. Using the limited evidence available, historians have produced a wide range
of approximations.7 Perhaps our best estimate to date comes from Paul Lovejoy, who has
suggested a global figure for east African exports of enslaved Africans at 100,000 for the
seventeenth century; 400,000 for the eighteenth century; and 1,618,000 for the nineteenth
century, half of whom were sent overseas, and the other half of whom were retained on the
east African coast.8 With few exceptions, historians of east Africa agree that, although the slave
trade existed on a small scale for several centuries, it increased sharply in the eighteenth
century and grew dramatically during the nineteenth century until it reached a peak some time
around the 1870s.9
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The reasons for the growth of the slave trade to the coast of east Africa and the nearby
Indian Ocean islands in the nineteenth century have been firmly established in the region’s
extensive historical literature. The creation of a massive plantation complex which produced
agricultural commodities (cloves, coconuts, grain, copra, oil, and sugar) for both domestic and
global consumption fueled a massive increase in the demand for servile labor in the region.10
But the reasons for the rise in demand for slave labor in Arabia have remained more elusive.
The murkiness persists in part because the main resource we would expect for such
information – Great Britain, which made abolition of the slave trade in the Indian Ocean a
centerpiece of its imperial policy and nominally controlled most of eastern Arabia – did not
aggressively seek to answer the question. As Abdul Sheriff poignantly argued, British imperial
agents and their early historians regarded Arabia as “a convenient bottomless pit that allegedly
consumed any number of slaves that their lively imagination cared to conjure up.”11 Arabs
were assumed to demand slaves simply because they were averse to hard work and part of a
religion and culture condoned slavery, not for any economic reason.
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The confusion about the rise in demand for slave labor in Arabia may also be attributed
to historians of “Islamic slavery,” who have insisted that slavery in the Middle East differed
fundamentally from Atlantic slavery. These differences allegedly include an overwhelming
preference of women over men, a preponderance of ‘elite’ slavery (soldiers, eunuchs, harems,
and retainers) over manual labor, and labor limited to the non‐productive sector.12 Thus, while
Western historiography largely regards slavery in the Western Hemisphere as the byproduct of
European economic expansion,13 slavery in the Middle East is regarded as a fundamental
element of Islamic civilization or Arab character. In Orientalism, Edward Said noted that,
“Whereas it is no longer possible to write learned (or even popular) disquisitions on either ‘the
Negro mind’ or ‘the Jewish personality,’ it is perfectly possible to engage in such research as
‘the Islamic mind,’ or ‘the Arab character.’”14 We see something similar in studies of “Islamic
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slavery.” Historians tend not to label slavery in the Atlantic world as inherently “Christian” or
“European.”15
In reality, there was little that was “Islamic” about the slave trade to Arabia. The rise of
demand for slave labor in the Gulf had much in common to the rise in demand on the east
coast of Africa. Most of the Middle East, including the Arabian (Persian) Gulf, was drawn into
the expanding global economy in the nineteenth century.16 Incorporation generated economic
growth in some sectors and wealth in some circles, just as it increased regional dependence on
global markets and subjected the Gulf to the whims of international consumer tastes, and
supply and demand. In the second half of the nineteenth century and the first quarter of the
twentieth century, the Gulf experienced a boom in date exports, fueled in part by increased
demand from India and new international markets in North America and Europe. Likewise, the
pearl diving industry expanded dramatically in the second half of the nineteenth century, as
pearl fashion experienced a revival in Europe. Pearl exports skyrocketed in the first decades of
the twentieth century as pearl fashion spread beyond royal and aristocratic classes in Europe
and North America. Growing demand for labor in the date‐farming and pearl‐diving sectors of
the Gulf economy kept the trade in enslaved men and women profitable into the twentieth
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century and drove many traders to participate in the slave trade from parts of Africa,
Baluchistan, Persia, India, and some regions of Arabia, but the greatest trade was from east
Africa.
Although it is true that Great Britain engaged in a spirited campaign against the east
African slave trade in the Indian Ocean, the operation was short‐lived and largely ineffective.
The celebrated antislavery crusade was fraught with problems and produced, at best, an
ambiguous freedom for the Africans who were captured on the high seas and “liberated” at
various ports around the Western Indian Ocean. For most of its history, the Royal Navy’s anti‐
slave trade campaign was conducted by patrols which were sparse, ill‐equipped, and inefficient.
Strategies for suppressing the slave trade in the Atlantic Ocean largely failed in the Indian
Ocean, where the conditions differed greatly. When the campaign belatedly adopted more
effective strategies in the 1870s, the problem of what to do with African captives became acute
and never found satisfactory resolution. The resulting system led to the tragic deaths of a large
portion of those who were “liberated,” and those who survived were placed in conditions
ironically similar to those who were enslaved. The Western Indian Ocean slave trade persisted
in a modified form into the twentieth century despite the Royal Navy’s efforts and died out only
much later and for reasons largely unconnected to British patrols.17 The lives of those Africans
who were captured in the Indian Ocean as a result of British patrols in many ways mirrored the
lives of those who were enslaved. In matters of health, livelihood, family, and general
treatment, “liberated” Africans experienced conditions similar to, and often more oppressive
17
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than, conditions experienced by Africans who had been enslaved in the same regions and
period.18 For a large number of the Africans who were caught up in the vicious conditions of
slavery in the Western Indian Ocean, their experiences were dictated economics – specifically,
the rise of Gulf’s two key industries: dates and pearls.

The Date Industry
Dates were the first Gulf commodity to be drawn into expanding global markets in a
serious way in the nineteenth century. The Gulf, like the rest of the Middle East and much of
the rest of the world, increasingly shifted to agricultural production aimed at export in
exchange for cash in the nineteenth century. Arabian dates may not present the most obvious
example of the wider cash crop trend, as most of the produce was consumed locally or
exported to India as opposed to Europe, but the dense date gardens scattered between Muscat
and Basra, were part of the same process affecting silk and tobacco in Anatolia, grain in Iraq,
olives in Tunisia, oranges in Palestine, and cotton in Egypt and Sudan.19
In the Gulf, as in many parts of the Middle East, the expanding global economy
absorbed and augmented a trade that already existed on a regional level. In the largest date
producing areas of the Gulf—Basra, Al‐Hasa (the east coast of today’s Saudi Arabia), and
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Oman—date exports provided the basis for extensive regional trade and allowed for the
importation of such staples as rice from India. In the eighteenth century, tons of locally
produced dates from the Ottoman sanjaq of Basra, a sub‐division of the Baghdad vilayet, were
annually exported each September by ships from Muscat which brought home coffee from
Yemen and other goods in exchange. Basra dates found their largest outlet in India, which
annually exported an estimated 30 lakhs’ of rupees (one lakh = 100,000) worth of cotton piece‐
goods, rice, indigo, sugar and metals to Basra in exchange.20
By one estimate there were some ninety million date palms growing around the world
at the start of the twentieth century. More than half of these trees were grown in the
countries touching the Arabian Gulf, with an estimated thirty million grown in Iraq alone.
Oman’s share of the world’s date palms was relatively small, estimated around four million
trees, with most of these palms grown on the Batinah Coast.21 Yet it was Oman which
contributed the most to the development of global markets for dates in the nineteenth century,
essentially creating the lucrative American date market. American ships carrying cotton cloth
from Massachusetts mills visited Zanzibar annually beginning in the first years of the nineteenth
century, and within a few decades came to dominate international trade to that island.22
Following the seasonal monsoon winds of the Western Indian Oceans, American ships made a
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habit of visiting Muscat to exchange cotton cloth, piece goods, and specie for local produce,
particularly dates, which served the dual purpose of providing ballast and items of trade.23
Oman was home to particularly hardy varieties of dates, which could survive lengthy sea
voyages, and which ripened earlier than most dates on account of Oman’s southern latitude
and intense summer heat. Dates of the fardh variety would ripen in August, which would allow
American ships enough time to load dates at Muscat, trade at Zanzibar, catch the monsoon
winds and make the hundred‐day journey home in time for the winter holidays. As American
ships conventionally returned from voyages to the Indian Ocean in the autumn, the arrival of
Arabian dates in New York before Thanksgiving became an American tradition.24 C. P. Rigby
lamented to Captain W. M. Coghlan in 1860 that American merchants were “acquiring a
monopoly of the carrying trade of coffee and grains from Aden, of dates, hides, etc. from
Muscat, and of wool and hides from Mekran.”25 By 1871, the pressed fardh dates preferred by
Americans merchants were selling at $30 a bag, and 15,000 bags were being exported
annually.26
Although the fardh variety was not highly regarded in Arabia, Americans loved the
sweet, sticky variety, and grocers stocked and sold millions of pounds of the fruit annually as a
holiday confection. Grocers would use an ice pick to chisel off portions of blocks of sticky dates
and sell them by the pound. The first American export company in Muscat, W. J. Towell
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Company, was established in 1866 specifically for shipping Omani fardh dates.27 With the
arrival of steam ships in the mid‐nineteenth century, and the opening of the Suez canal in 1869,
the voyage from the Gulf to New York was cut to sixty days, and merchants began to add
varieties of dates from Basra to their annual imports of fardh dates from Muscat. By 1885
Americans imported more than 10 million pounds of dates annually, valued at $382,267.28 A
British observer in Oman noted that it was “from the labors of the date cultivator that the
country derives most of such wealth as it has.”29
American date imports grew from an average of 10 to 20 million pounds annually
between 1893 and 1903 to an average of 20 to 30 million pounds between 1903 and 1913.
Date imports soared from 32 million pounds in 1920 to 53 million pounds in 1922, and peaked
at nearly 79 million pounds in 1925.30 Basra date exports roughly doubled with the opening of
the Suez Canal, jumping from £67,000 in 1868 to £126,000 in 1869.31 Although Omani dates
had whetted America’s appetite for dates, its appetite was increasingly satisfied by Iraqi
produce. By 1911, fardh dates accounted for only 3.9 million pounds out of the 29.5 million
pounds (or roughly 13%) of dates imported to the United States.32 By 1929, 83% of the dates
imported into the United States came from Iraq.33
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With the advent of faster steam ships and the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869, later
ripening varieties of Basra, marketed as “golden dates,” had come to dominate the American
market.34 Beginning in 1899, shipping companies competed in an annual “date race” from
Basra to New York in order to land the first shipment of “golden dates” for the holiday season.
Once dates were harvested and packed in Basra, competing ships—usually German and British
steamers—were quickly loaded and sent the 9,981 miles to New York, stopping over in Muscat
to pick up a selection of fardh dates. Readers could follow the progress of the ships through
wire reports in local papers, and the arrival of the first ship was heralded with some fanfare.
The winner of the race received recognition, a monetary prize and a bonus for the importing
company, as the first shipments of dates sold at higher prices than subsequent shipments. In
1912, the winning ship earned $120,000 for the consignees of the dates.35 The bonus by the
1930s averaged about $1.75 per ton.36
The dramatic growth of the date industry in the Gulf sharply influenced labor demands.
The primary area of nineteenth‐century date expansion in Oman, Batinah – the 150‐mile
stretch of coast on the Gulf of Oman north of Muscat beginning around Seeb and continuing
north of Sohar – became home to one of the largest populations enslaved Africans. As the
densest area of vegetation in eastern Arabia, Batinah had a bigger population and more
agricultural production than any other part of the Arabian Gulf in the nineteenth century. But
Batinah differed from the other date‐producing areas in the region in that it required intense
human effort to irrigate the palms. Most date production in Oman uses the falaj system of
34
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irrigation: human‐constructed, cement, gravity‐flow channels conveying water from natural
springs in the Hajar Mountains in the Oman Ophlolite.37 Although it has some of the richest soil
in Oman, Batinah receives no consistent flow of water from the inland mountains and relies
entirely on ground water for irrigation through the use of wells.38 Batinah farmers employed
the zijrah (zaygra), the elevated well system used throughout the Arabian Peninsula and in
Mesopotamia, consisting of a massive wooden framework, usually constructed of palm trunks,
and a crossbar holding a rotating pulley wheel called a manjūr, connected by rope to a bull (or
in rare cases a mule) to lift water from 20 feet below the surface using leather bags which
poured into cement‐(sarūj)‐coated holding tanks which further drained into irrigation channels,
aflāj, to water several acres of date palms. The labor‐intensive process used a male laborer, a
bidār, to work in shifts around the clock in order to water approximately every 100 trees. The
work of irrigation frequently fell on the shoulders of enslaved Africans.
An American date expert visiting Batinah in 1927 estimated that there must have been
at least 15,000 wells of this kind operating in Batinah alone.39 Bertram Thomas, who worked as
Wazīr (Minister) of Finance under Sultan Taimur bin Faisal in Oman between 1925 and 1930
and had the opportunity to visit Batinah on a number of occasions, estimated that there were
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“tens of thousands of oxen daily” working these water wheels in 1929. 40 “The cacophony from
many wells operating at one time is really not unmusical,” he wrote. “The effect is that of a
weird assortment of stringed instruments, the cellos seeming always to delight in drowning the
violas and fiddles, and the ensemble is a sort of tuning up of an orchestra.” Thomas added, ‘Oil
the wretched thing,’ says a European impatient of its creaking and whining, but the owner has
another view, for every well has a different note and he, from the far end of his garden, may
thus know whether all goes well with his own.”41 V.H.W. Dowson, of the Agricultural
Directorate of Mesopotamia, part of the British mandate government in Iraq, echoed Thomas:
“Throughout the Batinah, is heard the plaintive shrieking of the pullies. To a suggestion that
the axils might be oiled, the reply comes that the noisy wheel was better, Ahzain.” 42 Bertram
Thomas added that runaway slaves were often punished with long hours in chains working in
irrigation: “The metallic chink of ankle‐chains, heard, perhaps, from the bull‐pit of a well within
the date grove, is an indication of some such ill‐fated escapade.”43
In addition to irrigation, Batinah date plantations required constant maintenance. The
trees have to be pollinated by hand, offshoots (suckers) have to be removed, dead branches cut
off, extra date bunches removed, stocks kept clean, and—when the fruit is ripe—there is the
enormous task of harvesting. In addition, in the shade of the date palms, farmers grew lucerne
and other animal feed in addition to vegetables for domestic consumption. Large parties of
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workers were required to boil the Maseybili and Khameyzi varieties, common in Batinah, in
large copper cauldrons and dry them in the sun turning them frequently prior to shipping these
popular varieties to India.44 Dates also have to be packed or pressed and conveyed overland or
by sea to ports of export. Palm frond bags had to be woven to hold the dates, and once the
dates were ready to export, they had to be loaded onto boats, conveyed to their destination
and unloaded. Much of this work was performed by enslaved Africans.
With the extra labor required for date production, it was no surprise to British officials in
Oman that Batinah was the primary destination of slaves in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, and home to the largest population of Africans and their descendents.45 In
1885 S. B. Miles noted that, in contrast to the interior behind Sur, where demand for slaves was
limited, in Batinah slaves were “in high request,” and consequently most slaves were eventually
landed there.46 The HMS Philomel captured a dhow with 154 slaves (128 male and 20 female),
mostly Wazaramo, in the Gulf of Oman en route to Al Khadra (near Suwaiq) on the Batinah
Coast, the largest importing center for enslaved Africans.47 In 1930, the British Consul at
Muscat remarked that “apart from the Batinah Coast, the method of irrigation does not
demand slave labour.”48 Batinah continued to be described by Western observers as the center
of the slave trade as late as 1930.49
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From the second half of the nineteenth century until the early 1920s, Batinah absorbed
the vast majority of enslaved Africans sent to eastern Arabia.50 Because of its high demand for
agricultural labor, Batinah effectively became a “seasoning” ground for newly imported slaves.
Historians of Atlantic slavery have examined the process of socialization or “seasoning” which
often followed the enslavement of new captives. The newly enslaved had to learn the language
of the masters, be made to accept their new positions, and submit to the will of the masters in
order to be valuable as a slave. 51 For the enslaved from East Africa in Arabia, this symbolic
transformation very often took place in Batinah. The testimonies of enslaved Africans who
received manumission certificates at British consulates and agencies in the Gulf between 1907
and 1940 almost universally describe a period of at least three years in Batinah prior to being
sold to final destinations elsewhere in the Gulf. For young African boys, who made up a
considerable percentage of those imported in the late nineteenth century, the time passed
between arrival in Batinah and eventual sale was often equal to the time required to mature to
the age of a beginning pearl diver (early teens). Ismail and his companions aboard the HMS
Hastings had experienced at least a few years in Batinah before being sent for pearl diving.

The Pearl Industry
Like its dates, the Gulf’s pearl industry was incorporated into the growing global
economy in the late nineteenth century. Arabia was only of many regions that experienced a
boom in export production of pearls between in the last quarter of the nineteenth century and
50
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the first quarter of the twentieth, but it was the world’s largest pearl producing region. By the
turn of the twentieth century, the Gulf produced more pearls than all other regions combined.
The rapid growth of the Gulf’s pearl production accompanied the global boom in consumption
of gems and precious stones beginning in the 1870s and the rise of a class of consumers who
were able and willing to pay for gems and interested in incorporating them into their attire.
Particularly in Europe and North America, diamonds, pearls and other precious stones entered
mainstream high fashion in the final decades of the nineteenth century and accompanied the
rise of the modern fashion industry. The pearl industry expanded in tandem with the diamond
industry, but pearls came to surpass diamonds as the gem of choice for fashionable women.52
As global demand for pearls increased in the late nineteenth century, prices rose and
production expanded from Venezuela and Mexico to Australia, Ceylon, and the Philippines. In
the Gulf, the value of pearl exports rose steadily throughout the last quarter of the nineteenth
century. Between 1873 and 1906, the value of pearl exports from Bahrain increased more than
800 percent. The rise in production attracted additional labor, and made the importation of
slave labor, originally from East Africa and later from Baluchistan and Persian Mekran,
profitable.
In the late nineteenth century, slave traders increasingly targeted young boys in East
Africa for work in the pearl industry. By the 1870s, the ratio of male to female slaves among
captured slave dhows on the Arabian coast reversed previous trends, shifting overwhelmingly
in favor of young males. In 1872 the HMS Vulture captured a large slave dhow off the coast of
Ras Al‐Hadd at the entrance to the Gulf of Oman. The dhow was carrying 169 slaves from
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Pemba to Sur and Batinah. Of the slaves found aboard, 124 were males and 45 were females.
The majority were children.53 The HMS Philomel captured a 63‐ton dhow near Ras al‐Hadd on
October 13, 1884, which was found to have 128 male and 26 female slaves aboard (77 men, 14
women, 51 boys, and 12 girls). The dhow was bound for Batinah from Dar es Salaam, having
collected the slaves by canoe between Ras Ndege and Kunduchi.54 In November 1885 the HMS
Osprey captured a 42‐ton dhow around Ras Madraka in Oman bound from Ngao in East Africa
to Sur with 49 male and 24 female slaves (8 men, 12 women, 41 boys, and 12 girls).55 In fact, in
the last quarter of the nineteenth century, it is difficult to find evidence of any dhow captured
off the Arab coast which was carrying more female slaves from East Africa than male slaves.
Except for its massive scale, the annual diving season in the nineteenth century looked
much like it had in previous centuries. Each diving boat consisted of an all‐male crew, including
one nākhuda (captain, plural nawākhida), and an equal number of ghawāwīs (divers, singular
ghawwās) and siyūb (haulers, singular saīb), in addition to an assortment of radhafa (assistants
or extra hands, singular radhīf) and awlād (boys or apprentices, sing.: walīd).56 The captain’s
responsibilities included gathering the crew and paying them off at the end of each season,
selecting the pearl banks to be fished, renting the boat if he did not own it, preparing the
necessary provisions for the boat, maintaining order aboard, and selling the pearls for the best
price possible at the end of the season. Diving began each morning and continued until sunset
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with only an hour break in the afternoon. Each diver wore only a loin cloth and was equipped
with only a pair of horn pincers—a clip similar in shape to a clothespin, made of bone, shell or
horn that was worn on the nose to prevent water from entering, leather fingertips, and a knife.
The pearling enterprise depended in large part on the relationship between the diver and
puller, who worked together in pairs. Divers descended to the sea floor with the aid of a heavy
stone weight, of which several sizes were kept onboard. The stone weight was attached to a
rope and fitted with a loop to the diver’s foot. With the aid of the hauler, the diver would slip
his foot into the loop, inhale, and descend rapidly to the sea floor.57
Typical dives would take a diver to depths of between 50 and 80 feet and would last
between one and two minutes. When a diver reached the sea floor he kept his foot in the
weight’s loop, reached and maneuvered himself as best he could to collect as many oysters as
possible—rarely more than a few from each dive—using the knife to pry the shells from the
rocky surface below. For as long as he could hold his breath, the diver put oysters he collected
into a net basket tied to his waist with a second rope, which extended up to the boat and was
closely monitored by the careful hands of the hauler above him. Before ascending, the diver
released the weight, which the hauler pulled back onto the ship, and signaled to the hauler he
was ready to resurface by tugging the second rope fastened around his waist. The hauler
pulled the diver back to the surface as quickly as possible before his air expired. Divers would
rest for only a few minutes before repeating the process. 58
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Diving crews heaped the oyster shells into a pile in the center of the boat and made no
attempt to determine which divers collected which oysters. The shells were allowed to sit
through the heat of the day and then overnight. Each morning the crews would sit around the
pile of shells and, under the supervision of the nākhudha, pry open the oysters and search the
smelly flesh inside for pearls. Only a small minority of oysters contained any type of pearl (one
in five by one estimate), and most of those found were of the smallest variety, but as members
of the crew found pearls, they passed them to the nākhudha, who placed them in a cloth bag
for safe keeping until the catch could be sold. The process continued in this way for 130 days
until the end of the season.59
As was the case in the date industry, free men and slaves worked side by side in the
pearl industry. While free divers kept the proceeds from each pearl season, enslaved divers
surrendered all of their earnings to their masters. But not even free divers were completely
free in the Gulf diving industry. Pearling captains and wealthy merchant boat owners
controlled free divers via a credit system designed to ensure their loyal service year after year.
Diving crews were consistently lent amounts in excess of their earnings in order to keep them
indebted. In addition, they were paid in rice and other staples from a sort of “company store”
which maximized the merchant’s profits. Since debts were recorded in debt diaries which
illiterate could not read, captains and boat owners found ample opportunity for abuse and
exploitation. As early as 1863 Sheikh Muhammad bin Thānī of Bida’ (Doha) in Qatar remarked
to William Palgrave, “We are all from the highest to the lowest slaves of one master, Pearl,”
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lamenting both the indebtedness of the Gulf’s divers and the growing dependence of elites on
the whims of global markets.60
Enslaved Africans and free men of African ancestry accounted for a large number of
those engaged in pearl diving in the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century, a fact
which is shown in sources ranging from Western travel accounts, early twentieth century
photographs, British residency records, and early twentieth‐century manumission records.
Captain E.L. Durand filing a report in 1878 noted that while most haulers in the Gulf were
bedouin or Persians, the divers were generally “sedees” and sometimes “sedee domestic
slaves.”61 J. G. Lorimer, in his comprehensive gazetteer of the Gulf in 1907, stated that the
divers were “mostly poor Arabs and free Negroes or Negro slaves; but Persians and Baluchis are
also to be found among them, and in recent years, owing to the large profits made by divers,
many respectable Arabs have joined their ranks.”62 Paul W. Harrison, who spent twelve years
in the Gulf with the American Mission in the early twentieth century, recalled in 1924 that
many divers on the Trucial Coast were slaves, but “they do not number over one‐half the
divers.” “Most of these slaves are Negroes from Africa,” he explained. “A few are Baluchees
from the Makran coast between India and Persia.”63 Charles Belgrave, who spent the better
part of three decades in Bahrain and the Gulf beginning in 1925, recalled that while most divers
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abstained from eating much during the dive season and were relatively gaunt, “the pullers were
stalwart specimens; many of them were negroes with tremendous chest and arm
development.”64 In 1929 the Senior Naval Officer in the Gulf estimated that there were 20,000
slave divers (roughly a quarter of the total) diving in the Gulf in each season.65 Bertram
Thomas, in his report on slavery in Batinah in 1929, reported that a significant number of the
divers who migrated north each season from Oman were enslaved.
He estimated that a fifth of the “army” of thousands divers that Batinah sent to the diving
banks each year were enslaved.66

Enslaved Africans in the Gulf
The growth in the Gulf’s pearl and date industries created a demand for the labor of
enslaved Africans, and the growth of the African population in the region was noted by
numerous contemporary observers. As early as 1876, the resident government surgeon in
Muscat estimated that a quarter of Muscat and Mutrah’s 40,000 residents of were “Negroes”
and half of the remaining population was of “mixed race” consisting of “different degrees of
admixture between the Arab and the Negro, and the Arab and the Abyssinian.”67 In 1905, J. G.
Lorimer estimated that Africans accounted for 11% of Kuwait’s population, 22% of Qatar’s
population, 11% of Bahrain’s population, 28% of the Trucial Coast’s population, and 25% of
Muscat and Mutrah’s population. By his estimates, Africans made up roughly 17% of the total
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population of coastal eastern Arabia under British protection between Hormuz and Kuwait. (By
contrast, African Americans made up 10‐12% of the U.S. population according to the censuses
of 1900 and 1910).68
By 1919, British officials estimated a further growth in the Gulf’s African population with
most of this rise on the island of Bahrain, where the increase in African population was close to
130%, mirroring the general trend in the island’s population growth, a more than doubling. The
greatest concentrations of Africans were in the densely populated island of Muharraq, the
heart of the pearling industry. In Muharraq alone, there was estimated to be a fixed African
population of 2,500 (13%) of the total population. Bahrain’s commercial and political capital,
Manama, was home to another 2,000 Africans, roughly 8% of the city’s inhabitants. Qatar’s
African population increased by about 8%, and British reports noted that most of the men of
African ancestry there were involved in the pearling industry with most Africans concentrated
in the coastal towns of Bida’ (Doha) and Al‐Warkah.69 British authorities attributed much of the
growth of the African presence on the coast between 1905 and 1919 to new imports from east
Africa, kidnapping of men and women of African ancestry in the Hijaz and Yemen, and later, the
numerous kidnappings associated with the Ikhwān and the Saudi wars of expansion from Najd.
They also noted that, with growing sources of wealth on the coast from the pearl industry, slave
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owners in the interior found it increasingly profitable to send their agricultural and domestic
slaves to the coast to dive for pearls.70

The Collapse of the Date Industry
The Gulf’s two leading industries collapsed in tandem around 1929, both victims of
competition from more developed countries which used industrial technology to mimic and
exceed the Gulf’s production. The Gulf’s key market in North America dwindled as soon as the
United States developed a date industry of its own in California largely as a result of direct state
intervention through the U.S. Department of Agriculture. In 1890 the USDA imported 68 young
palms, mostly seedlings, and distributed them among experimental stations in Yuma, Arizona,
Las Cruces, New Mexico, and four stations in California. In 1902, a USDA plant explorer brought
offshoots of varieties from Iraq, Baluchistan, and Muscat, and another exporer obtained further
selections from Algeria and Tunisia in 1905.71
In 1902, David Fairchild, an agricultural explorer for the USDA Bureau of Plant Industry,
visited the Gulf in order to acquire the best offshoots possible for propagation in California. He
visited Muscat in February 1902 aboard a steamer full of Shiah pilgrims who were on their way
to Karbala. In Muscat he arranged for the American consul to secure offshoots of fardh dates
from the Semail Valley and send them to Bombay, where Fairchild would pick them up and ship
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them to California.72 He then visited Bahrain, where he arranged to have some offshoots of the
khalasa date from Hufūf in Hasa (now in Saudi Arabia) sent to Bombay as well. At Basra, he
collected samples of several date palms including the popular halawi variety. He subsequently
steamed up the Tigris to Baghdad, collecting samples of dates from the largest date growers
around Baghdad. On the way back to Bombay, he acquired samples from Baluchistan, then
packed the offshoots he acquired in mud‐filled burlap sacks, boxed them, and transported
them on a nine‐week voyage to Washington. More than three decades later, Fairchild was
pleased to report that several of the varieties he brought from the Gulf were being grown in the
Coachella Valley in California around Mecca.73
After extensive study, the USDA determined that the best soil and climate for date
production in the United States was in the Salton Basin in California. Accordingly, in 1904 the
administration, in cooperation with the University of California, opened an experimental date
farm near Mecca. The following year, water from the Colorado River, which was being diverted
to the Imperial Valley for irrigation, broke through its canal system and produced a rush of
water into the Salton Basin, which would flow for two years and form the Salton Sea, now a
permanent feature of the California landscape. The accidental flooding created the perfect
environment for growing date palms.74 When Paul Popenoe of Altadena, who had a stake in a
farm at Thermal in the Coachella Valley, visited the Gulf in December 1912 to purchase
offshoots of the most desirable varieties of dates from the region, California gained another
9,000 young palm trees. The American consul at Muscat met Popenoe on his arrival with a
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dozen camels from the Sultan along with a complete caravan prepared for travel including a
contingent of the Sultan’s bodyguard. Brett and Popenoe traveled 125 miles inland to the
Semail Valley, the home of the fardh date. Popenoe described the fardh growers as “the
cleverest Arab cultivators” he had seen. He found that they followed some of the same
practices with regard to the propagation of offshoots that American scientists had devised after
extensive experimentation. He also found that the Omani growers were highly advanced in
their knowledge of fertilization of bearing palms, adding “a donkey load per tree of well‐rotted
manure and straw twice a year”—far more often than producers elsewhere and in line with the
recommendations of American scientists. Popenoe secured 100 offshoots of the khalāsa
variety from Omani date growers, and subsequently arranged to get 400 more offshoots of the
tree from Hasa through an American missionary at Bahrain.75
When the trees procured from the Gulf along with several varieties from North Africa
reached maturity a decade later, California began to replace the Gulf as America’s source of
dates. An Australian visitor in 1914 calculated that 200,000 palms had been planted in the
Coachella Valley in California.76 With an additional injection of cash from the Gillette Company
in the 1920s and a flurry of speculation among Southern California land owners, the California
date industry took off. For the Gulf, the development of California’s date industry meant the
collapse of the region’s largest export market. The decline in date exports to the United States
after 1925 can be attributed in part to the development of domestic production in California of
varieties formerly imported from the Gulf, khadhrāwī and halāwī varieties in particular, in
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addition to North African varieties which, when produced locally at lower costs, proved more
popular than Gulf dates, and to the growing production of manufactured treats in the United
States, which by the mid‐twentieth century had substituted for natural sweets. The collapse of
the American market for Gulf dates roughly coincided with the collapse of the global market for
Gulf pearls. The result, as will be described in subsequent chapters, was a sharp fall in trade
revenues and the impoverishment of the entire region.77

The Collapse of the Pearl Industry
As quickly as the California date destroyed the Gulf date industry, the Japanese cultured
pearl destroyed the Gulf pearl industry. In 1894, a Japanese noodle‐shop owner named Kokichi
Mikimoto perfected the ancient Chinese practice of producing culture pearls by inserting a
spherical piece of mother‐of‐pearl into oyster shells and inducing the oyster to produce a pearl.
Mikimoto leased a small island named Tatoku and began producing cultured pearls from
oysters grown in cages. He received a ten‐year patent on the process in 1896, and set a goal of
producing one million pearls by 1902. His first crop of 4,200 semi‐round pearls was harvested
in 1900 by a group of exclusively female employees, and he set out to market his new product
to the world. Mikimoto proved to be a master of publicity. He invited Emperor Meiji’s popular
cousin, Prince Komatsu to visit his pearl‐growing operation in 1900, and when the prince was
selected by the emperor to represent the Japanese royal family at the coronation of King
Edward VII in 1902, he presented some of Mikimoto’s pearls to the royal family, generating
headlines in London and Paris. By 1905 he had one million oysters planted in his pearl beds,
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but four‐fifths of them were destroyed by red tide. Among the saved oysters was an
experimental basket in which the first perfectly round cultured pearls were produced, a
method which he patented in 1908. His perfect cultured pearls began to enter the global pearl
market between 1908 and 1911 when his representative, Rikiya Kobayashi, began marketing
the cultured pearls abroad. Mikimoto soon opened a store at London and appointed agents at
Paris and New York. 78
By 1913, Mikimoto had perfected the cultured pearl to the point that it could not be
distinguished from natural pearls, and he offered his product at a quarter of the market price.
Applying the latest in assembly line techniques, he constantly increased production. He was
known to say: “I want to live long enough to see the day when we have so many pearls we can
sell necklaces for two dollars to every woman who can afford one and give them away free to
every woman who can’t.”79 By the end of the First World War, cultured pearls made
inexpensive pearl necklaces available to working class women in Western countries. Pearl
consumption rose, but demand for more expensive natural pearls declined. The decline
devastated the Gulf in addition to European dealers in natural (“oriental”) pearls. The value of
pearl production declined steadily from 1919 to 1929, then, with the onset of the Global
depression in 1929, the pearl industry collapsed. After 1929, revenues from pearl exports were
reduced to levels below even mid nineteenth‐century levels, and they never recovered.

Aftermath
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In the aftermath of the collapse of the pearl market and in response to pressures from
Parliament and the League of Nations,80 the British Persian Gulf Administration instituted a
series of labor reforms in the pearl industry in the early 1930s. including: the institution of
personal account books for each diver in which the diver had to approve of each deduction, a
diving court at which divers could take complaints against their Nukhdas, orders that at least
one diver was to be present at the time of the sale of pearls, prohibition of a Nukhda pressing a
man’s debts onto his sons after his death, the institution of a fixed minimum wage required to
be paid to each diver and crewmember, and the creation of permission slips, called barwahs,
permitting divers to pass freely from one diving center to another without being forced to dive
for a nukhuda to whom the diver had no legitimate debts. These certificates were particularly
helpful to newly manumitted African slaves who were often susceptible to re‐enslavement or
conditions of virtual slavery after manumission.81
Although well‐intentioned, reforms were unpopular on many levels. The nukhudas
rejected the reforms as being too pro‐diver, and protested to the Administration requesting a
return to the old system. The merchants and financiers resented the inconvenience caused by
the reforms and their loss of already reduced profits. The divers seem to have initially
appreciated the efforts on their behalf, but when, in 1932, an increase in wages could not be
guaranteed on account of a worsening pearl market, the island broke out in a riot in Muharraq,
which was only quelled by the deployment of armed British troops from India and some local
guards. Several people were killed and many others injured. During the disturbances, the
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Shaikh’s brother was humiliated when a passing boatful of angry pearl divers conferred on him
the greatest possible insult—they picked up their loincloths and exposed themselves to him in
defiance.82
The mass production of cultured pearls in Japan had destroyed the pearl industry of the
Gulf. In Bahrain, the annual revenue from pearl exports in 1906 was over 12 million rupees,
and the industry employed over 17,000 men and 900 boats. By 1931, pearl revenue was down
below 2 million rupees with roughly the same number of men employed and 500 boats. By
1936, however, pearl revenue was down below 700,000 rupees with 9,800 men from the island
employed in the industry and 364 boats. Pearl captains and merchants who had formerly
benefited from the labor of slave divers now found them burdens. Slaves were turned out in
large numbers in areas hardest hit like Bahrain. In 1936, the British Political Agent at Bahrain
reported the following story.
An unusual attitude to slavery came to my notice not long ago. An old man in
Hidd was talking to the Agency Medical Officer and mentioned that he was a
slave. The Medical Officer said that this was quite impossible, so the old man
went off and brought – his manumission certificate! The Medical Officer said
that this document did not show that he was a slave at all, but on the country
that he had been freed by the order of the Government whereupon the old man
flew into a towering rage – “You lie! I know that it really says that I am the slave
of so and so and it is proof that he must feed me – and no one shall cast doubt
upon it!”83
Conclusion
There was little that was “Islamic” about the “Islamic slave trade” from east Africa to
Arabia and the Gulf in the late‐nineteenth and early‐twentieth centuries. Instead, the slave
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trade was driven – just as it had been in the Atlantic – by global economic forces. As demand
for the Gulf’s commodities rose, so did demand for the labor to produce these products.
Western countries increased their demand for the commodities produced by slave labor in the
Gulf at the very moment they increased their pressure on the region to end the slave trade and
slavery. The lives of enslaved divers like Ismail and his companions aboard the HMS Hastings
help us understand the influence of global economic pressures on the lives of the Africans who
were caught up in the vicious process of enslavement in the Western Indian Ocean. For Ismail
and the thousands of Africans like him who were kidnapped to provide labor for the industries
that boomed with the growth of global markets in the late nineteenth century, globalization
was not just an impersonal force, but a lived experience. When the date and pearl industries
collapsed because stronger economies could out‐produce the Gulf, men like Ismail and his
companions, experienced both sides of globalization. When Sheikh Muhammad called the
residents of the Gulf “slaves of one master” in 1863, he could never have envisioned the rapid
growth and sudden collapse that globalization would bring a few decades later, but his words
aptly describe the stranglehold that global markets would come to hold on the Gulf and much
of the world. For enslaved Africans like Ismail, the conditions were particularly dire. Having
been enslaved to produce products which had lost their demand, they were turned out to fend
for themselves. Until the exploitation of oil later in the twentieth century, the Gulf’s enslaved
and free populations lived together through a era of extreme poverty, and it is perhaps this
common experience – and not religion, race, or culture – that best explains the differences
between the legacy of Gulf and Atlantic slavery for today.
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