Arhama bin Jaber Al Jalhami

between the coastal settlements of Qatar, Bahrain, the Saudi and Omani realms, and, finally, the British empire.

Khor Hassan, modern Khuwair, between Al Zubarah and Ruwais. A contemporary British report described the humble place as:

Portrait of Arhama bin Jaber (1918) at National Museum of Qatar. “... a dilapidated village composed mostly of primitive huts. A square fort, built of uncut stone and mud, commanded the beach and shallow anchorage.”

Arhama bin Jaber is remembered these days as one of the most famous and feared pirates of the Gulf during the early 19th century. But beyond his daring actions against merchants
and local powers between the upper Gulf and the coastal lands of Yemen, he deserves much credit for having been an important and masterful player in Gulf politics and in the struggle

Born in in Qurain (Kuwait) sometime between 1757 and 1760, Arhama was a member of the Jalahima clan which belonged to the greater Banu Utbah confederacy. The latter had helped to
found Al Zubarah in the 1760s. Although the Jalahima had not taken part in the original occupation of Al Zubarah, the meteoric rise of the settlement encouraged them to relocate to Qatar
as well. However, the success of Zubarah soon led to frictions with the ruler of Bahrain and his overlord from the Iranian Zand dynasty. In 1782, the tribes of Zubarah, the Jalahima among
them, not only repelled an amphibious landing of the Bahraini-lranian army near Zubarah, but even succeeded in counterattacking and conquering the island a year later. But despite
having fought for the common cause, the Jalahima were not welcomed by some of their fellow clans, particularly the Al Khalifa who ruled Zubarah. They were denied a share in the rule
of Bahrain or in the profits from the lucrative trade and pearling operations at Al Zubarah. Disappointed and angry, the Jalahima, under the leadership of Arhama’s father, Jaber bin ‘Utub,
moved back to Qatar. The conflict eventually led to the death of the clan leader Jaber in a battle with the Al Khalifa. Now under the leadership of Jaber’s son Arhama, the Jalahima founded

From Khor Hassan, his ships not only set out to attack ships coming and going from Zubarah, his former hometown, but also in order to exert even more pressure on Al Zubarah, he built a
second fort in Zekreet, hidden at the end of bay behind the Ra’'s Abruq and the Hawwar Islands. Now, Al Zubarah's trade and economy was threatened from the north and the south.

While developing into a scourge of Al Khalifa merchants and their allies, Arhama remained very much aware of the larger political situation in the Gulf and carefully avoided attacking British ships. In addition, Arhama aligned himself with the Wahhabi

Imamate of Saudi Arabia and was even named governor of Al Zubarah, when the city fell to a Wahhabi army in 1809.

But already in 1811, after having been based in northern Qatar for nearly three decades (1783-1811), Arhama was finally forced to leave, when Omani forces destroyed Al Zubarah in an attempt to diminish the influence of the Wahhabi Imamate.
In addition to expelling the first Saudi dynasty from Bahrain and Qatar, the Al Khalifa family was returned to power. Faced with a resurgence of his old enemies in the region, Arhama moved his operations to Qatif on the coast of present-day Saudi

Arabia, from where he continued to attack and harass Al Khalifa ships and merchants.

The seemingly precipitous decline of Wahhabi power in the region encouraged Arhama to change allegiances once more and pursue a new alliance, this time with the Omanis themselves to help him pursue his regional goals. Unfortunate for Arhama,
this diplomatic gambit failed: Omani forces were unable to conquer Bahrain and naturally, the Wahhabis regarded the alliance with Oman as treacherous. Consequently, the Wahhabis destroyed his fort in Qatif in 1816, and once again, Arhama was

forced to flee, settling briefly in the ruins of Khor Hassan, before finally sailing across the sea to the Iranian coast where he sought refuge at Bushehr.

Arhama and his followers were welcomed by the governor of Bushehr. The port city at the time not only belonged to the Qajar empire of Iran but was also the seat of the most important representative of the British empire in the Middle East and
served as a British naval base. In order to continue his operations, Arhama entered into an agreement with the Resident British Political Agent to enforce British policy against the Qawasim of Sharjah and Ra’s al-Khaima, his former allies.

But even though Arhama targeted various other tribes and areas, he tried to stay within easy reach of Bahrain and Qatar so that he could maintain the pressure on the Al Khalifa. The following extract from a letter
addressed to the British Resident expresses his uncompromising attitude but also speaks of bitter losses suffered by his own community during the decades of fighting:

“I will not desist from fighting them on the plains and in the country. | will certainly seize and kill them until they cease carrying off our women and children. But | will have patience until God orders otherwise. And
he is the best of the wise.

| will not oppress anyone with whom the English have made a treaty, but the people of Bahrein and others ought not to come into a country where there is fighting, night and day. As, perhaps, they may come to harm...”

Finally, in 1826, while attacking an Al Khalifa fleet with the last surviving ship under his command, the “al-Ghatroushah,” Arhama bin Jaber found himself outhumbered and faced certain defeat. The dramatic climax
of this battle was recorded by Samuel Hennell, the British Resident in the Gulf. Whether true or not, the report suggests that Arhama, now almost seventy years old, battle-scarred and blind, decided to end his life
rather than becoming a prisoner of his sworn enemies:

“Having, therefore, given orders for his vessel to grapple with the enemy, he took his youngest son in his arms, and, seizing a lightened match, directed his attendants to lead him down to the (gunpowder) magazine.
Although acquainted with the determined character of their chief, and of course aware of the inevitable destruction which awaited them, his commands were instantly obeyed, and in a few seconds the water was
covered with timbers of the exploded vessel...

Over the first two decades of the 19th century, Britain attempted to develop her policy of a maritime truce throughout the Gulf. This culminated in the “General Treaty for the Cessation of Plunder and Piracy by Land
and Sea” of 1820 which was accepted by virtually all powers throughout the region. Arhama bin Jaber, whose life-concept was based on the clan-system, self-determination, self-reliance and loyalty only to oneself,
thus encountered a world that changed rapidly during his lifetime and which became progressively smaller through the expansion of territorial states, of local rulers and powerful empires, all of whom looked for
stability and equilibrium. Through these developments alone, the concept of a glorious and colorful career as a pirate was rendered outdated, superseded by history and had become a relic of the past already during
his lifetime.
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