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COMMERCE OF THE MEDIAL EAST.

By John Locke, A.B., F.S.S.; Dublin.

(HEAD 19m FEBRUARY, 1857.)

It is singular and unaccountable how greatly we have neglected the 
commercial advantages of the countries surrounding the Persian Gulf, 
which I have designated the Medial East, while trade with the extreme 
East, even with ultra-Gangetic Empires, has been so zealously promoted. 
An enterprising traveller has just succeeded in crossing Central Africa, 
approximating the limit of preceding adventurers, who had started from its 
Western and Northern shores ; and ample returns, though long deferred, 
may be expected from the seed thus casually sown on a rich soil, where 
man, like the products of the land wherein he dwells, is a weed in the 
total absence of all civilized culture. But how little know we of the more 
contiguous and accessible interior of the Arabian Peninsula, whose twelve 
millions of people are in urgent need of those distinctive manufactures 
within our power to import. Sweeping daily around the coast in our 
ocean steamers, we touch only at one point. There, intrenched in impreg­ 
nable position upon the salient angle of the peninsula, we have made, 
nevertheless, no systematic arrangements to penetrate the rich districts of 
Yemen, lying on our very bounds, and establish intimate alliance with its 
population, still " men of stature," as the Sabeans of old, and excelling 
all the other tribes in the fruitfulness of their soil and organization of their 
industry. What small comparative benefits, in a commercial point of view, 
have we reaped from the grateful amity of the two Powers, whose influence 
is paramount throughout Arabia and on the shores of the Persian Gulf  
Turkey, to secure whose independence we have lavished so much blood and 
treasure, and Muscat, whose munificent chief* has frequently reminded us 
that he does not forget the favours conferred, when British aid confirmed

* He presented to our sailor King, William IV., a seventy-four, completely furnished, 
and armed with guns of the highest finish.
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him on his throne, and swept from the sea the Jowasmi pirates, who 
menaced the ascendancy, if not, indeed, the very existence of his singular 
maritime empire. This, (including the fertile plains of the Batna) extends 
shoreward, with occasional spots of territory, to Cape Delgado, in South 
Africa, an interval of more than 3,000 miles. The Island of Ormuz, 
(three centuries ago the almost fabulously wealthy emporium of the 
Portuguese), and its opposite port of Bender-Abassi (Gombroon), acknow­ 
ledge his sway. His capital is Muscat, the wealthiest city of Arabia, with 
the exception, perhaps, of Jidda, on the eastern coast, the principal entrepot 
for African merchandise and exchange ; but he usually resides in Zanzibar, 
 which, under his sagacious rule, has become one of the most fertile islands 
in the world, and is the principal source of revenue of this distinguished 
merchant prince.

Now, the most important preliminary to full development of commerce 
with the medial east is selection of the route best adapted for mercantile 
communication and imperial convenience, combining shortness of interval 
with the greatest economy in cost and time of construction. The proposed 
ship canal across the Isthmus of Suez, even if there did not exist the 
apparently insurmountable difficulties of exposed portage and shoal water 
at both termini, yet neither shortens the present route, nor affords facility 
for opening a single new market. The route within the water-shed of the 
Orontes and Euphrates, by rail, canal, and navigable river to Busra, which 
has originated from the genius and travelled experience of Chesney, is now 
fairly before the public; and if the ancient harbour of Seleucia be improved, 
or reconstructed conformably with the requirements of modern navigation, 
the section as far as the great caravan station of Aleppo will undoubtedly 
form a convenient outlet for eastern traffic, as well as for the products of 
the valley of the Upper Euphrates, and of those populous districts (chiefly 
Christian) situate on the southern slopes of the Taurus and Caucasus; and 
thus far will compensate amply the enterprise of its promoters.* But the 
Orontes is at least ninety miles out of the direct geographical course 
between Malta and Busra; and the singularly tortuous line of the 
Euphrates through the Mesopotamian plains is just the very longest that 
could well be traced from sea to sea. It is suggested also, that in a

* A considerable detour, however, will be necessary, in order to touch at the populous 
towns and villages. See Map of Aleppo Portion,
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strategical aspect our great highways of oriental traffic ought, other circum­ 
stances alike, to be as far withdrawn as practicable from positions involving 
complications of policy and rival interests, that might arise hereafter. The 
deserts of Khorasan constitute a stronger boundary against aggression than 
seas, or mountains, or embattled walls ; and if ever the hordes of northern 
Autocracy are destined to meet in conflict the merchant " kings of the 
east," the basin of the Upper Euphrates, or valley of the Jordan, is 
most likely to become the battle-field. This may not be ; such misfortune 
be afar! But why should we construct a path for possible hostility, if a 
more southerly route offers superior advantages in shortness and facility of 
construction ; and such a route (less by about 540 miles than that of the 
Orontes and Euphrates) is suggested from the Bay of Acre to Hilla, and 
thence by steamer to Busra; the lower reach of the river being compara­ 
tively free from those obstructions, the removal of which from the upper 
stream, in order to render steam navigation practicable, would be a work of 
many years. It may be observed, also, that both engineering science and 
financial prudence dictate the commencement of improvement at the 
embouchure, and thence extending it upwards, according as development 
of resources justifies additional outlay.

Commencing, then, at Acre, and passing along the foot of Camel,* 
through the historic plains of Esdraelon,| the line would cross the Jordan 
in about the thirty second degree of latitude, and continue on same parallel 
as direct as the nature of the surface admits to the Euphrates. Burckhardt 
and Buckingham affirm, that fur several days' journey east of Zaele the 
land is still capable of its ancient culture; water, the principal element of 
fertility in that climate, being found abundant at a depth of four or 
five feet. And even beyond this district, in the more intractable desert, 
small settlements occur, though few and far apart, where, in the midst of 
scant pastures, vegetables are raised within shelter of the villages, partly 
for local consumption, and partly for barter with the Bedoween. After 
crossing the singular oasis of Anna,* the line is linked with the Euphrates, 
traversing in its latter course the route of the great caravans which, 3,000 
years ago, travelled between Babylon and Tadmor, when Solomon's short­ 
lived empire was in the zenith of its glory.

* See Maps, which have been expressly prepared for this paper. f Hebrew Jezreel. 
{ The Geological structure is carboniferous, large masses of chalk being scattered 

over the surface.



Hilla is within traffic* reach of the rich plain enclosed by the bifurcation 
of the rivers, and it only requires the irrigating canals to be repaired or 
partly reconstructed, to render the soil as fruitful as of old, when Strabof 
described the millet as attaining the height of twelve feet.

Whether the line should be extended (making a detour to avoid the 
pestilent marshes on the river banks) to some deep harbourage on the 
Arabian coast, thus linking with the accessions of Arabian commerce the 
advantage of a more advanced starting-point for India-bound ships, is 
matter for deferred consideration. The route traced on the accompanying 
map would border the trading community of the Beni-Shammar, pass 
through the agricultural districts of the Beni-Tameem, and, touching the 
great oasis of El-Ahsa, through which the whole traffic of El-Nejd passes 
to the gulf, cross a narrow strip of sandy waste to some terminus near El- 
Katif, opposite the pearl coast, and within the spacious portage of Bahrein.

Bearing in mind that this essay is communicated to a learned society, in 
the first maritime city of the globe, I would deprecate, as inadmissible, the 
plan of a railway to the Indus along shores, nine-tenths of which are sandy 
wastes, in preference to a shorter route by steamer.]: Independently of 
our ascendancy in Eastern waters, a world-wide experience proves that the 
ocean is, and must always remain (at least under the present material 
dispensation), the more suitable highway for the exigencies of commerce; 
and circumstances do not warrant the expense of constructing a dictinct 
route for passenger transit.|| The navigation of the gulf is less perilous 
than that of the Red Sea, and the telegraph rope, linked at Busra with 
the trans-Syrian wire, and at Currachee with the Indian lines, will lie 
securely within its depths, forming a stronger and more enduring bond of 
union with England than the united strength of all her military and naval 
Forces in the east.

» The shifting of goods from river steamer to ocean steamer presents the chief objec­ 
tion to this route, which the removal of the bar below Busra, and deepening the river 
itself could alone obviate. The drainage of the marshes is an almost hopeless task, 
and yet without it a continued railway to the deep waters of the gulf would be impracti­ 
cable, except by a detour, such as is shown on the map.

t 350 years before Strabo's time, Alexander beheld these canals with wonder and 
admiration, steering his boat himself through their intricacies.

} It is proposed that the steamers should touch at Gombroon. See Map.
|| The greater danger of the desert than the ocean passage is as evident now as in the 

time nf Alexander and his admiral, Nearchus.



Continuation of Note " The shifting of goods from river steamer," <tc., page 122.

Mobamra might be preferable to Busra as a terminus, and if so, the Tigris should be 
crossed at Hillah. Mohamra affords a more defensible site for Factories and Stores 
against any predatory incursion of Arabs, and the Hafar is forty-five feet deep at the 
quays; but the fluvial lagoons and shoals below Busra would still be encountered, 
except the task were undertaken of deepening the Karoon, or cutting a Canal from near 
Mohamra to the sea. Indeed, from Chesney's map of the soundings, it would appear 
that the Bah-a-mishir embouchure of the Karoon is very nearly as practicable an outlet 
as the Shat-el-Arab.
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The difficulties consequent on railway transit through the desert are 
much exaggerated, while the comparative cheapness and facility of con­ 
struction are overlooked. The locomotive may assuredly, with equal 
security and indefinitely greater speed, glide over the weary track than the 
Camel, and, when water is deficient, can carry larger supplies within its 
iron maw. The simoom is infrequent, and generally innocuous in so high 
a latitude; and, in any event, is a thousand times less perilous than the 
tempests of the Red Sea and Indian Ocean. Those who urge as an insu­ 
perable objection the hostility of the Bedoween, forget how speedily, and 
almost bloodlessly, they were humbled some thirty yeara ago, by a small 
British force, despatched into the interior to support our ally the Prince of 
Muscat. The Turco-Egyptian powers also, on whose friendly co-operation 
we have claims, as justly earned as they are likely to be cheerfully accorded, 
exercise a dominant influence over all the wandering tribes.

And even were we in the last resort to be cast on our own unaided 
resources, the annals of Anglo-Indian empire testify, how easily neutralised 
is the hostility of populations, sundered amongst themselves by undying 
traditional feuds. But, indeed, so far from opposition being anticipated in 
that quarter, we may rather expect that the Arab Nomade, under the 
impulse of the idiosyncrasy of his natural character, would bow to the 
power, that born of science is controlled by j ustice, and guided by the plenty- 
bearing hand of commerce; and would hail with enthusiastic wonder " the 
self-moved chariot, instinct with motion"* as steady and swift it spans the 
ever-widening circle of his deserts. The benefits necessarily consequent 
upon thus rolling back, as it were, by a Syro-Arabian railway ,f the tides of

* Southey's " Kehama."
t An essay on this subject was contributed by the writer to the Geographical Section 

of the British Association meeting at Cheltenham last August, and fifteen years ago he 
suggested the same route, in an essay read before a literary society, and reported, as 
follows, in the Limerick Chronicle: " The shortest, safest and most convenient road to 
India may yet be found from Acre to the Euphrates, and thence through the Persian 
gulf to Bombay; and to prove, that there is little danger to be anticipated from the 
enmity of the nomadic tribes, we may adduce a singular illustration of the moral ascen­ 
dancy of England, which, like a magnetic influence, girds the habitable globe. When 
our exploration steamer, in 1836, ploughed the sluggish waters of the Euphrates, the 
Arabs gazed in mingled anger and amazement, and poised their lances with hesitating 
aim ; but, having learned through the interpreters that these were British vessels, they 
dashed their lances into the sands, and galloped to the brink of the river. The gloomy 
severity of feature relaxed, and the banks of the ancient Stream rang again with cheers 
of welcome for the English stranger." Limerick Chronicle, Feb. 12, 1842.
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oriental traffic to their primaeval seat, before De Gatna's great discovery, 
when Arabia was the caravanserai between Europe and Asia, are numerous. 
The energy and genius of the Arabs for commerce are still the same, as 
when the Saracenic conquests carried with them their sciences and indus­ 
tries to the utmost boundaries of the west; but these require encouragement 
and development by extension of European trade, which, especially in the 
Persian gulf and Oman, would amply reimburse the investments of British 
enterprise. The greater proportion of the population of Arabia, indeed of 
all the countries bordering the Persian gulf, as yet intact by any direct 
British trade, afford inviting opportunity to introduce our manufactures ; 
while India, now profoundly tranquil, from the Himalaya to Comorin, and 
rounded in the completeness of empire by an improved system of inter­ 
communication, enjoys the distinct and independent advantage of promoting 
the exchanges of the peculiar products of Hindostan.* The commerce of 
Eastern Turkey, Northern and Easteni Arabia, Persia, Beloochistan, and 
Cabool (including the fertile valley of Herat), all tend to the gulf as their 
natural outlet; and whatever territorial changes may follow from the 
expedition against Persia, it must result, like all our eastern wars, in 
immense accessions to our foreign trade.

We already possess commerial influence and position at Muscat, Bushire, 
and Busra; though the trade, even at those towns, is almost exclusively 
conducte'd by Parsees, Banyans, Armenians, and native merchants. The 

.new positions suggested as the most suitable entrepots of commerce, and 
presenting secure harbourage are Matlara and Sohar in Oman, and El-Katif 
and Gombroon in the gulf. Mattara, though partially open to the monsoon, 
is free from the excessive sultriness that renders Muscatf intolerable to 
Europeans. Sohar is the most convenient outlet for the productions of the 
numerous oases of the Batna. El-Katif, on the pearl coast, is the principal 
market for all El-XcjJ and El-Ahsa, aiid between Gombroon and the island 
of Kishma, the navy of India might ride in safety, and protect the com­ 
merce of the Persian gulf.

* When the extensive plains of the Deccan, peculiarly suitable both in soil and climate 
to the growth of the cotton plant, are made available by railway and river navigation, 
England may be rendered entirely independent of the slave labour of the United States, 
for the supply of the most important material of her manufactures. Eemoving the seat 
of the market would be the first sure step to the manumission of the slave, independently 
of the commercial benefit to ont Indian empire.

+ The uptnrTof <fif*vs of Ptolemy.
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Through these might be borne into the interior districts the cottons, 
linens, hardware, and pottery of the United Kingdom, besides many other 
articles of luxury or necessity.

The peculiar products of these countries are too well-known to require 
enumeration ; but soins, especially suitable to the soil and climate of 
Arabia and parts of Persia, may be newly introduced, or their culture largely 
extended. Of these the principal are tobacco, indigo, cotton, the mulberry, 
and several of the oil-beariug seeds. The oases too are not cultivated to 
their natural bounds. What scanty information we possess of the geology 
of Hadramaut would induce expectation of finding the precious metals, 
copper, and gems in the eastern Ghaute. Again, the water-sheds of the 
Lower Euphrates and Tigris enclose the richest soils in the world for 
growth of hemp and grain ; and yet the wheat is allowed to rot in the fields 
for want of means of transport to Busra, at the very time when a Trieste 
mercantile firm proposes to convey Baltic hreadstuffs half round the globe 
for supply of the Bushire expedition ; at the very time too when the Pasha 
of Bagdat, a sagacious and liberal governor, who received his education in 
the Polytechnic School of Paris, invites English residents, and promises 
them protection and encouragement; well knowing, that security for the 

merchant and cultivator, and investment of capital under guidance of 
enlightened enterprise, form the most effectual antidotes to that barren list- 
lessness of habits, which has paralysed during centuries of despotism the 
industry of the native population.

Incident on the development of new and enlarged sources of trade is the 
question of reforming our international commercial law, so as to simplify and 
render its provisions more adapted to their special purposes. This object 

may be attained through the instrumentality of mixed courts of British and 
natives at the principal ports, and with greater facility and success also, 
where British influence is single and supreme, than under the complicated 
and mutually obstructive commercial polity of European states.

The telegraph, the railway, and the steamer may be said, for all practical 
purposes, to annihilate geographical boundaries, and uproot those moral 
antagonisms of races, which have been so long cherished by despots, to 
secure the ends of their unscrupulous covetousness and short-sighted 
ambition. It needs only that peoples should know each other, in order to 
discern that their real interests are identical. Besides the multifarious
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advantages resulting to commerce from the iron link between the Medi­ 
terranean and the Persian gulf, we may look, also, for ultimate conse­ 
quences of a deeper and more enduring nature ; and of these the principal 
are, the suppression of slavery in the medial East, and the gradual 
resettlement of the Jews in Palestine. The multitudes of this ancient 
people, scattered through many lands, have ever been loyal as subjects, and 
industrious as men. The valleys of their once pleasant land, and the hills, 
formerly terraced to their summits with culture, lie " barren and waste 
without inhabitant"; aud the immigration of a thrifty and peace-loving 
people would tend alike to the increase of the ruler's revenue, and the 
welfare of his subjects. Nor would the descendants of the elder-born 
of Abraham, who, unchanged in character and unbroken by conquest, have 
never left their primitive seats, remain unaffected by western contact and 
associations; for tLe Arabian Nomades must, soon or late, receive the 
impress of that Christian civilization, which, in conjunction with popular 
freedom, has made a few European nations, and their colonists, the pre­ 
vailing arbiters of the human race.

What solemn and startling reflections are awakened in consideration of 
this subject. The electric telegraph, faintly typifying the omnipresence of 
Him, who once made Israel his dwelling-place. The steam-car, wonder of 
modern science, swiftly rolling through the valley of Jezreel. where the 
prophet of old saw, pourtrayed in vision, the dread final struggle between 
the powers of Good and Evil touching so many scenes, hallowed by divine 
footsteps   and terminating its career at those desert mounds on the 
Euphrates, beneath which -lies buried the earliest and most famous city of 
the past.


